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ABSTRACT 

To invesfigate the disclosure of stressftil family e\ents, particularly within the 

sibling relationship, undergraduate students in a major university in the Southwestern 

United States were administered a questionnaire that included the Stressful FamiK' 

Events Survey and the Social Support Functions Inventory (Munsch & BIyth. 1993). The 

process of disclosing is viewed here as an important element of social support and is 

considered within the framework of the Double ABCX Model of family adjustment and 

adaptafion (McCubbin & Patterson, 1983). This model describes the impact of family 

stressors as a process whereby a family experiences a pile-up of stressors and strains (aA 

Factor), attempts to react to the situation using existing and new resources (bB Factor), 

gives meaning to the total crisis situation (cC Factor), and attempts to adapt and maintain 

a sense of balance (xX Factor) in the family. Surprisingly, while a substantial number of 

participants went to siblings for support in dealing with stressful famil\ e\cnts (56% of 

males and 64% of females), a substantial number did not (44% and 36%, respecti\cly). 

Gender was not found to impact the number of siblings participants disclosed to. 

Younger siblings were more likely to go to older siblings for support in dealing with 

stressful events. In terms of the configuration of sibling support networks, sister pairs 

outnumbered mixed gender pairs and brother pairs. Siblings were found, in general, to 

provide few unique specific forms of support when compared to parents, non-parental 

adults, and peers. The implications of this study and directions for future research arc 

also discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

As children grow up within the context of a family, there are a number of stressful 

events that are likely to occur. Some common stressful family events include divorce, 

child abuse, parental violence, and the death of a family member. The fact that these 

events can have extremely negative consequences for children who experience them is 

well documented (Cosentino & Collins, 1996; Jones, 1988; Wolfner & Gelles, 1993). 

Despite the negafive consequences of these events, social support has been found to 

buffer the negative effects of these events and facilitate coping. One way children can 

facilitate social support is by disclosing the experience of, or feelings related to, the 

experience of such events. Because a sibling is a natural target for disclosure (due to 

their similarity in age, shared environment, physical closeness, and the long-term nature 

of this relationship), this study examines the nature of childrens' disclosure of stressful 

events with a focus on sibling relationships. Next the social support functions provided 

by siblings will be compared to parents, non-parental adults and peers. Because the 

Double ABCX model of adjustment and adaptation (McCubbin & Patterson, 1983) 

provides an excellent framework for understanding how families adapt to stressors and 

crises, the role of social support will be explored (conceptually) within the framework of 

this model. 

Whether or not children disclose the nature of or feelings about such stressful 

events affects the way they deal with the events. Siblings ha\ e been found to be 

important sources of support for children and are likely to be a source for disclosure due 



to the longevity and closeness of the sibling relationship (Howe, .Aquan-.A.ssee. 

Bukowski, Rinaldi, & Pascale. 1995). However, while a great deal of research has 

explored disclosure in general, very little research has examined the disclosure of 

stressful family events within the sibling relationship. 

In this thesis, the disclosure of stressful events that ha\e occurred in the families 

of college undergraduates will be explored. The goal of this stud> is to examine whom 

these participants disclosed information about stressful e\ents to while growing up. 

Because the sibling relationship has been found to be a likel\ target for such disclosure 

(Brody, Stoneman, MacKinnon, & MacKinnon, 1985). the goal will be to specifically 

examine disclosure to siblings. We are interested in finding out whether or not siblings 

provide specific forms of support that are unique from other important people in their 

networks. Additionally, we will examine how age, gender, birth order and age spacing 

affects whether a sibling is a target for disclosure. By specifically examining this 

disclosure, we may gain a better understanding of how disclosure may be used by 

children as a wa\ to mobilize support. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

For most children, the family is the most influential aspect of their environment. 

Research has shovm that from the time they are bom, the family provides the context 

where children develop and progress through the stages of early life (Timko, Moos, & 

Michelson, 1993). This starts with the physical contact and nurturance required b> an 

infant and progresses to the emotional support provided by the famih throughout 

childhood and into adulthood. The family is where children learn the most about who 

they are, where they come from, and why they are the way they are. The family 

environment is also where they leam the mles and roles of the society in which they li\e. 

This environment has been found to be a potential resource for support when children 

experience negative events. 

Because the family environment is so important to the lives of children, e\ents 

that occur within that environment are some of the most important of all e\ents 

experienced by these children. For this reason, stressful family events can have a 

particularly negative impact on children. A number of researchers have reported that the 

impact of the event is related to the destructive nature of these events. The impact of 

family violence, for example, has been found to have short-term physical, developmental, 

and psychiatric effects, as well as long-term effects on the transmission of violence, 

criminality, psychiatric disorders, and other psychosocial complications across 

generations (Kashani, Daniel, Dandoy, & Holcomb, 1992). The death of a close family 

member is another example of a family event that has been found to greatly impact 



children. Webb (1993) found that children often feel anger, guilt, sadness, longing, and 

denial in response to the loss of a loved one. 

McCubbin and Patterson (1983) have discussed the process of famih stress in 

terms of the Double ABCX Model of Adjustment and Adaptation. The authors point out 

that family outcomes following a stressor or crisis are impacted by multiple factors that 

interact with each other. These multiple influences make up the factors of this model. 

The authors acknowledge that the Double ABCX Model is an adaptation of Hill's ABCX 

family crisis model. In Hill's model, factor A (the stressor event) interacts with B (the 

family's crisis-meefing resources) and C (the way the family defines the event) to 

produce X (the crisis). McCubbin and Patterson ha\e added to Hill's original ABCX 

model post-crisis variables to describe: (a) the additional life strains and stressors that 

shape family adaptafion; (b) the crifical psychological, intra-familial, and social resources 

families acquire and use in managing crisis situations; (c) the changes in definition and 

meaning families develop in an effort to make sense out of their predicament; (d) the 

coping strategies families employ; and (e) the range of outcomes of these family efforts. 

In McCubbin and Patterson's model. Family Demands: Pile-up (aA factor) is described 

as a pile-up of stressors and strains in the aftermath of a major stressor. This factor 

includes transifions, prior strains, consequences of the family's efforts to cope with the 

stressor and intra-family and social ambiguity due to the stressor. The authors then 

describe Family Adaptive Resources {bB factor) as the family's resources and capabilities 

for meeting the demands of a stressor and hardships. This factor includes existing 

resources and extended family resources. Next. Family Definition and Stcanin^ 



{cC factor) is referred to as the meaning the famih gi\ es to the overall crisis situation 

including the stressor causing the crisis and the added stressors and strains, old and new 

resources, and estimates of the requirements to bring the family back into balance. 

Finally, Family Adaptation Balancing {xXfactor) has been described as the outcome 

resulting from the interaction of the other three factors. This factor includes two le\els. 

member to family fit and family coherence. Family fit is described as the balance sought 

between individual family members and the family s\ stem. Family coherence is 

described as the family's attempts to minimize the discrepanc\ between famih resources 

and demands. Specifically, the authors describe famih coherence as the ability to 

differentiate between when the family should take charge from when the>' should not and 

instead believe in and support the authority and/or power of other sources. 

McCubbin and Patterson (1983) reported that one of the most important resources 

comprising Family Adaptive Resources (bB factor) is social support. The authors suggest 

that social support be defined as information that a famih member (a) is cared fox and 

loved, (b) is esteemed and valued, and (c) belongs to a network of mutual obligation and 

understanding. For the purposes of the present research, this is the level at which it is 

predicted that the disclosure of stressful famih events will contribute this process. 

Specifically, it is predicted that disclosure will increase the likelihood that support will be 

mobilized and will therefore be an important part of the support process. 1 lere the 

disclosure and support pro\ided by the people the children went to will be surve\ed and 

the relationship of this disclosure to the mobilization of and type c4'support rccei\ed b\ 

people who experience such events will be examined. 



For several reasons, the sibling relationship is likely to be one that would facilitate 

the disclosure of stressful family events (Brody et al., 1985). Some reasons for this 

include the closeness of age of many siblings, the large amount of time spent together in 

the family environment by siblings, and the great number of experiences that are shared 

by siblings. Howe et al. (2000) describe the sibling relafionship as an ideal context for 

self-disclosure. The authors cite the reciprocal and complementary features of sibling 

relationships as the basis for this claim. Siblings are reported to turn to each other for 

help, support or solace, and guidance. In addition, the authors point to a shared 

developmental history as another reason for the likelihood of disclosure. 

A great deal of attention has been given to the negative effects of stressful e\ents 

for children. However, very little research has focused on the nature of the disclosure of 

these events. Some of the existing literature on disclosure will be discussed here. Lord 

and Velicer (1975) examined the effects of sex, birth order, the target's relationship and 

the target's sex on self-disclosure in college students. These researchers found that 

females disclosed more than males and both sexes disclosed more to friends than siblings. 

Participants who did disclose to siblings showed a preference for disclosure to a sibling 

of the same sex. In terms of birth order. Lord and Velicer found that firstborns disclosed 

much less to siblings than did those bom later. Similarly, Komarovsky (1974) reported 

the pattems of self-disclosure of male college seniors to parents, siblings, and closest 

male and female friends. Komarovsky found that participants disclosed more to mothers 

than fathers and more to peers than parents. In addition, the female friend was the target 

of disclosure more often than the male friend. 



In a more recent study, Dolgin and Lindsay (1999) examined the disclosure of 

college undergraduates to their siblings. They reported that participants disclosed about 

fewer topics and did so in less depth to siblings more than fi\ e years > oimger than 

themselves. They found that neither participant nor sibling gender significant!} affected 

disclosure rates. Importantly, younger siblings reported more disclosure in order to seek 

advice and emotional support than did older siblings. Conversely, older siblings reported 

more disclosure aimed at teaching their younger siblings. "Venting" was most 

commonly directed at siblings close in age to participants. Finally, sisters more often 

reported disclosing to siblings for the purpose of seeking emotional support than did 

brothers. Because there is a dearth of information on disclosure within sibling 

relationship, combined with the inconsistency in the existing literature, the goal of this 

thesis is to help clarify the situation. Specifically, the goal is to examine to whom 

children that have experienced stressful family events disclose their experiences, with a 

special focus on disclosure within the sibling relationship. 

The Prevalence and Consequences of Stressful Family Events 

Stressful family events occur in a variety of different forms. Although each of 

these events has some unique effects, they also share many consequences. Each can have 

very negafive effects on the lives of the children and the families that experience them. 

Some of the specific traumatic events that will be examined here include: Parental 

divorce, parental unemployment, physical or sexual abuse, witnessing spousal violence, 

serious illness or death of a close family member (e.g., mother, father, sister, brother, 

grandparent), and death of favorite pet (Swearingen & Cohen, 1985; Work, Parker. & 



Cowen, 1990). Vrana and Lauterbach (1994) found that in a sample of undergraduate 

students, 84% reported experiencing at least one traumatic event and one-third of the 

sample reported experiencing four or more traumatic events. Taken together, these are 

events that occur relatively frequently and which affect a substantial number of children 

at some point in their childhood. 

Child Abuse (Physical and Sexual) 

Child abuse is a traumatic event that is experienced by a substantial number of 

children. The number of reported cases of child abuse has increased dramatically in 

recent years. The American Humane Association (Malkin & Lamb, 1994) reported that 

there was a 212% increase in reports of child maltreatment between 1976 and 1986. In 

1997, there were 3,195,000 reports of child abuse and over one million confirmed cases 

of abuse and neglect in the United States (Elders, 1999). Estimates of the actual number 

of cases in the United States vary greatly and range from 60,000 (Heifer & Kempe, 1974) 

to 2.3 million (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz., 1980). While this represents a wide degree of 

variance in estimates of the magnitude of the problem, one thing that is generally agreed 

upon is that child abuse is significantly underreported. In fact, man> service providers 

agree that less than half of all cases of abuse are actually reported. 

In terms of child abuse prevalence it is important to specifically examine the 

different types of abuse. Of the substanfiated cases of child abuse for 1995 from 34 states, 

54% involved neglect, 25% involved physical abuse, 11% in\olved sexual abuse, 3% 

involved emotional maltreatment, and 6% were characterized as "other." In 1997, 52''o 

of cases were classified as neglect and 24% were classified as physical abuse. Neglect is 



clearly the most common form of child abuse. For the purpose of this study, howe\er, 

we will concentrate on physical and sexual abuse. The reason for this is because the goal 

of this thesis is to ask subjects to recall specific traumatic events that occurred within 

their families. Specific instances of neglect might be harder to recall. Regardless of 

whether we are looking at "actual" cases, number of reports, or number of substantiated 

reports, this is clearly a problem that affects a significant number of children. 

Several studies that have examined the consequences of child abuse have shown 

that one reason it is so harmfijl is because of the family environment in which these 

events occur. For example, Yama, Tovey, Fogas, and Teegarden (1992) found that family 

environments in cases of abuse often have less cohesion, more conflict, less emphasis on 

moral-religious matters, less emphasis on achievement, and less of an orientation toward 

intellectual, cultural, and recreational pursuits. It was also found that the families of 

incest victims display multiple problems, including mental illness and violence. These 

families were also found to employ fewer mles in regulating family life (Yama et al., 

1992). Many researchers have specifically examined the negative consequences of 

sexual abuse for children. Ellerstein and Canavan (1980) concluded that the reason 

sexual abuse within families is so harmful is because such activities violate the social 

taboos of family roles. Such activifies are also likely to involve vulnerable, dependent, 

and developmentally immature children and adolescents who are often maltreated b> an 

attachment figure. It is not surprising, therefore, that sexually abused children ha\c been 

found to function at lower intellectual levels and be more withdrawn, more anxious, less 

socially competent, and more fearful of physical contact than non-abused children 

(Camras, Grow, & Ribordy, 1983: Perry, Doran, & VV'ells, 1983). 



Browne and Finkelhor (1986) foimd that sexual abuse was related to fear, anxiet) 

depression, anger, hostility, increased anxiety, defiance against family, guilt, eating and 

sleeping disturbances, miming away from home, tmancy, school dropout, and 

inappropriate sexual behavior in victims. They report that symptoms were present in all 

domains of ftincfioning including cognition, affect, interpersonal behavior, and 

psychological health. In addition, these negative effects were shown to continue into 

adulthood, as women who were sexually abused as children continued to experience 

problems such as depression, self-destmctiveness. isolation, anxiety, low self-esteem, 

substance abuse, sexual maladjustment, and re-victimization. 

Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence is another example of the type of family stress that children 

can be exposed to. Appleton (1981) found that 219 of 620 women sampled (35%) 

reported that they had been physically stmck at least once by their intimate partner. In a 

college sample, Feerick and Haugaiard (1999) foimd that 9% of the women reported 

witnessing some type of physical conflict between their parents. While this proportion is 

lower, this seems to still be significant considering that in the second study the 

participants were asked to report events that happened to others and this sample had 

achieved a higher level of education than those in the previous study. Given the 

prevalence of such violence, a large number of children are likely to view these events. 

Results from the Spouse Assault Replication Program indicated that children were often 

present in households where violence occurs and that >oung children were 

disproportionately represented among these children, fhese children also were exposed 
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to extreme levels of additional developmental risk factors (Fantuzzo, Bomch, Beriama, 

Atkins, & Marcus, 1997). The literature on domestic violence has primarih been focused 

on children who are the direct victims of physical abuse. Only in the last decade has 

research begun to focus upon the indirect victims of domestic violence, the children who 

witness their mothers being physically abused by their partner (Fantuzzo et al., 1997). 

The evidence that these children are at risk for psychopathology has been accumulating. 

Feerick and Haugaard (1999) reported that witnessing marital violence was associated 

with other family mental health risks, childhood physical and sexual abuse, and adult 

physical assaults by strangers. 

Divorce 

Divorce is another stressful family event that has had an impact on an increasing 

number of children in recent years. Lester (1996) found that America had the highest 

divorce rate in the industrialized world from 1950 to 1985. In 1991, it was estimated that 

over one million American children experience parental divorce each year and that 70% 

of all children would spend time in a single-parent household (Bussey, 1996). We know 

that about half of all marriages today end in divorce. Divorce is clearly something that 

affects a significant number of families every year. 

Children in families of divorce experience the negati\e effects in many different 

ways. Some of the negative effects include conduct and behavioral problems, academic 

difficulties, emofional distress, problems in coping, and interpersonal difficulties with 

family and peers. Many children of divorce also experience poorer health and even a 

higher mortality rate than other children (Tucker et al., 1997). Similariy. Furstenberg and 



Tietler (1994) examined hundreds of children using the National Survey of Children and 

found that on nearly all outcome measures, children from divorced families had 

significanfiy more problems. Bussey (1996) found that such children were less likeh to 

finish high school or go to college, more likely to become pregnant as a teen, more likely 

to have problems with delinquency, dmg abuse, and depression, and less likely to be 

satisfied with their lives. They found that divorce also has negative effects on children 

later in their lives. Some of these effects include decreased social well-being, lower 

quality of marriage, and the risk of experiencing divorce themsehes. 

For most families, divorce creates a great deal of conflict and turmoil and the 

experience of divorce is a generally stressful one. Many authorities believe the behavior 

problems that occur with many children who have experienced divorce derive not directly 

from the dismption of family bonds but more from the difficulties in interpersonal 

relationships the dismption is associated with. For example. Tucker et al. (1997) found 

that the negative effects that children of divorce experience may be due more to the 

impaired family environment than other factors. Children from divorced families ma>' be 

exposed to more frequent and intense parental conflict than children from intact families. 

Bussey (1996) found that factors such as level of conflict in the family and amount of 

time spent with children post-divorce, not the divorce per se, mediate children's 

adjustment. Not only is the witnessing of parental conflict extremely stressful for 

children, but parental conflict also can have a negati\e effect on the parent-child 

relationship. Effects have been found to transfer from the quality of the parents' marital 

relafionship to the quality of the parent-child relationship, so that parents who are in 

distressed marriages are more likely to have poor relationships with their children as well 



(Tucker et al., 1997). These poorer parent-child relationships are, in tum, related to 

impaired emofional and behavioral adjustment in children after the separation (Grych & 

Fincham, 1993). 

Children of divorce also experience stmctural changes in their support system. 

When one parent relocates, the child's time is often split between two households. This 

change can lead to decreased interaction between the child and the non-custodial parent 

and can thus damage the quality of the relafionship (Tucker et al., 1997). Families of 

divorce often face a dramatic economic decline that can lead to an increased amount of 

tension in many single-parent households. Because of the new family structure, one 

parent is often faced with the difficult task of performing all the roles previously shared 

by both parents (de Geode & Spmijt, 1996). 

Children of divorce also have to face a number of other significant changes in 

their lives. For example, children often move to a different house or see one parent 

moving out. Along with relocation comes moving to a different school, losing touch w ith 

friends and family members, and having to meet a large group of new people (de Geode 

& Spmijt, 1996). Many children report that their childhood ended with the divorce of 

their parents, and that they felt their parents in many ways deserted them. Normally 

empathetic and nurturing parents can experience a number of conflicted emotions during 

the divorce and sometimes become oblivious to the needs of their children (Bussey, 

1996). 

In reviewing the extensive literature on divorce, it is important to note that some 

researchers have found that children who experience divorce are able to effectivch cope 

with the experience. Some studies show that differences are small between children from 



one and two-parent homes of similar social status when measuring school achievement, 

social adjustment, and delinquent behavior (Kinard & Reinherz. 1986). Other research 

has even shown that children and adolescents from single-parent homes show less 

delinquent behavior, less psychosomatic illness and better self-concepts than those from 

unhappy intact homes (Cooper, Holman, & Braithwaite, 1983). However, the majority of 

research seems to suggest that children from intact families ha\ e fewer problems than 

children from divorced families. 

Parental Unemployment 

A significant amount of research has supported the findings of de Goede and 

Spmijt (1996) who explored the negative impact of parental unemployment on young 

people. De Goede and Spmijt (1996) found that young people who have experienced 

unemployment in their family score lower on psychological health variables than those 

who have not had that experience. Jones (1988) found that unemployment affects the 

entire social network of the unemployed person or persons. This is expected to be 

especially tme of the family. Some of the effects found by Jones include decreased 

support, declining family well-being, increased stress, and deterioration of the parent-

child relationship. Another study found support for the stressful nature of parental 

unemployment (Farran & Margolis, 1987) and concluded that parental unemployment 

can be extremely dismptive to the family system and can result in adjustment problems 

for the children. 

Death of a Close Family Member 
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A number of studies have examined the negative effects the death of a close 

family member has on children. While some studies point out the variability of the 

experience due to factors such as the age and developmental level of the child or other 

factors, researchers seem to agree that the death of a family member takes a great toll on 

children who experience it. Specifically, Garber (1983) examined the effects that the 

death of a parent has on children and adolescents. Several of the subjects in Garber's 

sample who had experienced the death of a parent had a significant decline in their 

academic performance. Several of the other subjects showed decreased interest in the 

activities that they had been involved in before the death of their parent. One of the most 

dramatic findings was that a large portion of the sample did not feel optimistic about the 

future. These subjects did not predict any improvements in their lives and were more 

preoccupied with activities and concerns for academic performance. Garber (1983) also 

discussed the finding that many researchers who examine parental loss have found that 

subjects tend to experience more pain, anxiety, and regressive trends than subjects who 

have not experienced parental loss. These subjects also appear to be more fragile, 

vulnerable, and experience more tension than other subjects. 

Other studies have examined the effects that the death of a grandparent has on 

children and adolescents. One such study examined the effects of life events on the 

severity of psychopathology for patients in a psychiatric hospital. They found that the 

highest functioning patients in their sample of adolescents experienced the lowest 

frequency of grandparent deaths (Yates, et al., 1989). These researchers also found that 

grandparent deaths directly affected two aspects of functioning. First of all, the children 

experienced grief due to the attachment they had formed to the grandparent. Second, 



they found that these children experienced indirect grief through the parent whose grief 

resulted in decreased nurturance during critical phases of personalitv development. 

Walsh (1983) found that grandparent deaths were also related to later psychopathology. 

Grandparent deaths had occurred two years before or after birth for 41 % of schizophrenic 

adults in this sample, but for only 2% of adults with no discemable psychiatric problem. 

Death of a Family Pet 

Family pets can be extremely important in the lives of children. Carmack (1985) 

found that a pet can be a confidant, a source of humor and companionship, a source of 

shared daily activities and responsibilities, and a companion that is almost constanth 

available. Bryant (1985) found that children often have intimate talks with their pets. 

These findings support those of Levinson (1978) who found that animal companions can 

make unique contributions to a child's social and personality development. Because pets 

can be such important sources of support, the death of a family pet is an event that can 

have an extremely traumatic effect on the members of a family. One study concluded that 

a pet's death can lead to grief as intense as that precipitated after the loss of a human. 

This researcher also found that the death of a pet can lead to family dismption as well as 

a disorganizafion of family functioning (Carmack, 1985). 

Another reason for the grief experienced by children who lose a pet is because 

they perceive their relafionship with that pet as extremely special and unique. Children 

often feel like their relationship with a pet is unlike the relationship they might have w ith 

any other pet or with any person. It is this perceix ed uniqueness that causes children to 

miss their pets so dramatically (Caramack, 1985). Harris (1982) found that 35 to 4U"o of 



his clients form such a bond with their pet that the pet becomes a substitute for a human 

relationship. He concluded that these people experience a greater feeling of loss w hen 

that pet dies. 

The death of a family pet can also cause a disorganization of the normal family 

functioning. Quackenbush and Glickman (1984) found that the death of a family pet 

dismpts the owner's established social system. They suggest that the grief experienced 

by these pet owners is due to these dismptions. Owners are no longer able to have the 

interactions with their pet that they have come to rely on. Ninety-three percent of the 

subjects in their sample reported experiencing some degree of disruption in their daily 

routines after the death of a family pet. 

As can be seen from the above review of stressful events, it is likely that many 

children will experience some events that can have a negative impact on their lives. 

However, such events do not invariably produce negative results because there are a 

number of protecfive factors that can moderate the effects. Disclosure is one of these 

factors. 

Disclosure of Stressful Events 

Disclosure and Age 

One theme that appears to be consistent within the disclosure literature is that age 

has a significant effect on disclosure. Sorensen and Snow (1991) examined the 

disclosure of traumatic events and found that preschool children were more likely to 

disclose such events accidentally. Conversely, adolescents were more likely to disclose 

purposefully. Among the younger children, excessive or age-inappropriate behavior was 



commonly seen as one way of expressing abusive events without direct disclosure. 

Keary and Fitzpatrick (1994) examined disclosure during formal investigations of 

traumafic events. These researchers found that children under five years old w ere the 

least likely to disclose abuse. In addition, they found that children who had previouslv 

disclosed abusive events were more likely to disclose during formal investigation than 

those that had not. However, children under five years old were still less likelv to 

disclose than older children, even if they had previously disclosed. 

De Young (1987) examined the developmental variables that impact disclosure 

among children between the ages of two and seven. De Young found that children in this 

age group are likely to withhold disclosure of abusive events because they may 

experience greater confusion and less understanding of the events due to their 

developmental immaturity. 

The developmental nature of disclosure has also been expanded beyond abuse 

events. Peevers and Secord (1973) examined the relationship attributions of children, 

reporting that younger children have an egocentric view of the world. This means that 

yotmg children see people and things in their own subjective framework. With increasing 

age, however, the child develops reciprocity, or the ability to see the other person's point 

of view. This ability is likely to add to a greater understanding of the events that occur 

and a greater likelihood of disclosure of these events. 

Disclosure and Gender 

Another issue of importance concerning disclosure is the difference in disclosure 

for the gender of those who experience stressful events. Finkelhor (1990) found that one 
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of the most serious issues in the disclosure of abuse events is the underreporting of abuse 

by males. Finkelhor reported that males are less likel> to disclose abuse events because 

they have "more to lose by disclosing" than females. Specifically, a male v ictim might 

assume that disclosure might be considered as asking for help, thereby v iolating a self-

reliance ethic. Additionally, such disclosure might be thought of as a sign of weakness. 

Similarly, Nasjleti (1980) found that victimization has a special meaning for male 

children. Nasjleti stated that males are socialized to be more physically aggressiv e, self-

reliant, and independent. In addition, she reported that social standards do not permit 

males to express feelings of helplessness and vulnerability, which is what disclosure of 

such events would mean for them. 

The Positive Effects of Disclosure of Stressful Events 

Despite the negative impact of stressful family events, sources of social support 

have been shown to have significant stress-buffering effects and can help to protect 

children who have experienced these events (Finkelhor, 1990). One way in which 

children can increase their chances of gaining support to help them cope with the 

negative impact of stressful family events is by disclosing the experience of, or feelings 

about, those events. If other people in the lives of these children are not aware that the 

children have experienced these events, then providing support becomes almost 

impossible. Findings suggest that disclosure of negative events in the right environment 

enables families to begin the healing process. One such study by Berlinger and Conte 

(1990) indicated that children who experienced abuse, for example, felt that disclosure of 

the abuse helped them in many ways. Virtually all of the children in their .sample said 
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that the only thing they might have done differently would have been to tell someone 

earlier. Those children who did not disclose the abuse reported regret for not telling 

(Berlinger & Conte, 1990). Ravels, Siegel, and Kams (1999) discussed the importance 

of communication pattems among children who have experienced the death of a parent. 

Specifically, they foimd that the open expression of feelings about the death of a parent 

makes healthy adaptation to such a loss more likely. Conversely, the> found that when 

family communication about a parent's death is avoided or inadequate, negative 

outcomes are increased. Pennebaker (1985) suggests that not talking about a traumatic 

experience was associated with an increased risk of physical disease. 

The disclosure of traumatic events has been found to have an impact on man\ of 

the negative effects of these events. For example, Arata (1998) reported that the 

disclosure of traumatic events has been found to decrease distress, to increase support, 

and to decrease physical symptoms related to the traumatic event. Pennebaker (1985) 

suggested that there may be an intrinsic therapeutic benefit from disclosure, regardless of 

whether intervention occurs. Pennebaker, Kiecolt-Glaser, and Glaser (1988) found that 

subjects that wrote about traumatic experiences showed a reduction in health center visits 

for illness compared to subjects who wrote about trivial topics. They found that if 

stressful events are disclosed in childhood, they are no longer a secret and therefore the 

negative effects of keeping such events secret may be prevented. In addition, the 

disclosure of these events allows for potential interventions to put an end to ongoing 

events and to provide some form of treatment. Reynolds, Brewin. and Saxton (2000) 

examined emotional disclosure in school children. They found that allowing children to 

write about negative events they had experienced contributed to a general reduction in 
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negative symptoms. Mallon and Best (1995) assessed the impact of a traumatic incident 

in a secondary school for girls in Birmingham, England. The researchers found that in 

counseling these students, allowing them to disclose and discuss these events led to a 

marked reduction in intmsive and avoidance factors reported on an Impact of Events 

scale. Such research indicates the possible benefits of disclosing negative events for 

children. This disclosure is likely to affect the way children perceiv e the experiences of 

various types of negative events. 

Research indicates that disclosure of stressftil events has both physical and 

psychological benefits for the victims of such events. Sherman, Bonanno, Wiener, and 

Battles (2000) discussed the health benefits of disclosure for children infected with HIV. 

Results from their study indicated that children who disclosed their HIV-positive status to 

friends during the 1-year course of the study had a significantly greater increase in 

immunity than children who had not disclosed their HIV-positive status to friends. 

Similariy, McNulty and Wardle (1994) found that children who disclosed their 

experiences of abuse experience received increased social support as a result of this 

disclosure. Finkelhor (1990) reported that among children who disclose sexual abuse, 

levels of symptoms in general decrease during the months following disclosure. 

In order to explore the benefit of disclosure of stressful events, it is important to 

note that these benefits are likely dependent upon the reaction of people such events are 

disclosed to. In fact, Pennebaker (1985) acknowledged that disclosure can be 

maladaptive depending on the response of the recipient of such disclosure. Despite the 

potential for negative responses to disclosure, evidence suggests that disclosure is usualh 

a positive experience. Arata (1998) reported that reactions to disclosure in a sample of 
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female victims of sexual abuse were generally positive, regardless of to whom the 

disclosure was made. Overall, results seem to suggest that disclosing such ev ents is more 

helpful than not disclosing. 

Increasing the likelihood of putting an end to ongoing stressful events is another 

reason commonly given for disclosure. Berlinger and Conte (1995) foimd that most 

children felt they received a positive and supportive response when they disclosed their 

abuse experiences. The most common reason the children in their sample gave for 

disclosure was to catch the offender or to prevent it from happening again. All but one of 

the children in their sample felt that other abused children should tell others about their 

experiences. The final reason the authors gave for disclosing abusive ev ents was that the 

negative effects of abuse can be minimized by the help they are likely to receive from 

professionals as a result of disclosure. 

Disclosure and Social Support 

Because of the prevalence of stressful events that occur within the family, it is 

clear that children are likely to experience one or more of these events while growing up. 

It is widely recognized that humans are social creatures. In fact, Bryant (1985) reported 

that the survival of any human organism requires human bonding and attachment with at 

least one nurturing other. Because humans are social creatures, support from others is 

extremely important, especially when stressful events are experienced. In times of such 

events, the social networks surrounding these children become a vital source of support to 

buffer the negative effects of these experiences. Disclosure is one way to mobilize such 

support. 
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There are several ways in which social support can be helpful for children who 

have experienced traumatic events. First, Dubrow and Tisak (1989) found that problem-

solving skills were important for moderating the effects of stressftil events. These skills 

were found to allow the child to develop strategies to effectivel} cope w ith negativ e 

experiences. One of the skills that is extremely helpftil is the mobilization of support. In 

other words, children who seek out support from others are much more likely to receive 

that support. Secondly, Cohen and Wills (1985) found that social support produced a 

generally positive effect on individuals regardless of the level of stressors. Cobb (1976) 

looked at social support in terms of esteem support, describing support as information 

that tells the individual that he/she is a member of a network in which they are esteemed 

and valued. It has even been suggested that the perceived availability of support has a 

greater impact than the actual support itself Finally. Wolchik, Sandler, Brav er, and 

Fogas (1986) suggest that support may lessen the impact of stressors by reducing their 

perceived threat and importance. 

Before discussing the disclosure of stressful events in detail, it is important to 

examine who children are likely to seek out as the targets for such disclosure and support. 

Throughout the course of development, individuals have personal relationships with a 

variety of people in their networks. Some of the people they have relationships with 

include parents, siblings, relatives, teachers, friends, and romantic partners (Furman & 

Buhrmester, 1992). There have been many studies that have shown the importance of 

parents as sources of social support. Rutter (1979) found that children who had a warm 

relationship with at least one parent were less likely to exhibit conduct disorders than 

children who did not have such a relationship. Another study by Sandler (1980) found 
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that the presence of two parents and an older sibling in the home moderated the 

relationship between stressftil life events and behav ioral adjustment. Another researcher 

concluded that the majority (80%) of the resilient youths in her sample that grew up in 

poverty felt that support from parent figures had been useful and reported an increased 

number and availability of informal sources of support compared to youths w ith serious 

coping problems (Wemer, 1992). Blyth, Hill, and Thiel (1982) found that of all their 

participants, 90% to 93% listed one or both of their parents as significant others in their 

lives. Finally, Furman and Buhrmester (1992) also found that participants listed parents 

as significant others and concluded that subjective evaluations of relationships may have 

a stronger impact on adjustment than objective measures. 

Sibling Relationships 

Siblings as a Target for Disclosure 

One of the most important components of the social network is the sibling 

relationship. Siblings can be a target of disclosure for several reasons. First of all, 

starting in early childhood, children spend more time with siblings than with parents 

(Bank & Kahn, 1976; McHale & Crouter, 1996). The sibling relationship is usually the 

longest relationship an individual will experience in a lifetime (Cicirelli, 1982). Siblings 

provide companionship, entertainment, and support, in addition to fostering the 

development of prosocial behaviors such as helping, teaching, and sharing (Abramovitch, 

Corter, & Lando, 1979; Brody et al., 1985; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). Many sibling 

pairs also possess a shared developmental history. Howe et al. (2000) report that due to 

their long period of association, siblings are likely to have experiences that have shared 
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meanings. Siblings share the same parents, the same house (sometimes the same room), 

relatives, pets, and they know the events of each other's lives. Such siblings are likely to 

know each other better than anyone else. Cicirelli (1994) describes the sibling 

relationship as one of egalitarianism. In other words, siblings have a mutual acceptance 

for one another, which allows them to interact as equals despite potential inequalities in 

power or status. 

In one study, Bryant (1985) found that 80% of the children in the sample listed al 

least one sibling in a list of most important people in their li\es. In the same sample. 

76% included all their siblings in this list. In a studv of college females. Cicirelli (1980) 

found that on items related to emotional support, participants reported they had as strong 

or stronger feelings for their "closest" sibling than for their mother and stronger feelings 

than for their father. Because of the obligator} nature of sibling relationships, siblings are 

forced to have a continuing relationship that \irtually guarantees further interaction (East 

& Rook, 1992). Cicirelli (1994) further states that ccMnmunication between siblings about 

their lives (direct or indirect) may produce empathy and \ icariousl} shared experiences. 

In summary, siblings provide an opportunity for lifelong interaction and are, therefore, a 

potential source of support throughout the lives of children. 

Support from siblings ma}' be particularly important for children who do not ha\e 

strong, supportive peer relationships. East and Rook (1992) found that isolated children 

perceived their school friendships as least supporti\ e and their favorite sibling 

relationships as most supporti\ e. The same stud} also found that high support from a 

favorite sibling was associated with better adjustment among isolated children on si>me 
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outcomes. It is likely that the fewer peer relationships a child has. the more likeh the 

child will be to tum to siblings for support. 

Another set of research has shown the positive impact that sibling relationships 

have on the functioning and socialization of children. For example, Bank and Kahn 

(1976) found that under specific stressful family circumstances siblings often turn to each 

other for support and alliance. Arata (1998) found that parents are somewhat more likely 

to have negative reactions to the disclosure of sexual abuse than siblings. Siblings also 

play a unique role in the disclosure of a young person's sexual orientation. Several studies 

have found that sexual-minority youth disclose to siblings even before they disclose to 

parents. Savin-Williams (1998) found that siblings were often the first family members 

disclosed to because youths believe that they will be supportive and the way the siblings 

react will help them to adapt the manner in which they disclose to other famih members. 

Savin-Williams (1998) also observed that siblings are often told or discover the sexual 

orientafion of their gay brother or sister before parents. In fact, the relationship between 

siblings may grow and become more positive and intimate over time because they share a 

common secret and because the sibling tmsted them enough to reveal this aspect of their 

life. 

Other studies have shown that sibling support may serve a protective function by 

buffering the effects of stress on children's behavior, increasing self-esteem and leading 

to more effective coping (Dubrow & Tisak, 1989; Wolchik, Ruehlman, Braver, & 

Sandler, 1989). Bryant (1985) found that these supportive sibling relationships may 

have particular implications in high-risk samples in which children lack parent or peer 

support. Clearly not all interactions between siblings arc positi\ e. Some studies, 
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however, suggest that both negativ e and positiv e aspects of sibling interactions are 

related to the learning of affectiv e language, social understanding, and perspective taking 

(Brown & Dunn, 1992; Howe, 1991; Howe & Ross, 1990). This suggests that the 

conflictual nature of sibling interactions can provide opportunities to leam negotiation 

skills, affect regulation, and behavioral control. 

One reason that sibling relationships provide support for children is that the} 

often resemble friendships in the functions the} perform (e.g.. providing a sense of 

closeness, companionship, and encouraging a sharing of mutual experiences) (East & 

Rook, 1992). The familiarity, intimacy, and enduring nature of the bond between siblings 

may allow for more latitude in the reactions to inappropriate behavior than in peer 

relationships (Bryant, 1985; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). 

Sibling Birth Order and Age Spacing 

Two factors that seem to affect the role that siblings play in the li\es of children 

are birth order and age spacing. Birth order has been reported to hav e a profound effect 

on important relationships and roles (Volling & Belsky. 1992). Specifically, a child's 

perceptions of the sibling relationship is said to be parth determined by birth order 

(Howe et al., 2000). Eldest children in wideh spaced dyads reported engaging in the 

most caretaking and nurturing behaviors. Narrowly spaced d}ads ha\e been found to 

report greater warmth and closeness. Howe\er. children indicated less admiration of their 

siblings when age spacing was narrow rather than wide and conflict occurred more 

frequcnth in narrowly spaced d}ads (Howe et al., 2000). Stocker and \!cl laic {\')')2) 

found that more affection and less hostilit} from an c4der sibling were associated with 

27 



widely spaced dyads, whereas younger children in wideh spaced d}ads reported greater 

sibling rivalry. These findings indicate that a child's experiences (including disclosure of 

stressful and other events) with siblings is determined in part b} his or her standing in the 

family constellation. 

Sibling Pair Configurations 

CicireUi (1982) examined the emotional closeness of sibling pairs in a sample of 

college women and asked them to identify their "closest sibling." Cicirelli found that 

approximately equal numbers of older sisters, older brothers, }ounger sisters, and 

younger brothers were identified as the closest sibling. The participants reported the} felt 

more positively toward the "closest" sibling than toward their father on all of four items 

on a survey measuring closeness, and felt more positi\ e toward this sibling than to the 

mother on three of the four items. Cicirelli further found that birth order and sibling 

spacing were most strongly related to the feelings toward siblings, with participants 

indicating they felt more positively toward siblings who were closer in age. 

The relationship between gender and sibling closeness is an area that is in need of 

further investigation, as little agreement exists between researchers on this subieci. 

Cicirelli (1982) found that for the abo\e group of college women, gender ot the sibling 

was not an important factor in identifying the "closest sibling." This is in ci>ntrast to the 

findings of other researchers who have found that closeness of the sibling relationship 

was strongh influenced by gender of the participant and gender of the sibling. Adams 

(1967), for example, found that of the three t}pes of pair configurations (female-female, 

male-male, and cross-gender), pairs of sisters rated their relationship with their sibling 
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closest in age as the closest, with 60% reporting a high degree of closeness to this sibling. 

In contrast, only 39% of pairs of brothers reported a high degree of closeness. Cross-sex 

sibling pairs were intermediate in closeness, with 46% reporting a high degree of 

closeness. Conversely, Floyd (1995) found that in a study of male and female 

undergraduates, women and men reported that their relationships were equalh close. 

This discrepancy in the research on gender and the sibling relationship highlights the 

need to explore this relationship ftirther. Based upon the majority of findings, however, it 

is predicted that disclosure among female-female pairs will occur more often than among 

any other dyad. 

The Sibling Relationship and the Disclosure of Stressful Events 

Given the importance of disclosure of negative events, an important area of 

research that has been neglected is the nature of support from siblings that occurs when 

stressful family events are experienced. An important aspect of this support is the 

disclosure of stressful family experiences. Very little research has examined the 

relationship between disclosure of these and other traumatic events to siblings and other 

significant people. Based upon evidence from the literature on the topics of stressful 

events, disclosure of such events, and sibling relationships, several hypotheses will be 

tested. The primary hypotheses tested in the present study appear below. 

Hypotheses Group A: Participant Characteristics and the Disclosure of Stressful l-vents 

I. Participants who were older at the time of the occurrence of the stressful 
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family event will be more likely to have disclosed to a greater number of siblings than 
participants who were younger. 

2. Female participants will report that the} disclosed to a greater number of 
siblings than male participants. 

3. Participants will be less likely to report disclosing to siblings unknown or secret tamily 
events (e.g., child sexual abuse, violence between parents) than known events (e.g.. 
parental unemployment, death of a famih member, divorce). In addition. 1 will 
examine descriptively the likelihood of disclosure to a sibling for each of the famih 
events in the Stressftil Famih Events Surv e\. 

Hypothesis Group B: Network Structure 

4. Participants who are only children will mobilize a larger number of parents, non-
parental adults and young people than participants with siblings. 

5. A significantly greater number of participants with siblings will report feeling they had 
someone in their life they could go to when a stressful family ev ent occurred than 
those without siblings. 

Hypothesis Group C: Sibling Configuration and Disclosure 

6. Younger siblings will be more likely to mobilize older siblings for support than older 
siblings will be to mobilize younger siblings. 

7. The sibling that participants select as the "most helpful" one will be more likely to be 
more similar in age (within 2 years of the participant's age) than less similar. 

8. In the selection of the "most helpful" sibling, sister-sister pairs will significantly 
outnumber cross-gender pairs and brother-brother pairs. 

Hypotheses Group D: Social Support and the Sibling Relationship 

9. Participants will indicate that the disclosure to the sibling they selected as •"most 
helpful" will be described as more helpful than disclosure to the non-parental adult 
and young relative or peer selected as the most helpful as indicated by a significantly 
higher mean helpfulness score. Second, it was predicted that there would not be a 
significant difference in the percei\ed helpfulness of siblings and parents. 

10. Hypothesis 10 a-h will examine the provision of different t\pes of social support 
across different relationships. For the dimensions of social support measured by the 
Social Support Functions Inventor}, it is h} pothesi/ed that: 

a. Siblings and peers will provide significantly more distraction as part of the suppt>n 
process than parents and non-parental adults. 

b. Siblings and peers will engage in significantl} more substance use as a part ot the 
support process than parents and non-parental adults. 

c. Siblings and peers will proside significantl} less emotional support than parents and 



non-parental adults. 
d. Siblings and peers will prov ide significantly more emotional regulation than parents 

and non-parental adults. 
e. Siblings and parents will provide significantly more instmmental support than peers 

and non-parental adults. 
f Siblings and peers will provide significantly less esteem enhancement than parents 

and non-parental adults, 
g. Siblings and peers will provide significantly more cognitiv e reappraisal than parents 

and non-parental adults, 
h. Siblings and parents will provide significantl} more acti\ e problem solving than 

peers and non-parental adults. 



CHAPTER 111 

METHOD 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 229 undergraduate students enrolled in classes in the 

College of Human Sciences at Texas Tech University, a large public universit} in the 

Southwestern part of the country. Of the total sample, 180 were students in Human 

Science classes and 49 were students in Family Financial Planning classes. The final 

sample included 188 females and 41 males. The demographic characteristics of the 

sample are presented in Table 3.1 below. 

Procedure 

Instructors asked for volunteers from among the students in their classes. 

Students were told they would be filling out a questionnaire about stressful famil} e\ ents 

that might have occurred while the} were growing up. Students then were given the 

Stressful Family Events Survey, which the} completed in their classes. Instructors were 

trained by the principle investigator on how to administer the questionnaire. Extra credit 

was not offered for the students' participation, nor were they gi\en any other 

compensation. The confidentiality of the participants was protected by requesting that 

they not place their names an} where on the survc}. When participants were asked to list 

other people on the sur\e}. the} were told to onh write the first name or iinlials ot the 

people the} listed. No student refused to participate. 
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Measures 

The complete set of measures used in this research appears in Appendix .A and i; 

described below. 

Stressful Family Events Survey (SEES) 

The Stressful Family Events Surv ey (SFES) is a pencil and paper measure that 

assesses five areas of information. First, the SFES contains demographic questions about 

the participant including gender, age. ethnicity and socioeconomic status while growing 

up. Next, participants were asked to indicate which stressful family e\ ents the} had 

experienced during their childhood. The stressful famih events used in the SFl S were 

taken from the Traumatic Events Questionnaire (TEQ) (Vrana cV: Lauterbach, 1994). The 

Traumatic Events Questionnaire assesses the occurrence of ele\en specific types of 

trauma reported in the DSM-lIl-R (American Psychiatric Association, 1994) and 

described in the empirical literature as potentialh eliciting post-traumatic s}mpioms. 

Vrana and Lauterbach (1994) report that over a two-week test-retest interval, the 

Traumatic Events Questionnaire reliabh assessed the number of events that were 

reported (r = .91) and the occurrence of specific e\ents a person had experienced in a 

sample of 51 participants (range of r ^ .72 for life situations to r = 1.0 for child abuse, 

mean r = .80). 

From among the events the participants ha\ e experienced, the} were asked to 

select the single most stressful e\ent. The participants were then asked to describe their 

family constellation b} making a list of the siblings (biological siblings, half-sibs. step-



sibs and other children) in the household when they were growing up. They also 

provided the current age and gender of each sibling on the list, indicated whether or not 

they went to each sibling on the list for help with the most stressful event they selected, 

and then rated the perceived helpfulness of each sibling to whom the} disclosed. 

The Social Support Functions Inventory 

The Social Support Functions Inventory (SSFI) (Munsch & Blyth, 1993) 

measures eight common dimensions of social support. These dimensions include 

instmmental support (the provision of tangible aid or assistance), emotional regulation 

(attempts to help the person control or regulate the level of emotional distress), active 

problem solving (help with idenfifying the problem, generating altemative solutions, and 

evaluating the consequences of various actions), esteem enhancement (attempts to 

preserve or restore a positive self-evaluation), cognitive reappraisal (attempts to redefine 

the problem in order to see it in a more positive light), emotional support (assurance of 

the availability of a concerned and caring person), distraction (such as doing things 

together to have fun) and substance use (such as drinking or using drugs). 

Munsch and Blyth (1993) subjected the items in the SSFI to an internal reliability 

analysis using the Knuder-Richardson formula for dichotomous responses. The alpha 

coefficient for a single scale of social support containing all 40 items was .92. Reliability 

coefficients for the seven original scales ranged from .33 to .78. The lowest reliability 

coefficient (alpha = .33) was for the scale representing social distraction. Because of the 

low reliability of this scale, the authors separated this scale into two subscales: 

Distraction (positive social interactions) and Substance Use (representing maladaptive 
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behaviors). The alpha coefficients for these two scales are .51 and .58, respectiv ely. In 

terms of the face validity of the SSFI. the items are made up of dimensions of support 

frequently menfioned in the literature. The scale of 40 items correlated .64 with a single 

question that assessed the perceived overall helpfulness of the relationship. In order to 

limit the amount of time required to fill out the survey and therefore reduce the chance 

that participants would become fmstrated and randomly respond to the surv c}. items 

were selected from each of the eight social support scales in the SSFI. 

For the present study, the revised SSFI was subjected to a test of internal 

consistency using Cronbach's alpha. For the present sample, alpha = .92 for the entire 

scale of 23 items. The alpha coefficients for each of the subscales were: instrumental 

support alpha = .80, emotional regulation alpha = .81. active problem solving alpha = .78. 

emotional support alpha = .77, esteem enhancement alpha = .80, distraction alpha .h9, 

substance use alpha = .47, and cognitive reappraisal alpha = .48. The specific items 

chosen for inclusion in the SSFI and their corresponding alpha coefficients appear in 

Table 3.7 below. 

>̂s 



CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSES AND RESULTS 

Descriptive Analyses 

As would be expected, most participants reported that they experienced one or 

more stressful family events while growing up. In fact 97% of the present sample 

reported experiencing at least one event. This is even higher than the prevalence (84%) 

found in a sample of undergraduates in a study by Vrana and Lauterbach (1994). The 

frequency of occurrence of stressful family events is listed in Table 3.2 below. The most 

prevalent stressful family events experienced by the participants were the death of a 

family pet (77.3%) and the death of a grandparent (73.8%). Parental job loss (24.9%) 

and parental divorce (22.7%) were also family events that a significant number of 

participants in this sample experienced. The least prevalent stressful family events 

reported were the death of a parent (3.1%) and being the victim of physical child abuse 

(3.9%). 

The remaining analyses will examine results based upon the "most stressful" 

event. The mean age at which participants experienced the "most stressful" event was 

12.05 years of age (SD = 4.75). I also examined how males and females differ in terms 

of the event they report as their most stressful event while growing up. These results are 

illustrated in Table 3.3 below. The final sample size was reduced by seven participants (n 

= 222) because these people did not list a "most stressful" c\ ent. 
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Because the purpose of this thesis is to examine the role that siblings play in 

coping with stressful family events, it also was important to look at the number of 

siblings to whom the participant disclosed. Also, because the literature shows both 

gender and ethnic differences in pattems of disclosure, this information was examined 

separately by the gender and ethnicity of the participant. The frequencies of disclosure 

by gender (Table 3.3) and the number of siblings disclosed to b} gender (Table 3.4) 

appear below. In addition, the number of siblings disclosed to by ethnicit} appears in 

Table 3.5 below. For the disclosure by ethnicity the one person in the category "mixed 

heritage" disclosed to zero siblings. For this comparison, the total sample size was 

reduced by two (n = 227) because these participants did not indicate their ethnicity. The 

participant then selected from each list the single most helpful person. This final list 

contained the most helpful female parent, male parent, non-parental adult, sibling, and 

young relative or friend (Table 3.6 below). For each of the people selected, the 

participants completed the revised Social Support Functions Inventory (SSFI) (Munsch & 

Blyth, 1993). 

Results 

Hypotheses Group A: Participant Characteristics and the Disclosure of Stressful Events 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that participants who were older at the time of the 

occurrence of the stressful family event would disclose to a greater number of siblings 

than participants who were younger. To test this hypothesis a simple regression was 

performed, regressing participant's age at the time of the occurrence of the selected 

stressful event on the number of siblings to which he or she disclosed. Contrar> to the 
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prediction, age at the time of the stressful family event was not significantl} related to the 

number of siblings to whom the participant disclosed, F (1. 212) = .00. p = .95 

Therefore, hypothesis 1 was not supported. 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that female participants would report that the} disclosed to a 

greater number of siblings than male participants. In order to test this h}pothesis. a t-iest 

was performed to compare the mean disclosure of males and females, with gender as the 

independent variable and number of siblings disclosed to as the dependent \ariable. 

However, there was no significant difference in the number of siblings to which male and 

female participants disclosed, t (227) = .02, p = .98, male mean = .90, female mean = .90. 

Therefore, hypothesis 2 was not supported. These findings differ from other studies 

within the disclosure literature that have found that, in general, females disclose more 

than males (Komarovsky, 1974; Lord & Velicer, 1975). These findings are similar, 

however, to those found in a more recent study b} Dolgin and Lindsay (1999) that 

indicated that the gender of the participant did not affect disclosure rates. 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that participants would be less likely to report disclosing 

unknown or secret family e\ents (e.g., being a \ ictim of physical child abuse, being a 

victim of sexual child abuse, witnessing physical or sexual child abuse of a sibling, or 

parental violence) to siblings than known or non-secret family e\ents (e.g.. parental }ob 

loss, death of a parent, death of a grandparent, death of a family pet, or parental divorce). 

A chi-square analysis which tested the proportion of participants who disclosed to al least 

one sibling did not differ significantly between secret and non-.secret events, / / (1, N 

201) .48, p = A9 Therefore, hypothesis "̂  was not supported. The sample si/e of this 

anahsis was reduced by 28 cases because tliese participants either did not pick a most 
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stressful event (n = 7) or chose an event that was not included in the list of events on the 

SFES as their most stressful ev ent (n = 21). These unique events were not reclassified on 

a case-by-case basis as "secret" or "non-secref events so the sample size for this analysis 

was reduced to 201. 

Because the abov e chi square analysis treated disclosure to siblings as a 

dichotomous variable, an additional analysis was performed using the number of siblings 

to whom the participant disclosed as a continuous variable. .\n . \ . \ 0 \ ' . \ that compared 

the number of siblings disclosed to for secret and non-secret events also was not 

significant, F (1, 199) = .70. p = .41 (mean number of siblings disclosed to for secret 

events = 1.09, mean number of siblings disclosed to for non-secret events ^ .93). 

Hypothesis Group B: Network Structure 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that participants who were only children would mobili/e a 

larger number of parents, non-parental adults, and \oung people than participants with 

siblings. Hypothesis 5 predicted that a significantl) greater number of participants with 

siblings would report feeling the}' had someone in their life the} could go to for support 

when a stressful family event occurred than those without siblings. Onl} nine 

participants in the sample of 229 reported that they were only children. Because the 

number of only children in the sample was too small for a test to be \alid, these 

hypotheses were not tested. 

1 lypothesis Group C: Sibling Configuration and Disclosure 
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Hypothesis 6 predicted that younger siblings would be more likely to mobilize 

older siblings for support than older siblings would be to mobilize younger siblings. To 

test this hypothesis a chi-square goodness of fit test of equal expectancies was performed 

to compare the observed and expected frequencies of these groups. The categorv- of 

"younger sibling mobilizing an older sibling" included all the youngest children who said 

they mobilized a sibling, plus all the middle children who mobilized an older sibling. 

The category of "older sibling mobilizing a younger sibling" included all oldest children, 

plus all the middle children who mobilized a } ounger sibling. 

As predicted, younger siblings were more likeh to mobilize older siblings for 

support than older siblings were to mobilize \ ounger siblings. / / (1, N = 154) = 7.51. p 

< .01. Therefore, hypothesis 6 was supported. 

Hypothesis 7 predicted that the sibling that the participant selected as the "most 

helpful" sibling would more likeh be more similar in age (within 2 }ears ĉ f the 

participant's age) than less similar. One category was constructed for siblings who were 

within two years (either} ounger or older) of the participant and the second categor} 

contained all the other siblings. A chi-square test was performed to lest whether the 

participants' selected siblings were more likely to be more similar or less similar in age. 

Contrary to this predicfion, the sibling that the participant selected as the "most helpful" 

sibling was more likel} be less similar in age (more than 2 years older or younger than 

the participant) than more similar,/-(I. N = 154) = 24.96, p - .0001. Spccitically, 108 

participants chose as their "most helpful" sibling a sibling that was mt̂ re than twti }ears 

older or \ounger than them. Converseh. 46 participants chose as their "most helpful" 
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sibling a sibling that was within two years of age. Therefore, support w as not found for 

hypothesis 7. 

Hypothesis 8 predicted that in the selection of the "most helpftil" sibling, sister-

sister pairs would significantly outnumber cross-gender pairs and brother-brother pairs. 

A chi-square goodness of fit test of equal expectancies was performed to compare the 

observed and expected frequencies of these groups (to test whether participants' selection 

differed based upon their sibling gender configuration). As predicted, in the selection of 

the "most helpfiil" sibling, sister-sister pairs significantly outnumbered cross-gender pairs 

and brother-brother pairs, y^ (2, N = 156) = 49.27, p < .01, thus supporting hypothesis 8. 

The sample size was reduced by 73 cases for this analysis because these participants 

either did not choose a "most helpful sibling," did not disclose a "most stressful event" to 

a sibling, or their responses were otherwise uncodeable on the SFES. 

Hypotheses Group D: Social Support and the Sibling Relationship 

Hypothesis 9 predicted that participants would indicate that disclosure to the 

sibling they selected as most helpful would be perceived as more helpful than disclosure 

to the non-parental adult and young relafive or peer selected as the most helpful. Second, 

it was predicted that there would not be a significant difference in the perceived 

helpfulness of siblings and parents. To test each of these hypotheses, an analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) was performed on the entire Social Support Functions Inventory 

scale with the relationship of the most helpful person (mother, father, non-parental adult, 

sibling, and young person) as the independent variable and the level of perceived social 

support as the dependent variable. 
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The first ANOVA comparing the perceptions of helpfulness for siblings, non-

parental adults, and young people was signficant, F(2, 418) = 4.25, p < .01. However 

Scheffe's test of mean comparison found that the perceived helpfulness of the "most 

helpful" sibling (mean = 2.50) was not significantly different from the perceiv ed 

helpfulness of the "most helpful" non-parental adult (mean = 2.68) but was significantl} 

different from the perceived helpful of the "most helpful" young relative or ftiend (mean 

= 2.74) although in the opposite direction from what was predicted. Therefore, the first 

part of hypothesis 9 was not supported. In terms of the second prediction, the ANOVA 

was not significant, F(2, 485) = 2.60, p = .08, (sibling mean = 2.50, mother mean = 2.70, 

father mean = 2.61). Therefore, the second part of hypothesis 9 (which predicted no 

difference in the perceived helpfulness of these people) was supported. 

Hypothesis 10 (a-h) examined the dimensions of social support across different 

relafionships. To test these hypotheses, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

was performed to compare the means of perceived helpfulness of the people mobilized 

for support for each of the individual dimensions. The overall MANOVA model 

indicated that there was a significant main effect for relationship of helper (Wilks' 

Lambda = .67; F (32, 2719.5) = 9.71, p < .0001. Therefore, the univariate tests for each 

dimension were examined to test each of the individual hypotheses. The univariate tests 

for all of the dimensions of social support were significant: Distraction (F [4, 748] = 

21.18, p < .0001), Substance Use (F [4, 748] = 8.34, p < .0001), Emotional Support (F (4, 

748] = 7.00, p < .0001), Emotional Regulation (F [4, 748] = 2.83, p < .05), Instmmental 

Support (F [4, 748] = 2.38, p < .05), Esteem Enhancement (F [4, 748] = 6.80, p = 

42 



< .0001), Cognitive Reappraisal (F [4, 748] = 2.40, p < .05) and Active Problem Solving 

(F [4, 748] = 5.58, p < .0001). The results of Scheffe's test of mean comparisons for each 

of the univariate tests are presented in Table 3.8 below. 

Hypothesis 10a predicted that siblings and peers would provide significantl}' more 

distraction as part of the support process than parents and non-parental adults. This 

hypothesis was partially supported. Scheffe's test of mean comparisons found that peers 

provided significantly more distraction than other groups. Siblings provided significantly 

more distraction than mothers and non-parental adults but not significantly more than 

fathers. Hypothesis 10b predicted that siblings and peers would engage in significantly 

more substance use as a part of the support process than parents and non-parental adults. 

Scheffe's test of mean comparisons found that peers (mean = .54) engaged in 

significantly more substance use in the support process than all other relationships. 

However, siblings were not found to be significantly different from parents or non-

parental adults. Therefore, hypothesis 10(b) received only partial support. Because the 

alpha for substance use was below what would ordinarily be considered "acceptable," 

these results should be interpreted with caution. 

Hypothesis 10c predicted that siblings and peers would provide significantly less 

emotional support than parents and non-parental adults. Scheffe's test found that non-

parental adults (mean = 3.67) provided significantly more emotional support than all 

other relationships. Siblings (mean = 3.25) provided significantly less emotional support 

than non-parental adults (mean = 3.67) and mothers (mean = 3.56). However, peers 

(mean = 3.60) did not provide significantly less emotional support than these 

relationships. Therefore, hypothesis 10 (c) was onh partially supported. 
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Hypothesis lOd predicted that siblings and peers would provide significantly more 

emotional regulation than parents and non-parental adults. Scheffe's test failed to find a 

significant difference between these groups. Hypothesis lOd was therefore not 

supported. 

Hypothesis lOe predicted that siblings and parents would provide significantl} 

more instrumental support than peers and non-parental adults. Scheffe's test failed to find 

a significant difference between these groups, so hypothesis lOe was not supported. 

Hypothesis 1 Of predicted that siblings and peers would provide significantly less 

esteem enhancement than parents and non-parental adults. Scheffe's test indicated that 

non-parental adults (mean = 3.43) and mothers (mean = 3.32) provided significantl} 

more esteem enhancement than siblings (mean = 2.87). but their perceived lev el of 

support was not found to be significantly different from peers. Therefore, hypothesis 1 Of 

was only partially supported. 

Hypothesis lOg predicted that siblings and peers would provide significantly more 

cognifive reappraisal than parents and non-parental adults. Scheffe's test of mean 

comparisons failed to find a significant difference between these relationships, therefore 

hypothesis lOg was not supported. Because the alpha for cognitive reappraisal was below 

what would ordinarily be considered "acceptable," these results should be interpreted 

with caution. 

Hypothesis lOh predicted that siblings and parents would provide significantly 

more active problem solving than peers and non-parental adults. Scheffe's test of mean 

comparisons found that mothers (mean = 2.91) and non-parental adults (mean = 2.90) 

provided significantly more active problem solving than siblings (mean ^ 2.39). 
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However, peers were not significantly different from mothers and non-parental adult; 

Therefore, hypothesis lOh was partially supported. 

45 



Table 3.1: Descriptive statistics for the sample (N = 229). 

Demographic variables 

Aee (M = 21.06, SD = 4.02, rar 
18-19 
20-21 
22-23 
24-53 

Gender 
Males 
Females 

Ethnicitv* 
Caucasian 
African American 
Hispanic 
Mixed Heritage 

SES* 
Upper class 
Upper middle class 
Middle class 
Lower middle class 
Lower class 

N 

ige= 18 - 53 years) 
76 
93 
37 
23 

41 
188 

204 
7 

15 
1 

10 
103 
100 

12 
3 

% 

33.1 
40.6 
16.5 
9.8 

17.9 
82.1 

89.1 
3.1 
6.6 

.4 

4.4 
45.0 
43.7 

5.2 
1.3 

* Two participants did not provide information on their ethnicity, and one did not pro\ ide 
information on socioeconomic status. Therefore, because of these missing participants, 
the percentages do not add up to 100%. 
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Table 3.2: Prevalence of stressful family events (N = 229). 

Event* 

Parental job loss 

Parental divorce 

Parental violence 

Victim of child abuse (physical) 

Victim of child abuse (sexual) 

Witness to abuse of a sibling 

Death of a parent 

Death of a grandparent 

Death of a family pet 

Other stressful family event 

N 

57 

52 

21 

9 

14 

10 

7 

169 

177 

27 

% 

24.9 

2"* "" 

9.2 

3.9 

6.1 

4.4 

>̂ 1 

7̂ .̂8 

77.3 

11.0 

Participants were able to name multiple e\ ents 
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Table 3.3: Frequency of events selected as "most stressftil" by gender (n= 222). 

Events 

Parental job loss 

Parental divorce 

Witness parental violence 

Males (n = 

2 

7 

0 

= 37) 
% 

5.4 

18.9 

0.0 

Females (n = 

17 

27 

7 

= 185) 
% 

9.2 

14.6 

3.8 

Victim of physical abuse 1 2.7 1 0.5 

Victim of sexual abuse 

Physical and sexual abuse 

Witness to abuse of sibling 

Death of parent(s) 

Death of grandparent(s) 

Death of parent and 

grandparent 

Death of a pet 6 16.2 27 14.6 

Other stressful event 0 0.0 21 11.4 

2 

0 

1 

0 

17 

1 

5.4 

0.0 

2.7 

0.0 

46.0 

2.7 

5 

o 

-> 
J 

0 

71 

4 

2.7 

1.1 

1.6 

0.0 

38.4 

2 "* 
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Table 3.4: Number of siblings disclosed to by gender of the participant (N = 229). 

Gender Siblings 

Males (n_= 41) 0 
1 

Females (n_= 188) 0 
1 
2 
3 

% 

44.0 
31.7 
19.5 
2.4 
2.4 

36.0 
41.0 
20.0 
3.0 

Table 3.5: Percentage of siblings disclosed to by the ethnicity of the participant (n = 227). 

Ethnicity Percentage of siblings disclosed to 

0 siblings 1 sibling 2 siblings 3 siblings 5 siblings 

Caucasian (n = 204) 39.2 38.2 20.6 2.0 0.0 

African-American (n = 7) 14.3 57.1 14.3 0.0 14.3 

Hispanic (n= 15) 13.3 53.4 20.0 13.3 0.0 
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Table 3.6: Relationship of selected helpers (N = 229). 

Relationship Number % 

Female Parent (n = 169) 
Biological mother 160 94.7 
Stepmother 2 1 -
Grandmother 1 0.6 
Aunt 6 ". •> 

Male Parent (n = 131) 
Biological father 127 97.0 
Stepfather 2 15 
Uncle 2 1.5 

^s 21.8 
Non-parental Adult (n = 115) 
Grandmother 
Grandfather ^ ;̂̂ -"" 
Aunt 26 22.6 
Uncle -* :;-̂  
Cousin -' - ^ 
Teacher 9 7.8 

1 "'6 
Counselor ^ " 
Church / religious leader 
Neighbor 
Adult friend / family friend 
Friend's mother 
Boyfriend 

Young Relative / Friend (n = 114) 
Friend 
Boyfriend 
Girlfriend 
Fiance 
Cousin 
Teammate 
Classmate 
Neighbor 

7 6.1 
2 1.7 

22 19.1 
8 7.0 
2 1.7 

89 78.1 
6 5.2 
3 2.6 
3 2.6 

10 88 
1 0.9 
1 0.̂ ) 
I 0.9 
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Table 3.7: The Social Support Functions Inventory (SSFI). 

Instmmental Support (alpha = .80) 
Lent or gave me something 1 needed 
Did me a favor to help me out 
Showed me what to do 

Emotional Regulation (alpha = .81) 
Tried to calm me down 
Tried to cheer me up 
Helped me to relax 

Active Problem Solv ing (alpha = .78) 
Gave me good advice 
Helped me to think about all m} choices 
Helped me to decide on the best altemative 

Esteem Enhancement (alpha = .80) 
Made me feel valued and important 
Praised me for something 1 did well 
Respected my ideas and opinions 

Distraction (alpha = .69) 
Went out with me to have fun 
Exercised or played sports w ith me 
Helped me get my mind off the problem 

Substance Use (alpha = .47) 
Drank alcohol w ith me 
Got high w ith me 

Cogniti\ e Reappraisal (alpha = .48) 
Told me things w ould get better 
Told me things could be worse 
Told me it wasn't my fault 

1-motional Support (alpha = .77) 
Allowed me to express my feelings 
Told me I could count on him or her 
Cared about me and my problem 
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Table 3.8: Mesin level of social support provided by different relationships 

Support Dimension 

Distraction (3) 

Substance Use (2) 

Emotional Support (3) 

Emotional Regulation (3) 

Instrumental Support (3) 

Esteem Enhancement (3) 

Cognitive Reappraisal (3) 

Active Problem Solving (3) 

Mother 
(n=183) 

2.23' 

0.16" 

3.56'-'' 

3.23 

2.75 

3.32* 

2.56 

2.91" 

Father 
(n=151) 

2.34''-' 

0.19'' 

3.35'''= 

3.12 

2.65 

3.16'-'' 

2.51 

2.73"-" 

Other Adult 
(n= 135) 

2.03' 

0.19'' 

3.67' 

3.30 

2.46 

3.43' 

2.57 

2.90* 

Sibling 
(n= 154) 

2.67'' 

0.30'' 

3.25' 

2.98 

2.39 

2.87'' 

2.28 

2.39'' 

Peer 
(0= 132) 

3.10' 

0.54' 

3.60'-'' 

3.26 

2.44 

3.11'-'' 

2.50 

2.60'-'' 

NOTE: Number in parentheses indicates the number of items in the social support scale. Means in a gi\ on 
row not having a common superscript differ significantly (p < .05) by Scheffe's test of mean comparison. 
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CHAPTER I\' 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to examine the disclosure of stressful famih events 

among children, especially within the sibling relationship. .As predicted based upon 

previous literature, the results of this study indicated that a large majority of people 

experience stressful events while growing up. In addition, a significant number of 

participants indicated that they disclosed information about these e\ ents to other 

significant people in their lives. Siblings were, as predicted, often the target for the 

disclosure of such family events (56% of males and 64% of females indicated they 

disclosed to one or more siblings). What was surprising, howexer. was that a large 

number of participants who experienced stressful family e\ ents did not disclose these 

events to siblings (44% of males and 36% of females disclosed to zero siblings). 

The first group of hypotheses examined participant characteristics and the 

disclosure of stressful events. The results of this stud\ did not support the first h\pothesis 

that predicted that children who were older at the time of the occurrence of the "most 

stressful evenf" they selected would report disclosure to a larger number of siblings. In 

fact, contrary to findings within the disclosure literature (Pee\ers & Secord, ĥ "̂  ^). 

children who were younger at the time of the event were not found to be significantly 

different from those who were older at the time of the e\ent in terms of the number of 

siblings disclosed to. Caution should be taken, howe\ er. before drawing broad 

conclusions from the present finding. For example, it is possible that while age seemed 

to have little effect on the number of siblings disclosed to. it is still possible that the 
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disclosure of older children is qualitatively different. For example, based upon previous 

findings that have discussed the impact of developmental variables on disclosure 

(Peevers & Secord, 1973; de Young, 1987), older children may disclose more details 

about their experience and may include a greater level of feelings about, and 

understanding of, the event. 

In contrast to a number of findings within the literature (Finkelhor, 1990; 

Komarovsky, 1974; Lord & Velicer, 1975), female participants did not report that they 

disclosed to a significantly greater number of siblings than male participants. Finkelhor 

(1990) suggests that the finding that males commonly disclose less often than females 

may be due to a self-reliance ethic. However, his research focused on the reporting of 

abuse events. It is possible that because the events in the current study cover a wide 

spectmm of events, some of these events might not violate such an ethic for males. 

Alternatively, it is possible that the current findings represent the increased flexibility of 

gender roles for males and females in recent times. Interestingly, these findings are 

similar to those found in a more recent study by Dolgin and Lindsay (1999) that indicated 

that participant gender did not affect disclosure rates. 

Support also was not found for the hypothesis about disclosure of secret and non-

secret family events. Participants in this study were not, contrary to the prediction. less 

likely to report disclosing unknown or secret family events (being a victim of physical 

child abuse, being a victim of sexual child abuse, witnessing physical or sexual child 

abuse of a sibling, or parental violence) to siblings than known or non-secret famih 

events (parental job loss, death of a parent, death of a grandparent, death of a family pet. 

or parental divorce). As mentioned previously, participants in this study are students 
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enrolled in Human Science classes (e.g.. Child Dev elopment. Early Childhood, Basic 

Interpersonal Skills, Contemporary Family). One possible explanation for this finding is 

that participants in the present study are, based upon their choice of major, more likely to 

have interpersonal characteristics that make them more comfortable with talking about 

and seeking support for secret family events than people w ho choose other tv pes of 

majors. This finding should be explored ftirther in fiiture research. 

Partial support was found for the hypotheses which explored the sibling famil} 

configurafion and its effect on disclosure. As predicted, younger siblings were more 

likely to mobilize older siblings for support than older siblings were to mobilize younger 

siblings. Dolgin and Lindsay (1999) also found that younger siblings often disclose to 

older siblings when they are seeking advice or emotional support and Howe et al. (2000) 

report that older children often engage in caretaking and nurturing behaviors. Also as 

predicted, in the selection of the "most helpful" sibling, sister-sister pairs significantly 

outnumbered cross-gender pairs and brother-brother pairs. This finding is similar to that 

of previous research (Adams, 1967; Cumming & Schneider, 1961) that has shown sister 

pairs to be rated as closer than brother pairs and cross-gender pairs. 

More participants in the present study chose as their "most helpful" sibling a 

sibling that was more than two years older or younger than themselves than chose one 

within two years of their own age. This finding is contrary to much of the research on 

sibling configurations that has found that narrowly spaced dyads often report greater 

warmth and closeness (Cicirelli, 1982; Howe et al., 2000). However, the selection of the 

"most helpful sibling" may be more a function of the higher level of conflict and less 

admiration found within narrowly spaced dyads also reported by Howe et al. (2000). .\n 
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additional reason for this finding might be the difference in methodology between the 

current and previous research. For example, Howe et al. administered questionnaires to 

children in grades five and six. ft is likely that the age of the participant would have a 

significant effect on their perceptions of closeness. 

The final group of hypotheses examined the overall level of support and 

compared the provision of specific social support functions provided by the sibling and 

other relationships. First, participants did not report that they perceiv ed the disclosure to 

the "most helpful" sibling as significantly more helpful than disclosure to the non-

parental aduh and young relative or peer they had selected as "most helpful." This 

finding is in contrast to what would be expected given the findings of Cicirelli (1980) that 

participants reported that they felt as positive or more positiv e toward their closest sibling 

than toward their mother and more positively toward their father. One possible 

explanation for this discrepancy is that the social support functions used in this study are 

not the same functions as those investigated under the term of "closeness" measured by 

Cicirelli. Specifically, the 10 items explored in Cicirelli's study appear to me more 

general (e.g., "how much do you feel that you are close to (your)... "; "How much do you 

feel that you are understood by...") than the present study which examined helpfulness. 

Therefore, while closeness might be similar to the variable of "most helpful" in the 

present study, the unique qualities within these terms should be explored further. 

Hypothesis 10 (a-h) examined the specific support functions provided by siblings 

and other important people in the lives of participants at the time of the occurrence of the 

most stressful family event. Partial support was found for hypothesis 10a and 10b. First, 

peers were found to provide significantl} more distraction as part of the support process 
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than other people in the lives of participants. Similarly, peers provided significantly 

more substance use than all other relationships. Contrary to the prediction, however, 

siblings were not significantly different from the other relationships in terms of type of 

support provided. Based upon these findings, it may be that the distraction provided by 

siblings is essenfial for helping children spend time focusing on other activities and 

preventing them from dwelling on negative events. This ma> serve as an adaptive tool to 

help these children focus on the current requirements of their env ironments. These 

findings appear to point out the significance of peer relationships and seem to support the 

findings of Furman and Buhrmester (1992) who reported that while preadolescent 

children depend most upon parents, early and middle adolescents report that they depend 

more on friends, and late adolescents report that they depend more on romantic partners. 

However, a more specific analysis of the relationship between age and target of 

disclosure might clarify these findings. 

Hypothesis 10c examined the function of emotional support and predicted that 

siblings and peers would provide significantl} less emotional support than parents and 

non-parental adults. Siblings provided significantly less emotional support than non-

parental adults and mothers. However, peers did not provide significantly less emotional 

support than these groups. These findings are significantly different from the findings of 

Cicirelli (1980) who found that on items related to emotional support, participants 

reported they had as strong or stronger feelings for their "closest" sibling than for their 

mother and stronger feelings than for their father. It is possible that, as predicted, the 

lower score of provision of social support for siblings is more a function of the specific 

items representing this category in the survey than a measure of the provision of o\crall 
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emotional support, ft was predicted that the items included in the function of emotional 

support (e.g., allowed me to express my feelings, told me 1 could count on him or her. 

and cared about me and my problem) were more t}pical of the t}pes of support prov ided 

by adults. Instead, resuhs indicated that active problem solving was more t}pical of a 

support function provided by adults, as mothers and non-parental adults were found to 

provide significanfiy more active problem solv ing than siblings. The finding that the 

emofional support provided by peers was so significant here ma} again speak to the 

importance of peer relationships for children and adolescents. Because the mean age at 

which the event occurred in the lives of participants was 12.05. it seems clear that peers 

were perceived as providing a significant level of emotional support even at a }oung age. 

The differences between the current findings and those found by Cicirelli (1980) might 

be due to differences between the samples used in these two studies. For example, the 

previous study included only female college students. This, however, might be explored 

further in the future. 

Support was not found for hypotheses 10 (d-g). First, siblings and peers were not 

found to provide significantl} more emotional regulation than parents or non-parental 

adults. In fact, there was no significant difference found between these groups in terms 

of the emotional regulation they provided. Similarly, significant differences were not 

found between these groups in terms of the le\el of instrumental support provided. 

Siblings and peers also were not found to be significantly different from parents and non-

parental adults in terms of their cognitive reappraisal. Finally, siblings and peers were 

not found to be significantly different from parents and non-parental adults in terms of 

their perceived le\el of esteem enhancement. 1 hese llndings are similar to those found by 
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Munsch and Blyth (1993), who found that supportive relationships are often not unique in 

terms of the funcfions they provide. Munsch and Bhih found that, in fact, there is a 

"great deal of overiap in the funcfions filled by different people" (p. 149). 

One possible explanafion for the overiap. therefore, might be that the prov ision of 

support by someone important in the lives of children is more important, in general, than 

the specific characterisfics or role of the person who prov ides this support. Also, because 

this research asked the participants to select the "most helpful" person in each categor}. 

this would mitigate against finding differences between relationships. If for instance, 

this research looked at the average level of support within a category, there ma} have 

been more differences but it was impractical to ask participants to complete the entire 

Social Support Functions Inventory for everyone they named in their network of people 

they disclosed to. This finding should be examined further, as it might have important 

implications for research in the areas of child development and parenting. 

Overall, these findings do seem to support the notion that the sibling relationship 

is an important source of support in dealing with stressful family events, especially as a 

target for disclosure of these events. Although the current findings suggest that siblings 

do provide some unique forms of social support, namely distraction and substance use, it 

appears that the sibling relationship is not unique in terms of the emotional support, 

emotional regulation, instmmental support, esteem enhancement, cognitive reappraisal. 

or active problem solving it provides. 
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Limitations 

These data may be limited by the retrospective nature of this studv. Because we 

asked participants to remember and describe family events that occurred w hile they were 

growing up, it is likely that some of the information may be inaccurate or incomplete. 

However, due to the significant amount of research that indicates that the validity of 

retrospective reports increases with age, these results likely give a fairly accurate picture 

of the overall disclosure pattems of the participants and the social support functions of 

important people in their lives, despite any specific inaccuracies in details. In addition, 

because the goal here was to gain an idea of the unique perceptions of these issues by the 

participants, the present method of data collection appeared to be most appropriate. 

The generalizability of the present research may be compromised by the unique 

characteristics of the sample. This sample was primarily comprised of middle-class 

female college students. Any generalizations should therefore be made only to a similar 

sample. 

Finally, it is possible that some respondents did not disclose one or more stressful 

events because people close to these individuals were already aware that this evens(s) 

occurred. If this were the case, then this might have significantly reduced the number of 

people who disclosed such information. However, prior to indicating whether or not they 

disclosed such information on the SFES, respondents are asked to indicate "who you 

might have gone to for help in dealing with the evenf. Therefore, the wording of this 

statement is intended to allow respondents to report who they went to for help, even if 

they did not disclose such information per se. 
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Future Research 

Based upon findings from this research, it is clear that the qualitative nature of the 

disclosure of stressftil family events would be an important area of ftiture studv. 

Specifically, it would be important to examine the specific details of the disclosure of 

stressful family events. Some important questions to explore, for example, are: Do older 

children discuss more details about the events they have experienced? Additionall}, do 

they use more "feeling" words about these events than vounger children? How does 

gender impact these variables? It might also be important in future research to 

specifically examine the relationship between the age of the disclosing and target sibling 

and the reason for seeking out support. 

Another interesting extrapolation of the present study would be to compare the 

disclosure of stressful events between students enrolled in human science classes with 

those in significantly different classes such as business, engineering, or other classes or 

majors to more specifically examine the disclosure tendencies of people who enter into 

such diverse fields of study. It is possible, for example, that these students' disclosure 

tendencies might be impacted by interpersonal characteristics that also relate to those that 

impact the choice of a major. 

Because results of this study seem to indicate that, in general, there were few 

significant differences in the social support provided by different people in the lives of 

participants, the provision of support across different relationships should be further 

examined. Specifically, the possibility that social support provision itself is significantly 

more important than the role of the person providing this support should be explored 
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ftirther. Research on this topic might have important implications for the fields of child 

development and parenting, among other fields. 

CicirelH (1994) compared the characteristics and importance of the sibling 

relafionship among industrialized and non-industrialized cultures and found that 

relafionships have different definitions and role-expectations for different cultures. This 

is also an area in need of research, especially in light of the rapid blending of cultures in 

modem societies. 

The support networks of children with and without siblings is an area of research 

in need of further exploration. Because we were unable to test these hypotheses here, the 

following important questions remain. Namely, to whom to children without siblings 

disclose information about stressful events to? Do children without siblings mobilize a 

larger support network outside of the family? These and other issues that compare 

children with and without siblings are in need of future research attention. 
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Stressful Familv Events Survey 
Section 1: Demographic Characteristics 

For this section we would like to know about you and the family you grew up in. 
We will not ask for your name, so all this information will be confidential. Please 
try to answer the questions as accurately as you can. Please mark only one ans>ycr 
for each question. 

Remember,you are not required to answer any question you do not \vant to answer 
and you may discontinue participation in the survey at any time vyithout penalty. 

1. What is your sex (circle one)? 

male female 

2. How old are you now? 
I am years old. 

^ . ,> ^ o 3. What is your ethnicity (e.g., Caucasian, 1 lispanic. Chinese) 

4. While you were growing up, would }ou describe your famih as: 
upper class 
upper-middle class 
middle class 
lower-middle class 
lower class 

file:///vant


If you di 

No 

No 

No 
No 

Id expenence 

Yes 

'̂es 

Yes 
Yes 

Section 2: Stressful Family Events 

For this study, we are interested in stressful events that may have occurred in your 
family while you were growing up. For each of the followiiig stressful family events, 
circle "No" if you did not experience an event and circle "Yes" if you did experience 
that event while growing up. 

4. Did one or both of your parents lose their job? 

5. Did your parents get a divorce or end their relationship? 

6. Did you witness violence between your parents? 

7. Were you a victim of physical child abuse? 

8. Were you a vicfim of sexual child abuse? No Yes 

9. Did you witness the abuse (physical or sexual) 

of a brother or sister? No ^'es 

10. Did you experience the death of one or both of your parents? No Yes 

11. Did you experience the death of one or 
both of your grandparents or other close adult family member? No Yes 

12. Did you experience the death of a close family pet? No Yes 
13. Only if you did not experience any of the stressful events included in this list, plea.sc 

list some other stressful family event you had while you vyere growing up: 

14. From the events that actually happened to you while you were growing up, place a 
checkmark in front of the event that was most stressful for you. Please check only 
one event. 

One or both of your parents losing their job 
Your parents getting a divorce or ending their relationship 
Witnessing violence between your parents 
Being a victim of physical or sexual child abuse 
Witnessing physical or sexual abuse of a brother or sister 
Death of a close family member (parent, grandparent, brother or sister) 
Death of a family pet 
The event 1 described under "Other" 
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15. While growing up. did }ou feel like you had someone in your life you could go to for 
help when one of the above events occurred? (circle one) 

No Yes 

Section 3: Sibling Configuration 

Next, we would like to know some specific information about your brothers and 
sisters (remember to include step-siblings and half-siblings). 

16. Are you an only child? (circle one) 

No Yes (If you have no brothers or sisters, please skip to Question 17). 
17. In the space below, make a list of all your brothers and sisters (including step-

siblings, half-siblings, or other young people) that were li\ ing in your household 
when the event occurred. List them from oldest to \ oungest. Just use their first 
name or inifials. Be sure to include yourself on the list by identilsing yourself as 
"me". For each person on the list, gi\ e their gender and current aue. 

Also indicate whether or not (YES or NO) you went to them for help with the e\ent 
you picked above as most stressful and then circle a number to indicate how helpful 
they were in helping you deal w ith this ev ent. 

0 
1 
2 

3 
4 

Not helpful at all or 1 didn't disclose to this sibling 
A little bit helpful 
Somewhat helpful 
Quite helpful 
Ver} helpful 

Here's an example to help you understand how to complete this chart: 

(Use only first names or initials) 
Name 
Bobby 
Sarah 

Me 
George 

Gender (circle one) 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 

Current Age 
26 
23 
22 
19 

Disclosed to? 
No Yes 
No Yes 
No Yes 
No Yes 

How helpful? 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 ^ 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 



Now please make a list for your brothers and sisters: 

^Use only first names or initials) 
Name or Initials Gender (circle one) 

Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 

Current Age Disclosed to? 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 

How Helpful? 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 

Now write the first name or initials of the brother or sister you went to who was most 
helpful in dealing with this event. Please pick only one sibling. 

18. Next, we would like to know when the event which you marked as being the most 
stressful for you happened. If it was something that occurred over a period of time 
(e.g. parental violence), indicate when it first occurred. 

I was years old when this event occurred or began. 

Now we would like to know about other people you might have gone to for help in 
dealing with the event you marked as most stressful. 

Please use the tables below to make lists of the people you went to for help with this 
event when it happened. If vou did not go to anyone in one of these categories, it is o.k. 
to leave that table blank. 

Again only use the person's first name or initial to identify them. Be sure to tell us the 
relationship of the person to you (e.g., mother, father, aunt, stepfather). For each person 
on your list, rate how helpful this person was. 

0 = Not helpful at all 
1 = A little bit helpful 
2 = Somewhat helpful 
3 = Quite helpful 
4 - Very helpful 



Parents; This list can include your birth parents, stepparents, foster parents, or 
someone who raised you as a legal guardian. Other relatives will be listed on 
another page. This list should only contain parents. 

(Use only first names or initials) 
Name or Initials Gender (circle one) 

Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 

Relationship? Disclosed to? 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 

Helpful? 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 

Non-parental Adults: Now make a list of all the adults (other than your parents) 
that you went to for help w ith this stressful event. This can include people like your 
grandparents, aunts, non-related adults such as teachers or family friends, and 
cousins who were older than 18 at the time. 
Use only first names or initials) 
Name or Initials Gender (circle one) 

Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 

Relationship? Disclosed to? 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 

How Helpful? 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 

Young Relatives and Friends: Now make a list of young relatives, such as cousins, 
aunts, uncles or friends who were younger than 18 at the time. Don't list your 
siblings here again. They should be listed in the box for siblings only. 
Remember, you don't have to report disclosing if you did not tell anyone about the 
event. 

7.̂  



(Use only first names or initials) 
Name or Initials Gender (circle one) 

Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 
Male Female 

Relationship? Disclosed to? 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 

How Helpful? 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 ^ 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 
0 1 2 3 4 



From the tables that you have created above, please list the most helpful 
person from each category above in the boxes at the top of the next page. If 
you did not list someone on any of the tables or do not think that anyone you 
listed was helpful, it is o.k. to leave that box blank and move to the next box. 
Please follow the directions below. 

• Pick the one female parent who you thought w as most helpful to you and 
put her name in Box 1 at the top of the next page. Pick the one male 
parent who you thought was most helpful to you and put his name in Box 
2 on the next page. 

• Pick the one non-parental adult who you thought was most helpful to you 
and put his or her name in Box 3 on the next page. 

• Pick the one sibling who you thought was most helpful to you and put his 
or her name in Box 4 on the next page. 

• Pick the one other young person or friend that >yas most helpful to you 
and put his or her name in Box 5 on the next page. 

When you are done placing these names in the boxes on the next page, you 
will then use the people you identified to answer questions about their 
helpfulness. 

7̂ 



Boxl 
Female 
Parent: 

Box 2 
Male 
Parent: 

Box 3 
Other 
adult: 

Box 4 
Sibling: 

Box 5 
Young 
person: 

In the chart below, circle a number to 
show how much each person did these 
things to help with the stressful event. 

0 = Not at all 
1 = A little bit 
2 = Somewhat 
3 = Quite a bit 
4 = A great deal 

1. Lent me/gave me something 1 needed 
2. Tried to calm me down 
3. Gave me good advice 
4. Made me feel valued and important 
5. Wen t out with me to have fun 
6. Drank alcohol with me 
7. Told me things would get better 
8. Al lowed me to express my feelings 
9. Did a favor to help me out 
10. Tried to cheer me up 
1 1 . Helped me think about all choices 
12. Praised me for something 1 did well 
13. Exercised or played sports with me 
14. Got high with me 
15. Told me things could be worse 
16. Told me 1 could count on him or her 
17. Showed be what to do 
18. Helped me to relax 
19. Helped me decide on best alternative 
20. Respected my ideas and opinions 
2 1 . Helped me get my mind off problem 
22. Told me it wasn't my fault 
23. Cared about me and my problem 

Box 1 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 

Box 2 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 

Box 3 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 

Box 4 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 

Box 5 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 
4 3 2 1 0 

This concludes the survey. Thank you \ery much for your participation in this project. 
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