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The sibships into which we are born are crucial
social environments, with associated opportunities,
costs and “niches,” and it would be remarkable if
our evolved social psyches did not contain features
adapted to the peculiarities of sibling relationship.
Martin Daly, Catherine Salmon, & Margo Wilson
(1997, p. 276)

OVERVIEW

The quote above highlights crisply the focus of this chapter. Sibling rela-
tionships are unique. They are the longest lasting human social relationship,
and exceed, on average, the length of relationships with parents, mates, and
children, Reports of sibling relationships and, in particular, their potential for
strife and fratricide are features of mythology (e.g., Dardanus) and of biblical
accounts (e.g., Cain and Abel). These tales suggest that sibling relationships
have been the fodder of disputes and gossip throughout written history and
probably throughout human evolutionary history. Sibling relationships gal-
vanize our interests when used to explain why our personalities have been
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shaped as they have been. Many humans delight in the disclosure of the
sibling status of potential mates and friends who seem to then “know” them
better based on features of the sibling relationship such as the sex composi-
tion of sibships and their birth order. The powerful underlying evolved psy-
chological mechanisms activated in the contexts of sibling relationships are
revealed in the attempts often made by parents to foster closeness between
their children. Parents often attempt to groom young children for the ar-
rival of a younger sibling. Consumer evidence of these manipulative parental
mechanisms is revealed in the books available to parents to educate them
on aiding their oldest child’s adjustment to the arrival of a younger sibling.
There are also children’s books available that can be used to suit the fitness
interests of parents by enticing children into the role of helpful, older siblings
who are not jealous over the investment demands of newborns (Sears, Sears, &
Kelly 2001). Put simply, these books would have no market if it were not
for the evolved psychological mechanisms triggered in the minds of children
that attempt to counteract the diversion of parental resources to siblings.
As we will discuss in this chapter, the most powerful guidance available to
unmask this psychology is offered by evolutionary theories, including inclu-
sive fitness theory (Hamilton 1964), parental-investment theory (Trivers
1972), and parent-offspring conflict theory (Trivers 1974).

Sibling relationships differ according to types of siblings, namely full sib-
lings, half-siblings, stepsiblings, adoptive siblings, fictive siblings, or siblings-
in-law. Full siblings are two individuals who share the same two biological
parents. Half-siblings are two individuals who share only one biological par-
ent. Stepsiblings share no biological parent but are linked as a result of the
marriage of the biological parent of one child to the biological parent of their
other child. Adoptive siblings are two individuals, one or both of whom are
legally adopted by two parents. Fictive siblings are two individuals who are
genetically unrelated but who are given the status of siblings. Siblings-in-
law are labels for relationships between individuals who, by virtue of the
establishment of long-term pair bonds to one of the categories of siblings
listed above, are considered siblings. Siblings-in-law have different distinc-
tions across cultures, but these categories, broadly defined, can be the spouse
of one’s sibling, the sibling of one’s spouse, or the spouse of one’s spouse’s
sibling. .

The literature on sibling relationships is fairly disjointed, with little
empbhasis placed on integrating these separate areas of research. Typical areas
of study on sibling relationships include sibling relationships in childhood,
sibling relationships in adulthood, studies on differences between siblings,
sibling violence and abuse, and altruism toward siblings, to name just a few. Few
researchers operate within an overarching framework from which to under-
stand the nature of various sibling relationships and how these relationships
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change across the lifespan. We propose that more earnest attempts need to be
made to incorporate explicit evolutionary accounts of sibling relationships to
propel future research in the area of sibling relationships in an integrated way.
Research that does purport to use an integrated, overarching framework (e.g.,
family systems theory), we believe, falls short in its attempts to understand
why unique features of the sibling relationship exist. Relatively recent writ-
ings on sibling relationships often fail to mention evolution or to highlight -
any of the research done by evolutionary psychologists on the topic of sibling
relationships (see, for example, Cicirelli 1995). In short, the most revealing
research on the nature of sibling relationships has yet to be done because the
most powerful tool available to social scientists has not been fully brought to
bear on the topic—Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection.

A BRIEF PRIMER ON EVOLUTIONARY
PSYCHOLOGY

Researchers guided by an evolutionary perspective are unified in their belief
that the psychological mechanisms have evolved via processes of natural
selection and sexual selection (Darwin 1859, 1871). Selection produces
evolved psychological mechanisms that function to take in relatively narrow
slices of environmental input and generate output correlated with reproductive
and survival success in ancestral environments. The behavioral expression of
modern humans represents the interaction of modern environmental input
with evolved psychological mechanisms. This interaction between environ-
ments and evolved psychological mechanisms has spurred researchers working
from an evolutionary perspective to examine the impact of siblings on various
psychological outputs.

Siblings, having been recurrent features of ancestral social environments,
may have posed adaptive problems that led to the development of psycho-
logical mechanisms that counteract the adaptive problems posed by siblings.
We propose (1) that sibling relationships may contribute to the development
of certain classes of psychological mechanisms, including, for example, per-
sonality and sexual strategies, (2) that sibling relationships may have forged
specific, evolved psychological mechanisms triggered only by the pres-
ence of siblings, and (3) that the activation of these evolved psychological
mechanisms are unique to specific adaptive problems confronted at certain
points throughout development. There were several influential theories that
equipped evolutionary scientists with the tools necessary to begin to tackle
the study of sibling relationships.

Hamilton's (1964) inclusive fitness theory is one of these influential
theories. Inclusive fitness theory states that natural selection favored not only
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those traits that promoted individual survival or reproductive success but
also those traits that increased the chances that other related family mem-
bers, who share copies of genes, would reach reproductive age and produce
children. Not all ancestral humans, however, shared the same assurance of
relatedness to other family members. Ancestral women could place their
long-term partners at risk of investing resources in a rival’s offspring by cuck-
olding their long-term partners. Inclusive fitness theory also sheds light on the
interconnectedness of parental psychology and sibling psychology. Siblings
also benefited from greater paternity certainty by virtue of fitness advantages
accrued through investments in siblings with whom more-certain genetic
relatedness were shared. We find that, as the study of parental psychology
progresses, these insights illuminate features of sibling relationships that
were darkened prior to this research.

Parental-investment theory was another influential theory that led to a
deeper appreciation of parental investment as limited and partitionable (Trivers
1972). For nearly a century after the original publication of Darwin’s theory
of sexual selection, the focus was placed on biological sex as the driving force
‘behind sexual selection. Parental-investment theory forced evolutionary bi-
ologists and, later, evolutionary psychologists to reformulate the impact of
biological sex on sexual selection. Trivers’s theory proposes that it is not bio-
logical sex that drives sexual selection but differences in the minimum obliga-
tory parental investment. Parental investment is defined as any investment
that a parent makes in its offspring that increases that offspring’s chances of
survival at the expense of the parent’s ability to invest in additional or future
offspring. Parental investment in one sibling therefore forecloses investment
in other siblings.

Among humans, women make the larger investment in their offspring

compared to men (see Hrdy, this volume). Female sex cells are larger and
metabolically more costly than male sex cells to produce. Additionally, fertil-
ization occurs within females. As a result, women bear the costs of gestating
offspring for about nine months, going through the process and historical
risks of childbirth, and nursing an offspring for several years. A man’s mini-
mum obligatory investment can end with the act of sexual intercourse.
Because the costs associated with parental investment are not isomorphic
between the sexes, a suite of psychological mechanisms are proposed to exist
in women that are not expected to exist in men. Following impregnation, a
woman'’s reproductive opportunities are more constrained by the investment
that must be made during pregnancy. A man’s reproductive opportunities
are not constrained in similar fashion, making a man’s reproductive potential
considerably larger than the woman'’s reproductive potential.
Cross-culturally, men invest substantially less than women in their off-
spring (see Geary, this volume). Even in cultures with relatively high paternal
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investment, maternal investment dwarfs the investments made by fathers.
This asymmetry between the sexes sets the stage for a host of potential,
evolved psychological mechanisms to deal with social dilemmas posed by
other family members—including siblings.

In sexually reproducing species, parents and their offspring are geneti-
cally related, on average, by 50%. Offspring, in contrast, are 100 percent
related to themselves. This difference resulted in selection pressures on off-
spring and on parents in ancestral environments over the allocation of paren-
tal resources. This insight was developed in parent-offspring conflict theory
(Trivers 1974; see Salmon, this volume). Parent—offspring conflict theory
predicts that offspring covet more resources from parents than parents are’
willing to give. A key prediction of this theory is that parents will encour-
age offspring to value their siblings more than siblings will be inclined to
value each other. Siblings are primary competitors over parental resources,
and mechanisms have been selected in offspring that increase investment in
themselves relative to their siblings. This leads to clear implications for the
literature on birth order (see Sulloway, this volume). Birth order, a proxy for
age, size, and status differences between siblings, may be predictably related
to advantages that siblings have in securing resources from parents. First-
borns, being older and larger than their laterborn siblings early in life, may
have been in a better position to compete for access to resources. This is the
theoretical engine behind much of the evolutionarily informed research on
differences between siblings based on birth order.

COMPETITIVENESS

Siblings are each other’s main competitors over parental resources. The ways
in which siblings compete with each other over those resources are begin-
ning to be unveiled. One method by which children attempt to distort pa-
rental perceptions of need was identified by Dunn and Kenrick (1982), who
report that older siblings often “regress” to earlier developmental stages upon
the birth of a younger sibling, This tactic of regressing may have functioned
in ancestral environments as a way in which children, who have a more im-
poverished arsenal of competitive tactics, signal to parents their need for a
greater proportion of parental resources. Children also may “compete” with
siblings who have not yet been conceived as a means of staving off the intro-
duction of a competitor over parental resources. For example, future research
may reveal psychological tactics in children that result in reduced maternal
or paternal sexual interests.

Siblings are competitors over parental resources throughout their lives
and upon the death of one or both parents. Although speculative, younger







