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ABSTRACT 


EXPLORING CONFLICT MANAGEMENT BETWEEN SIBLINGS ACCORDING TO 
THEIR BIRTH ORDER 

Rarnziyah bt Aden 

This study aims to explore conflict management between siblings accroding to their birth 
order. The objectives of this study are to explore the experience of the siblings in dealing 
with conflicts between them, to explore the strategies in the resolving process used by 
the siblings, to explore differences between siblings in resolving conflict according to 
their birth order and to explore who is better in facing and resolving conflicts; early born, 
middle born or youngest child. Besides that, this research used Adlerian Therapy as the 
main theory. This theory emphasizes on the differences on siblings characteristics 
according to their birth order. The method that used is a qualitative method. The 
collection of data is using the in-depth interview. The findings from this research 
indicated siblings' experience in dealing with conflicts. The experiences divided into 
three which are misunderstanding, dissatisfaction and maturity. Besides that, the findings 
showed the strategies used by siblings to solve the conflicts. Siblings have different 
strategies in order to solve conflicts according to their birth order. Moreover, there are 
also differences between them in terms of their attitude and the way they deal with 
conflicts. Also, the question on who is better in dealing and resolving conflicts are 
depends on how the siblings play their roles in the family. The findings are derived from 
three different families with different races. 

VI 



ABSTRAK 

MENEROKA PENGURUSAN KONFLIK DIANTARA ADIK-BERADIK MENGIKUT 

TURUTAN KELAHlRAN 


Ramziyah hI Haji Aden 

Kajian ini bertujuan untuk meneroka pengurusan konflik di antara adik-beradik mengikut 
turutan kelahiran mereka. Objektij kajian ini ialah untuk meneroka pengalaman adik
beradik dalam berhadapan dengan konflik, meneroka strategi pengurusan konflik adik
beradik megikut turutan kelahiran, meneroka perbezaan antara adik-beradik dalam 
pengurusan adik beradik serta meneroka siapakah yang lebih cekap dalam pengurusan 
konflik, sarna ada anak sulung, tengah atau bongsu. Selain itu, kajian menggunakan 
terapi Adlerian sebagai teori utama. Terapi Adlerian menekankan tentang perbezaan 
karakter adik-beradik menegikut turutan kelahiran mereka. Kaedah yang digunakan 
ialah kualitatif dan kaedah pengumpulan data ialah melalui temubual secara men dalam. 
Keputusan kajian ini menunjukkan perbezaan antara adik-beradik daripada segi 
pengalaman mereka berhadapan dengan konflik. Pengalaman in terbahagi kepada tiga 
iaitu salah laham, tidak puas hati dan kematangan. Selain itu, keputusan kajian ini juga 
menunjukkan strategi yang digunakan oleh adik-beradik dalam menyelesaikan konflik. 
Setiap adik-beradik menggunakan strategi yang berlainan mengikut turutan kelahiran 
mereka. Selain itu, terdapat juga perbezaan antara mereka dari segi sikap dan cara 
berhadapan dengan konflik. Persoalan siapakah yang lebih cekap dalam pengurusan 
konflik pula dilihat bergantung kepada cara adik-beradik menilai peranan masing
masing dalam keluarga. Setiap keputusan dalam kajian ini adalah berdasarkan tiga 
kelurga yang berbeza kaum. 

VB 



Chapter 1 


INTRODUCTION 


1.0 Introduction 

The research is about the conflict management between siblings according to 

their birth order. The purpose of the study is to investigate the strategies that used 

by siblings in order to solve theeIWnflict according to their birth order. Therefore, 

this chapter introduces the background of study, objectives, and research 

questions, the statement of problems, and definition of terms and significance of 

the study. 
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1.1 Background of Study 

Conflict between siblings is frequent within a family. High level of 

conflict among siblings are associated with poor peer relationship, academic 

difficulties and also aggression (Bank, Burraston & Snyder; Bank, Patterson & 

Reid; Brody; Wolke & Samara as cited in Ross, Ross, Stein & Trabasso, 2006). 

This is because siblings, who have low social interaction, tend to spend most of 

their time at home with their siblings. Thus, the tendency or possibilities for them 

to involve in fighting quarreling with their siblings is high and finally conflict will 

exist. In addition, academic difficulties also become one of the sources of conflict 

that happened among the siblings as parents might make comparison between 

them in terms of their academic performance. For example, if the eldest siblings 

perform well in her or her academic whereas other siblings did not performed as 

good as the eldest, the praise will be given only to the eldest siblings by their 

parents. Because of this, other siblings might felt inferior or down due to their 

incapability in performing well in academic as compared to the eldest siblings. 

lbis situation might cause them to feel jealous or envy towards their siblings who 

performed better than them. As the result, feeling of dissatisfaction will exist 

among the siblings that might contribute to aggression. 

Therefore, conflict management between siblings is important because the 

sibling relationship is life long and the harmony of a family depends on the good 

relationship between siblings (Ross, Ross, Stein & Trabasso, 2006). By 

understanding the birth order, it·~ll give opportunities for siblings to clarify their 

difference strategies in managing the conflict in order to strengthen the 

relationship with their siblings. 
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1.2 Problem Statement 

1.2.1 Age 

In the early studies regarding the conflict management between siblings 

according to their birth order, the age of the participants was young, around 4 to 

12 years old and 9-11 years old (Ross, Ross, Stein & Trabasso, 2006; Bermann, 

n.d). Therefore, the current study, the researcher will focus on siblings who are 13 

years old and above. This is because, according to Piaget's theory on Cognitive 

Development, this stage of age is called as Formal Operational Stage where 

adolescents could reasons in more abstract, idealistic and logical ways. It means, 

the adolescents could think:, act and make judgment based on their point of views 

that they think is right. At this stage, they not only could differentiate what is right 

and wrong, but at the same time they become more mature in making the 

decisions. Hence, if the siblings involve in fighting, they are said to be able to 

solve the problems in more strategic ways. This is supported by Santrock (2007) 

who stated that people in the ages of 13 years old and above are able to solve their 

problems in systematic ways and develop hypothesis on why something happen in 

that way. 

Besides that, it would be interesting for the researcher to see the 

differences between adults and children in solving their problems. This is due to 

the way the adult perceive and making judgments toward their problems might be 

different from children. .' 
1.2.2 Malaysian Contexts 

Previous studies were conducted more in Western countries and the 

participants background also from Western countries. Most of the research 

participants are Caucasian and English speaking (Ross, Ross, Stein & Trabasso, 

2006). Therefore, the current study chose participants from different ethnic 

background with the purpose to see the differences in terms of the conflict 
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management between siblings in the Malaysia context. The researcher wished to 

explore whether culture has influence towards the conflict management between 

the siblings. 

1.3 	 Objectives 

1.3.1 	To explore the experience of the siblings in dealing with conflicts 

between them. 

1.3.2 To 	 explore the strategies m the resolving process used by the 

siblings. 

1.3.3 	 To explore differences between siblings m resolving 

conflict according to their birth order. 

1.3.4 To explore who is better in facing and resolving conflicts; early born, 

middle born or youngest child. 

1.4 	 Research Questions 

1.4.1 	What are the experiences of the siblings in dealing with conflicts 

between them? 

1.4.2 	 What are the strategies in the resolving process used by the 

siblings? 

1.4.3 What are the differences between siblings in resolving conflict 

according to their birth order? 

1.4.4 Who is better in f~mg and resolving conflicts; early born, middle 

born or youngest child? 

4 




1.5 Definition of Terms 

Conflict Management 


Conceptual: 


'The values that chose to resolve conflicts. Therefore, if conflict happen, the 


intervention that desired have to be understand (Brown as cited in Md. Yadi Said, 


2006) 


Operational: 


Skills or strategies that used by siblings to solve the conflicts. 


Siblings 


Conceptual: 


Siblings are a brother or sister who shares the same parents and they usually grow 


up together and spend a good deal of their childhood with each other. The genetic 


and physical closeness may be marked by the development of strong emotional 


associations such as love or enmity. The siblings' bond are often complicated 


whereby it is influence by factors such as parental treatment, birth order, 


personality and experiences outside the family (Sibling, 2008). 


Operational : 


Biological brothers and sisters who shares the same parents and grew up together. 


Birth order 


Conceptual: 


Birth order is generally defined as the way a person perceives and interprets his or 


her position in the family constellation (Campbell, White & Stewart; Greene & 


Clark as cited in Ashby, loCicero & Kenny in 2003) 


Operational: 


Birth order is the sequence of birth between siblings in a family. 
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1.6 Significance of the Study 

From this research, information regarding the influence of birth order in 

conflict management will be an interesting finding for the society since this study 

is limited in Malaysia context. At the same time, this study focus on exploring the 

differences of conflict management between siblings, who come from different 

family background based on the ethnic. Therefore, this study would give 

significant impaet on the conflict management between siblings, not only 

according to the birth order but also the differences in terms of the ethnic 

background. 

In addition, this study focuses on the siblings who already achieved their 

adulthood. Therefore, it is hope that the findings of this research will provide 

different ways in dealing with the conflicts among the siblings because the 

previous researches on conflict management between siblings focused on the 

siblings who is still in childhood. 

Besides, counsellors, especially in family counseling, will have a better 

understanding regarding strategies that siblings used to solve their conflict with 

other siblings according to the birth order. Counsellors might be interested in 

using Adlerian Therapy in order to understand the differences of siblings in their 

psychological development according to their birth order. 

Finally, from this researc~ It is hope that the society especially siblings 

will understand how the ways of resolving conflicts between them is difference in 

terms of the way their handling the conflict and strategy that used. Besides, they 

also can understand each other more and as the result, the family bonding can be 

tightened since the value of family relationship is very important among the 

Malaysian. This is due to the Malaysian people who always treat others with 

respect and trust especially within the family members. Moreover, through 

understanding the differences that exist between them in terms of the resolving 
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conflict, they are able to accept that every individual have their own style in 

dealing with the conflicts. 

1.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the researcher gives an overview about what the study is all 

about. By stating the objectives, research questions and problem statement of the 

study, it will give a clear understanding towards the significance of the study. 

Besides, the current study aims to address the limitations on previous studies 

regarding the conflict management between siblings. This research would be an 

interesting research to carry out especially in Malaysian context as it is 

multicultural society where the people consist of different ethnic background. 

Apart from focusing on the birth order, the research would also emphasize on the 

influence of culture in conflict management. 

• 
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

..2.0 Introduction 

This chapter discussed on the previous research that synchronized with the 

researcher's topic. It contains the theory that will be applied in the research, 

siblings' conflict, conflict management style between siblings, the differences in 

resolving and managing conflict and also who is better in facing with conflict. 
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2.1 Theoretical Background of Study 

Since this study is on the conflict management between siblings according 

to their birth order, the theory that best used in this study is the Adlerian theory. 

The Adlerian approach is emphasizing on the relationships between siblings and 

the psychological birth position in one's family. Although, siblings shared aspects 

in common in the family constellation, psychologically, they are difference 

(Corey, 2005). Adler in his theory emphasize how siblings differ according to 

their birth order which consist of the oldest child, second child, middle child, 

youngest child. Generally, the oldest child tends to be dependable, hard working 

and strives to keep ahead from the younger siblings. In contrast, second child of 

only two behave as if they are in the race and generally under full steam at all 

times. They always compete with the older child in order to seek parents' 

attention. On the other hand, middle child often feels squeezed out and they may 

feel cheated. However, when in comes to conflict, the middle child may become 

the peace maker, the person who holds things together. The youngest children 

assumed as the most pampered one. Other siblings will have the desires to go 

thought about (Corey, 2005). Furthermore, they can play helpless and dependent 

role in order to get others to take care of them. Youngest children also typically a 

good observers and with the observations they can outshine the other siblings 

(Bitter & Sonstegard, 2004, p.75) . 

.. 
Therefore, by using this theory, it gives the overall understanding to the 

research question of this study which is to explore the experiences, strategies and 

differences of siblings according to their birth order in resolving conflicts. In 

short, the researcher used this theory as the guidance to answer the research 

questions whether birth order influences the conflict management between 

siblings. 

Apart from that, it is important to note that this theory is the heart of the 

research. This is because, by making overview from the topic of the research 
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itself, it is can be pointed out that the idea of this research begin because of this 

theory and the process of the research itself such as over viewing the previous 

studies, choosing the participants and collecting the data, uphold this theory as the 

main element to make sure that this research will always keep on the track and 

relevant to the topic. Besides, the end of the research itself states the linked 

between the theory and the research findings. 

In conclusion, in doing a research, it is essential to have a strong root to 

make sure that the research can stand and develop with strong basic element 

which is theory. 

2.2 Previous Research 

2.2.1 Conflict 

Conflict is when two or more persons engage in the situation where they 

do not reach agreements or have similar ideas on certain things. Therefore, it 

contributes to quarrels, dissatisfaction or may be fights. However, the interesting 

part in conflict is of course not when the quarrels take place but how the parties 

who involved in the conflict take initiative to solve the conflict. They might fight 

to win, give up or take more benefits for both parties by negotiate or discussing in 

order to end the conflict. 

Conflict can be defined as a perception of incompatibility between values, 

needs, interest or actions (Deutsch ;Putnam & Poole ;Waal & Callister, as cited in 

Zarankin, 2008). The role of conflict styles is important in different domains such 

as the effectiveness of negotiations (Shell, as cited in Zarankin, 2008), ongoing 

experience of conflict and the appearance of competence and leadership (Gross 

and Guerrero as cited in Zarankin, 2008). In previous research by Ross et al 

(2006), negotiation is the method that used by siblings in order to resolve their 

conflict. It is can be noted that in resolving or managing conflict, the important 

element is the strategies that used by the siblings. Strategies can help the siblings 
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to handle the conflict and the situation in a systematic and proper ways. By using 

strategies, the siblings can achieve the goals in managing the conflicts because 

strategies become the platform for the siblings to manage conflicts in an efficient 

and effective ways. 

Siblings conflict provide opportunities for persuasive negotiation in which 

an individual can express their own perspectives and cooperate in order to seek 

solutions (Dunn & Slomkowski; Herrera & Dunn; Rinaldi & Howe, as cited in 

Ross et al, 2006). This is because, the nature of the conflicts itself is about 

pointing own ideas and opinions by hoping that the other parties would accept it 

even though it would lead to disagreements. 

In conflict, there are two most common types of conflict resolution that 

used by siblings. There are destructive and constructive conflict resolutions. They 

are the central of understanding in conflict processes and to assessing the role of 

conflict and conflict resolution in children development (Deutsh; Deutsh & 

Coleman; Shantz & Hartup, as cited in Ross, Ross, Stein & Trabasso, 2006). The 

both types of conflict resolution that used by siblings indicated that different type 

of conflict would used different type of conflict resolution and the different of age 

of the siblings would also influence the conflict resolution style of the siblings. 

For example, in a situation where a 17 years old brother who is a eldest brother 

having a quarrel with his 10 years old sister over a roasted chicken, the sister is 

crying and hitting his brother in order to get the roasted chicken in his brother 

plate while the brother would!y to stop his sister from crying by persuade her 

and tell her that he would divide the roasted chicken so that he and his sister get 

the opportunity to eat the roasted chicken. This is a simple example to visualize 

the differences of conflict resolution between the siblings if the age is difference. 

The brother who is much older than the sister use constructive conflict resolution 

by communicate with her sister by persuading her sister and divide the roasted 

chicken as the solution while her sister using the destructive conflict when she cry 

and hitting her brother in order to get the roasted chicken. 



Destructive conflict is hostile, unresolved and undermines interpersonal 

whereas constructive conflict is more on reasoning, resolutions and enhanced 

interpersonal understanding (Ross, Ross, Stein & Trabasso, 2006). 

2.2.2 Sibling Conffict 

The siblings' conflict can be classified as both of the type of conflict, 

destructive conflict and constructive conflict. Destructive conflict occurred when . 

the conflict is not well-managed by the siblings and usually happen among 

siblings during their childhood. This is because, during childhood, siblings tend to 

use physical force, shouting, harassing and crying to get their way in order to 

solve the conflict (Sutton-Smith and Rosenberg; Roscoe et al as cited in Raffaelli, 

1997). Meanwhile, constructive conflict in siblings usually happens among 

siblings who already achieve adulthood, where they are mature in terms of their 

cognitive functions. Therefore, siblings can resolve conflict based on rational 

reasoning and it enhanced the understanding between them. 

This is can be supported on the research by Brody (1998, p.17) which 

indicate that conflict can provide an opportunity for siblings to express their 

emotions and feelings and practice open communication if the conflict is well 

managed by the siblings. 

Siblings represent a significant source of conflict for most children and 

adolescents (Bank & Kahn; \uhnnester & Furman, 1990; Dunn; Furman & 

Buhnnester; Lamb & Sutton-Smith,; Montemayor & Hanson, as cited in Raffaelli, 

1997, p.540). Interactions between siblings have been hypnotized to serve a 

variety of developmental functions (Tsukada, as cited in Raffaelli, 1997, p.540). 

Previous study revealed that verbal exchanges and property disputes were 

common among siblings which consists of quarrels over duties, chores, privileges 

or special treatment by parents were less frequent (Goodwin & Roscoe; Roscoe et 

al, as cited in Raffaelli, 1997,p. 541). But, siblings' quarrels were due to 

interpersonal concerns which consist of teasing, extending courtesies and tum 
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taking (Montemayor & Hanson as cited in Raffaelli, 1997, p.541). In the 

researcher point of view, siblings quarrels happened because of the feeling of 

jealousy towards each other especially towards the younger siblings because 

sometimes parents give attention more towards younger siblings and this will 

eocourage the older siblings' action to tease their siblings. They tried to attract 

others attention and at the same time try to make the younger siblings feel irritated 

towards them. This is because, older siblings, when they feel that their position 

has been threatened by their younger siblings, they would feel hurt and sensitive 

because the attention that they always get before have been twisted to their 

younger siblings. Therefore, in order to express the jealousy, they would start a 

fight and get their younger siblings to get involved so that the younger siblings 

also would be punished by their parents. 

In an interview with youngsters, they resumed normal relations with their 

siblings by simply ignoring the conflict and others said they would use an overt 

make>-up procedure such as talking it out or apologizing in dealing with conflict 

with their siblings (Sutton-Smith & Rosenberg as cited in Raffaelli, 1997, p.542). 

Furthermore, according to Patterson (1984) as cited in Brody (1998, p.13), 

children in some families learn that certain pro social behaviors such as talking, 

laughing or negotiating are followed by the termination of conflict, whereas in 

other families children find that coercive behaviors such as yelling, fighting and 

name calling terminate conflict. The differences ways in facing with conflict 

among siblings from different family background maybe influence by the culture 

ofthe family and the way they brought up by their parents. 

In a study by Raffaelli, (1997, p.552), indicated that siblings engaged in 

open confrontation and often engaged in violence, pursuing the issue until one 

sibliDgs gave in or a third person intervened. This is because, the nature of 

.bUngs' relationship itself which is too strong to be ruined, siblings know that 

they cannot rupture their relationship permanently and they feel that it is not gone 

to be a big issue if they express their anger freely towards their other siblings. 

Therefore, the conflict between siblings is frequently occurs and no matter how 
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