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SNEAK PEAK/BLURBS

Chapter 5—Family Matters
Caregiving is not usually something that a person does in isolation. In
some cases a person is forced to do it without help from others, but
that is usually not as effective and is almost never by choice. There is
just too much to do. Usually other family members are involved or
some assistance is obtained from public or professional resources.
Reliance on family can be good or bad depending upon your
perspective and family dynamics. Several studies have found that one
of the most stressful aspects of caring for an aging loved one is the
interaction between siblings and other family members. When
addressing the caregiving needs of your parents, there will likely be
increased, and in some cases forced, interaction with siblings. It
doesn’t always have to be that way. There are tools and techniques
that might help you avoid some of the stress that can be associated
with caregiving and the interaction with siblings (and other family
members). The techniques that apply to siblings can be used with
other family members and close family friends who may also be
providing care.
The Early Years are Relevant
What we saw, heard, thought, and felt as children undoubtedly
impacts who we are as adults and how we view situations in our lives.
How we were viewed by others as children will color how they view
us as adults. By extension, scenes and circumstances from our
childhood will undoubtedly manifest themselves in our caregiving
responsibilities and attitudes regarding our parents and siblings.
Literally thousands of studies have examined the effect of birth order
on personalities. On some level, many of us believe there is
something to the notion of how birth order influences personality.
For example, we all know firstborn children who seem extra
confident, middle kids who try too hard to get attention, or the
babies of the family that believe they still are, and should be the

center of attention and have everything their way. As a counter point,
many behavioral sciences say it is all basically nonsense.
Even for those who have not studied the science of birth order or
haven’t read the numerous papers on the impact of sibling rivalry,
many folks still hold to cultural themes and common notions
attributed to birth order. In many ways, parents can perpetuate these
role expectations. For example, an older child is told to look out for
his or her younger sibling. Or, we tell a younger sibling that while the
parents are away the older sibling is in charge.
There are expectations of how older siblings are supposed to behave
and what they should do. Using a similar set of expectations, there
are expectations of what the baby of the family will do. In this case
even the name “baby” underscores the connotations associated with
birth order. These shortcuts are used to explain each other’s
behavior. One sibling will say, “He’s the baby in the family, so of
course he’s more focused on himself than on providing care to
Mom.”
It will be very helpful to get these preconceptions on the table and
have a frank discussion on what it really means for siblings to work
together to take care of their aging parents. Some of these
descriptions will probably sound familiar:
• Oldest Children. Usually high achievers, alpha personalities,
motivated, and confident. Seek approval. Downside: overly
focused on details and bossy.
• Middle Children. Tend to be social, relate well to older and
younger people, are successful in team sports, are somewhat
rebellious, and manage friendships well. Downside: often feel
left out in the family.
• Youngest Children (baby). Tend to be friendly,
understanding, fun-loving, and low-key; crave attention.
Downside: often self-centered and overly casual.

• Only Children. Share many similar traits to oldest children
(without having to learn the coping skills necessary for
interaction with siblings). High achievers, diligent, and good
leaders; low need for affiliation. Downside: can be perfectionist
and selfish.
There is no exact science on birth-order personality traits, so these
don’t have to be taken literally. They are offered only as things to be
considered and discussed. But while not exact, there will likely be
some commonality between the profiles above and some people you
know. Part of the reason for the similarities is because they are true,
and the other part is because human beings look for shortcuts to
describe things we don’t understand when we lack complete
information. We are more comfortable putting other people into
familiar boxes because it helps to get comfortable and make sense of
the world. Some examples are:
“Of course he likes guns, he’s from Texas.”
“She’s cranky because she’s pregnant.”
“He doesn’t really help much with Mom, because he’s the baby
and is used to everything being about him.”
While some of this certainly may be true, it may also be true that the
characteristics we have ascribed to people are only a part of the
picture. Since it’s probably only partly true, treating it as gospel is
unfair to the person being labeled, and it possibly keeps the labelers
from seeing what is real. Erroneous assumptions will likely lead to
erroneous conclusions. Erroneous conclusions about people will
likely lead to erroneous interpretations of their behavior, and that
consequently leads to erroneous assumptions about possible options
for providing care going forward.
In 2009, Joshua K. Hartshorne, a postdoctoral fellow in the
Computational Cognitive Science Group at Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, published evidence in a study that birth order
influences whom we choose as friends and spouses. In short, his

hypothesis is that birth order is meaningful. He states that it is not
the only determinant since socio-economics, race, culture, etc., all
play a role. In recent years, the evidence seems to be shifting back in
favor of the common intuition that birth order in the family does
somehow affect who we become.
Per Sulloway (another social scientist), here are a few factors to
ponder when considering sibling birth order:
• If you come from a large family, your parents had to share their
time and resources among all of the children. Chances are, the
oldest and youngest got more of the attention. It wasn’t a
matter of playing favorites; it was about the amount of time and
energy they had to allocate;
• Children had different roles in the family that are influenced by
birth order, gender, and genetics. But eventually, most children
begin to rebel against the stereotypes. They begin to diversify
their skills and act in ways that enable them to escape being
compared to and competing against a brother or sister.
Essentially, they find their own niche; and
• How your parents did financially during your childhood
affected the kind and amount of resources they could bestow
upon you. While your parents were young and making their way
to support a family, they might not have had as much to
provide the first child, but ten years later, they were able to give
bigger and better toys because their paychecks were bigger.
This may seem like they favored the younger child or
grandchild, but in reality the concept of playing favorites
doesn’t apply.
All of this becomes relevant to caregiving because society promotes
stereotypes of birth order (and both you and your parents might have
bought into them). Both you and your parents might have had certain

expectations of you and your siblings that can cause stress and
anxiety. For example, there may be an expectation that because the
oldest brother was always a take-charge type of person, that he will
take the lead on arranging care for mom now that she needs help.
This may not be the case if he now lives across the country with a
demanding job and two young children.
Ultimately, it seems that the influence of birth order on your
personality and your relationship with your family members is much
more complicated than where you were in your family’s birthing
sequence. By developing a better understanding of how your
personality developed (in reference to your siblings and parents) and
appreciating that it is not as simple as the order of your birth, you
should understand better how to interact as a family with the goal of
providing the best care possible to your parents.
Your Parents’ Role in Shaping your Relationships
Relationships with brothers and sisters are complex even before age
and sequence of birth are factored in. Children learn how to
compete, love, fight, make up, tolerate, negotiate, play, laugh, and
interact with each other. Sometimes they hug, and other times they
tease and keep secrets from their siblings. The guidance of our
parents through these interactions—through praise or punishment—
adds even more complexity to the sibling relationships.
Parents play many roles in sibling interactions. In the following
examples there may be something that makes you reflect back on
your relationship with your siblings and rethink some of the
dynamics of the relationships. Then you will be better able to tackle
the task at hand—taking care of your elderly parents as a cohesive
family.
Most parents now realize that all parents—including their own—
make mistakes. Any past or lingering differences with siblings might
be partially based on how your parents may have contributed to the
issues. Many issues between siblings are in some way attributed to
actions by the parents. Whether this is legitimately true or not
depends on the perspective of the person making the argument.

Discussing the different viewpoints on these issues can be used as a
bonding experience between siblings. A few of the more common
themes that can cause tension with siblings are discussed below.
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