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Research Article
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Abstract
Objectives: Adults in mid to later life experience shrinking social networks, which may hinder well-being. Siblings may be
important sources of social contact. Yet, little is known about adults’ patterns of contact with siblings and how contact is
linked to well-being.
Method: Participants included 491 adults from across the United States (M age = 58.96, SD = 6.25; 68% female) recruited
online via Amazon Mechanical Turk; they reported on their contact with their sibling in person, over the phone, via email,
texting, and social media.
Results: Latent class analysis found evidence for four patterns of contact (classes) among siblings: low, medium, high, and
traditional. Those with high contact reported greater life satisfaction than those in the other groups. Those in the high
group reported lower self-rated health when they recalled being treated less favorably, relative to their sibling, by their
mother as children.
Discussion: These findings suggest that differing patterns of sibling contact exist among older adults. In some cases, contact
may promote well-being. In other cases, more contact may serve as a reminder of hurtful or painful past family experiences
related to mothers’ differential treatment, in which case more contact may be linked to poorer health.
Keywords: Contact, Life satisfaction, Parental differential treatment, Self-rated health, Siblings
  

The Baby Boomer generation is rapidly growing older as
“roughly 10,000 Baby Boomers will turn 65 today, and
about 10,000 more will cross that threshold every day”
until 2030, at which point nearly 20% of Americans will be
older than 65 (Cohn & Taylor, 2010). Many of these adults
will be at risk for lower well-being (Gray, 2009; Litwin,
& Stoeckel, 2013), but previous research suggests that social contact can promote well-being (Pinquart & Sorensen,
2000); contact with siblings may be uniquely important
(Bedford & Avioli, 2012). Little is known, however, about
levels and patterns of contact among older siblings and if
contact is linked to well-being. Using a Life Course perspective, the goals of the current paper were to examine
patterns of contact among siblings in mid to later life and
to explore implications for well-being.

Patterns of Contact
A critical component of Life Course Theory is that transitions
impact development and relationships, and families’ lives
are linked in a way that members’ experiences influence
others in their family (Bengston, Elder, & Putney, 2005;
Elder, Johnson, & Crosnoe, 2003). Life transitions may
pull siblings apart and bring them back together, but their
lives are always interconnected. For example, at younger
ages, siblings spend more time together than they do with
other family members (Feinberg, Solmeyer, & McHale,
2012). Moving into young adulthood siblings tend to leave
their family of origin and experience decreased contact
(White, 2001) and changes in relationship quality (Jensen,
Whiteman, & Fingerman, 2018). Further into adulthood,

© The Author(s) 2019. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of The Gerontological Society of America. All rights reserved.
For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com.

1

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/psychsocgerontology/advance-article/doi/10.1093/geronb/gbz083/5513845 by Brigham Young University, Harold B. Lee Library user on 19 August 2020

Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences
cite as: J Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci, 2019, Vol. XX, No. XX, 1–10
doi:10.1093/geronb/gbz083
Advance Access publication June 11, 2019

2

Links with Well-Being
According to Life Course Theory (Bengston et al., 2005;
Elder et al., 2003), the transitions mid to later life adults
experience, including the launching of their grown children
(Siordia et al., 2017), retirement (Munnell, 2015), and
caring for aging parents (Halliwell, Wenzel Egan, &
Howard, 2017) impact development and well-being. For
example, current literature suggests that these adults are at
greater risk for low well-being than at younger ages (Gray,
2009; Litwin, & Stoeckel, 2013) and social contact is critical to promoting well-being among mid- to later-life adults
(Pinquart & Sorensen, 2000). Because of their past shared

familial experiences, contact with siblings may play an important role in promoting well-being (Bedford, 1989; Liao
& Carstensen, 2018).
The link between contact and well-being may vary by
patterns of contact between siblings. Recent work suggests
that face-to-face contact is particularly important for older
adults in combating loneliness (Teo et al., 2015). Other
research, suggests that communication via technological
means can have positive effects for older adults (Ferreira,
Torres, Mealha, & Velso, 2015). Given our question about
patterns of contact we did not hypothesize about difference
among specific groups but we explored whether groups
based on differing types of mediums were differentially
linked to well-being.
According to Life Course Theory, early experiences in
life may have implications for future development and
relationships (Elder et al., 2003) via a series of cumulative continuities (Caspi, Elder, & Bem, 1988). Aspects from
childhood sibling processes may moderate links between
contact and well-being in later life. In the current study, we
focused on parental differential treatment (PDT) because
its implications across the life-course (Gilligan, Suitor, Kim,
& Pillemer, 2013; Scholte, Engels, de Kemp, Harakeh, &
Overbeek, 2007). There is debate, however, as to the role
PDT plays. Some studies suggest that differences in treatment in adulthood have negative implications for adults,
regardless of favored status (Boll, Ferring, & Filipp, 2003;
Suitor et al., 2009). This approach is labeled absolute PDT
because it contrasts equal treatment with the absolute
amount of differences in treatment, and is typically linked
to familial relationships. Other research uses a relative
PDT perspective, which contrasts favored and less-favored
status and suggests differing effects. For example in midlife
less-favored siblings may report lower well-being (Suitor,
Gilligan, Peng, Jung, & Pillemer, 2017), and in some cases,
favored siblings may report better well-being (Jensen,
Whiteman, Fingerman, & Birditt, 2013). In the current
study, we used the relative PDT approach because of its
consistent links with well-being.
Although concurrent differences in treatment are salient in adulthood (Gilligan et al., 2013; Jensen et al., 2013;
Suitor et al., 2017), past work suggests that recollections
of PDT from childhood are also important (Davey, Tucker,
Fingerman, & Savla, 2009; Peng, Suitor, & Gilligan, 2018;
Suitor et al., 2009). Thus, in line with the notion from Life
Course Theory (Bengston et al., 2005; Elder et al., 2003)
that early life experiences can play a role in future development, we focused on how recollections of PDT from childhood are linked with sibling processes in later life. When
adults have higher levels of contact with a sibling, the link
with well-being may be positive or negative, depending
on their recollection of childhood PDT. On the one hand,
for older adults who believe they received favored parental treatment in childhood, regular contact with a sibling may be a consistent reminder of that favored status;
thus, more contact may promote well-being. On the other
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individuals become busy with their own lives and families,
which may further diminish siblings’ connections (Milevsky,
2005).
Moving into mid and later life, individuals go through
more transitions that may allow for a reemergence of sibling relationships and contact (White, 2001). The launching
of children, transitioning out of working life, and caring
for aging parents may create more time to communicate
with a sibling than in the previous years of life. According
to Life Course Theory (Bengston et al., 2005; Elder et al.,
2003), these major transitions affect the trajectories of
social relationships of the individual and because of past
shared familial experiences, these transitions may promote
a reemergence of sibling contact during this stage of life.
Life Course Theory also suggests that historical time
plays a role in the individual’s life course (Bengston et al.,
2005), and Baby Boomers live in a time different from previous decades. For years, in person, mail, and telephone
contact were the main options for sibling contact in mid
to later life. The mid 1990s brought major change in communication, when many people started using email. In the
early 2000s texting started to become more common. In
2006, Facebook and Twitter became available to the public,
and Instagram in 2010. Current data suggests that 80% of
those aged 65 years and older own a cell phone, 64% are
internet users, and 34% have one or more social media accounts (Pew Research Center, 2017). Given that many Baby
Boomers are under 65 years, the rates for all older adults of
the Baby Boomer generation and beyond are likely higher.
Thus, many older siblings may keep in contact via a combination of mediums.
Because siblings likely keep contact with one another
through a variety of ways, it is important to consider
patterns of contact. Some siblings may maintain frequent
contact through multiple methods and others may have
very little contact, regardless of medium. Others may keep
in touch in more traditional ways, or mainly through technological means. Given the dearth of research on this topic,
our first aim was to assess the types of patterns and prevalence of contact among older adult siblings via in person
visits, phone calls, emailing, texting, and the use of social
media.
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Present Study
Rooted in Life Course Theory (Elder et al., 2003) and sibling research (Gilligan et al., 2013; White, 2001), the current
study examined patterns of contact among siblings in mid to
later life and how those patterns were linked to well-being.
We included separate reports of contact via in person, telephone, email, texting, and social media. We hypothesized
that patterns marked by more contact would be linked to
better well-being, especially for those who recalled favored
treatment in childhood. For those who recalled less-favored
treatment in childhood, we hypothesized that patterns
with higher levels of contact would be linked to lower
well-being. We examined two aspects of well-being, life satisfaction and self-reported physical health. Additionally, we
controlled for siblings’ overall closeness and conflict so that
observed effects regarding patterns of contact would reflect
better estimates of the role of contact not conflated with
relationship quality.

Method
Participants
Participants were drawn from Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk). MTurk, is an online collection of “workers”
available to complete online tasks, including surveys
(Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). MTurk has over
500,000 potential participants, and roughly 20% of MTurk
workers were born before 1965 (Ipeirotis, 2010). Although
MTurk is a convenience sample, it provides a more diverse
sample than traditional internet or convenience sampling,
and previous work using test–retest reliability has found
participants to provide reliable data (Buhrmester et al.,
2011; Rouse, 2015).
Data were limited to participants born before 1965 (i.e.,
members of the Baby Boomer generation or older), which
had at least one living sibling, and resided in the United
States. The final sample included 491 adults who each
reported on their closest aged living sibling. Participants
came from every state except Vermont and Alaska, and
their siblings resided in every state except Vermont.
Demographic information for participants and their closest
aged sibling are presented in Table 1. Although samples on

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants and
Their Closest Aged Sibling (N = 491)

Variable
Age
Incomea
Number of living
siblings
Distance from siblingb
Women
Married
Has children
Full biological siblings
Birth order
Firstborn
Middleborn
Lastborn
Level of education
Advanced degree
Bachelor’s degree
Some college
High school
Employment status
Full time
Part time
Retired
Race/Ethnicity
White
Non-White
Mother living
Father living

Participant

Sibling

M (SD) or
Proportion

M (SD) or
Proportion

58.96 (6.25)
4.60 (2.38)
2.74 (1.79)

58.73 (8.78)
5.40 (2.78)
2.74 (1.79)

5.00 (2.56)
.68
.56
.78
.92

5.00 (2.56)
.49
.62
.73
.92

.37
.36
.27

.30
.39
.32

.18
.33
.36
.11

.13
.29
.26
.24

.38
.19
.24

.52
.10
.21

.87
.13
.48
.27

.87
.13
.48
.27

Note: a1 = Less than $10,000, 2 = $10,001–$25,000, 3 = $25,001–$40,000,
4 = $40,001–$50,000, 5 = $50,001–$60,000, 6 = $60,001–$75,000,
7 = $75,001–$100,000, 8 = $100,001–$125,000, 9 = $125,001–$150,000,
11 = $150,001–$200,000, 12 = $200,001–$250,000, 13 = $250,001 or more.
b
1 = same household; 2 = 0–25; 3 = 26–50; 4 = 50–100; 5 = 101–250; 6 = 251–
500; 7 = 501–1,000; 8 = 1,001–2,000; 9 = 2,000+ miles.

MTurk are generally more diverse than other convenience
samples (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Casler, Bickel, & Hackett,
2013), we compared the sample for this study to a larger
national data set (the CORE cohort of the 2016 Health and
Retirement Study [HRS]) to examine differences from the
general population. Compared to the HRS, participants in
the current study were younger (t = 15.46, df = 20,325, p
< .001), more educated (Χ2 = 247.88, df = 4, p < .001), less
likely to have children (Χ2 = 247.88, df = 4, p < .001), more
likely to be Caucasian/White (Χ2 = 247.88, df = 4, p < .001),
more likely to be female (Χ2 = 247.88, df = 4, p < .001),
more likely to be employed (Χ2 = 247.88, df = 4, p < .001),
and more likely to have had their mother (Χ2 = 247.88,
df = 4, p < .001) and father pass away (Χ2 = 247.88, df = 4,
p < .001). They did not differ in marital status or median
income.
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hand, for older adults who believe they were disfavored as
a child, higher levels of contact with a sibling may serve
as a reminder of the disfavored status; thus, more contact
may hinder well-being. Past work has suggested that PDT
from mothers and fathers have differing effects (Gilligan
et al., 2013; Jensen et al., 2013), thus, we examined PDT
of mothers and fathers separately. Additionally, because
the goal of the current study was not focused on deeper
nuances of differences in treatment, we chose to focus
on overall differences based on a number of domains to
achieve a broader view of recalled differences.
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4

The survey was administered online and took approximately 18 min to complete. Consistent with other studies
on MTurk (Bohannon, 2011), participants were given
an honorarium of $0.50 for completing the survey. All
survey sections were presented in a randomized order,
and all items within each measure were also presented in
a randomized order. Internet samples are at risk for inattentive participants who produce inaccurate data, we took
two critical steps to ensure honest and quality data. MTurk
workers each have a score of the percentage of tasks they
have accurately completed. We restricted participants to
those who had a 95% approval or higher (Casler et al.,
2013). Additionally, two attention checking questions were
included (e.g., I have been to every country on earth) to
track inattentive participants (Rouse, 2015). Those who
answered attention checking questions incorrectly were
excluded (n = 5). All procedures were approved by the
Institutional Review Board of the first author’s university
(protocol X15397).

Measures
Sibling contact
Participants reported on sibling contact using five items
adapted from Silverstein, Gans, and Yang (2006). Based on a
nine-point scale from 1 (never), 3 (once a year), 5 (monthly),
7 (weekly), to 9 (daily), participants rated their frequency
of contact with their sibling in person, over the phone, via
email, via text messaging, and through social media.
Recalled parental differential treatment
Participants reported on recalled parental differential
treatment from their childhood from mothers and fathers. The measure included four items adapted from the
Sibling Inventory of Differential Experiences (Daniels &
Plomin, 1985). Items assessed recollection of who received
preferential treatment in terms of conflict, affection, time,
and overall treatment. The items were assessed on a fivepoint scale from 1 (me a lot more), 3 (both of us the same),
to 5 (my sibling a lot more), and showed adequate reliability
for mothers (α = .79) and fathers (α = .76). For analysis,
items were centered at equal treatment.
Life satisfaction
Participants reported on one item from Diener, Gohm, Suh,
and Oishi (2000) on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (not
at all satisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied). The item was
worded, “How satisfied are you with your life overall?”
Self-rated health
Participants rated their health using one item taken from
Mossey and Shapiro (1982). The item was on a five-point
scale ranging from 1 (poor), 3 (good), to 5 (excellent).

The item was worded, “During the past 12 months, in
general, would you say your physical health has been?”

Control Variables
Sibling closeness
Participants reported on sibling closeness using five items
from Blyth and Foster-Clark (1987). Items were based
on a five-point scale from 1 (never), 3 (sometimes), to
5 (very often). Example items included, “How often do
you go to each other for advice or support?” and “How
often do you accept each other no matter what you do?”
All items were averaged together (M = 3.35, SD = 1.05,
α = .88).
Sibling conflict
Participants reported on sibling conflict using three items
adapted from Stocker and McHale (1992). Items were
based on a five-point scale from 1 (not at all), 3 (some), to
5 (very much). Participants were asked, “Thinking of your
relationship with [sibling name], how much do you and
[sibling name]. . .” Items included, “Get upset or mad at
each other?”, “Get annoyed with each other?,” and, “Argue
with each other.” Items were averaged together (M = 2.19,
SD = .97, α = .92).

Results
At the bivariate level (Supplementary Table 1), all types of
contact were positively associated with one another. Each
type of contact was positively correlated with life satisfaction, although correlations were small. Frequency of texting
was positively associated with self-rated health.
There were no missing data on the variables used in
the study.

Patterns of Contact
We used Mplus Version 8 (Muthen & Muthen, 2017) to
conduct a latent class analysis of sibling communication
profiles based on the mediums of contact (in person, telephone, email, text, and social media). Relative model
fit statistics, the Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin (VLMR)
test, and entropy scores were used to determine the best
number of classes. The four-class solution best represented
the data (Supplementary Table 2), with the −2 Log
Likelihood (−2LL), Akaike Information Criterion, Bayesian
Information Criterion, and Quality of Numerical Results
decreasing from the three-class solution, and the VLMR
test being statistically different from zero. In contrast, the
five-class solution had a VLMR value that was not different
from zero. The four-class solution was further supported by
having classes comprised of 16.5% or more of the sample
in each class. Detailed fit statistics can be found in the
Supplementary Materials.
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Frequency of Sibling Contact

7
6
Low (n = 164)
5
4

Traditional (n =
82

3
2

Medium (n =
164)

1

High (n = 81)

0
In Person

Telephone

Email

Text Message Social Media

Figure 1. Plot of latent classes for the four-class solution of sibling
communication.

father (OR = 2.59, 95% CI, 1.32–5.11) were more likely to
be in the high communication class.

Links with Well-Being
Links with well-being were tested in two sets of OLS models
(one set for each dependent variable). The sets were tested
hierarchically in identical fashion. In each set, in the first
step, we entered if the mother was living (0 = not living;
1 = living), if the father was living (0 = not living; 1 = living),
if parents ever divorced (0 = no; 1 = yes), race/ethnicity
(0 = White; 1 = non-White), gender (0 = female; 1 = male),
age, parental status (0 = no children; 1 = 1+ children), marital status (0 = not married; 1 = married), employment status
(0 = not employed; 1 = employed full or part time), years of
education, birth order (0 = older than sibling; 1 = younger
than sibling), dyadic gender composition (0 = same gender;
1 = mixed gender), sibling age difference, sibling parental
status (0 = no children; 1 = 1+ children), sibling marital
status (0 = not married; 1 = married), sibling years of education, sibling relatedness (0 = not full biological siblings;
1 = full biological siblings), sibling residence distance, sibling conflict, sibling closeness, recalled maternal PDT, and
recalled paternal PDT. All continuous variables were grand
mean centered except for recalled differential treatment
variables, which were centered at equal treatment. In the
second step, we entered three dummy codes for the class
membership groups (medium contact was the reference
group). In the third step, we entered interactions between
the dummy codes and the continuous variable of recalled
maternal PDT. In the fourth step, recalled maternal PDT
was omitted, and interactions with recalled paternal PDT
(continuous variable) were included. Because the individual coefficients and corresponding t tests for dummy
codes in an OLS regression reflect differences between particular groups and the reference group, adding blocks of
the interactions of recalled maternal PDT separately from
recalled paternal PDT allowed for examination of the
overall interaction of class membership with recalled PDT
from each parent separately. We also assessed the normality
of life satisfaction, self-rated health, recalled maternal PDT
and recalled paternal PDT (Supplementary Table 3).
Results for life satisfaction (Table 2; Supplementary
Table 4 contains the full information) revealed several main
effects in the first step. In particular, those who were not
White (b = 0.66, SE = .28, p < .05, β = .10), were older
(b = 0.06, SE = .02, p < .001, β = .19), had children (b = 0.69,
SE = .23, p < .01, β = .13), were married (b = 0.92, SE = .19,
p < .001, β = .21), were employed (b = 0.41, SE = .20, p
< .05, β = .10), and felt closer to their sibling (b = 0.23,
SE = .09, p < .05, β = .11), reported higher life satisfaction. In Step 2, the change in R2 suggested that the addition
of class membership accounted for a significant amount of
the variation. Specifically, those in the high communication
class reported significantly higher life satisfaction than the
other classes. There were no other differences among the
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As shown in Figure 1, a plot of the four-class solution,
the first, third, and fourth classes represent respondents
who reported to communicate at low, medium, and high
rates, respectively. The second class of respondents differed
in that they typically communicated via more traditional
methods (in person or by phone). Class membership size
was as following: low communication (n = 164), medium
communication (n = 164), high communication (n = 81),
and traditional communication (n = 82). Although not used
in our analysis, the five-class solution retained the high,
low, and traditional groups but split the medium group into
medium-high and medium-low.
We conducted post hoc analyses to examine ways our
findings may vary based on the areas our sample differs
from the general population. First, we conducted a series
of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression models to examine how age, years of education, parental status (0 = no
children; 1 = 1+ children), employment status (0 = not employed; 1 = employed full or part time), if the mother was
living (0 = not living; 1 = living), and if the father was living
(0 = not living; 1 = living) were associated with each type of
contact. In person contact was negatively associated with
years of education (b = −0.37, SE = .10, p < .001, β = −.17),
positively associated with employment status (b = 0.49,
SE = .20, p < .05, β = .11) and positively associated with the
fathers’ living status (b = 0.53, SE = .24, p < .05, β = .11).
Texting was positively associated with employment status
(b = 0.90, SE = .24, p < .001, β = .17) and the fathers’
living status (b = 1.07, SE = .29, p < .001, β = .18). Social
media contact was negatively associated with education
(b = −0.25, SE = .12, p < .05, β = −.09) and positively associated with employment status (b = 0.70, SE = .25, p < .01,
β = .13). Additionally, using multinomial logistic regression (low communication class as the reference group) we
examined whether class membership was predicted by the
areas our sample differed from the general population. We
found that older participants were more likely to be in the
traditional class (odds ratio [OR] = 1.07, 95% confidence
interval [CI], 1.02–1.12). Participants who were more educated were less likely to be in the high communication class
(OR = 0.64, 95% CI, 0.48–0.85), whereas those who were
employed (OR = 2.44, 95% CI, 1.33–4.47) or had a living
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Step 1

Variables
Intercept
Recalled Maternal PDT
Recalled Paternal PDT
Low Class Membership
Traditional Class Membership
High Class Membership
Model R2
F for change in R2

b
5.01***
0.16
-0.02

SE
.76
.12
.12

Step 2

β

.06
-.01

b

SE

4.72***
0.16
0.00
0.16
0.01
0.95**

.78
.12
.12
.26
.29
.29
.17
3.96**

.15
3.83***

β

.06
.00
.04
.00
.16

Note: Omitted controls are: if mother is living, if father is living, if parents ever divorced, race/ethnicity, gender, age, parental status, marital status, employment
status, education level, birth order, dyadic gender composition, sibling age difference, sibling parental status, sibling marital status, sibling education level, sibling
relatedness, sibling residence distance, sibling conflict, and sibling closeness. PDT = Parental differential treatment. Additionally, interactions between recalled maternal PDT and each communication group as well as paternal PDT and each communication group were not significant, and were omitted from the table. Medium
contact was the reference for the communication groups. A complete version of this table can be found in online supplementary materials (Supplementary Table 7).
**p < .01, ***p < .001.

other classes. Additionally, the change in R2 for both Step 3
and Step 4 suggested that class membership did not interact
with recalled maternal PDT nor recalled paternal PDT.
Analysis for self-rated health (Table 3; Supplementary
Table 5 contains the full information) revealed several main
effects. Those whose mother was living (b = 0.24, SE = .11,
p < .05, β = .11), were employed (b = 0.31, SE = .10, p < .01,
β = .14), or were farther in age from their sibling (b = −0.02,
SE = .01, p < .05, β = −.11), reported better health. The
change in R2 in Step 2 revealed that the addition of class
membership did not account for a significant amount of variation. The change in R2 for Step 3, however, suggested a significant interaction between class membership and recalled
maternal PDT. Post hoc testing of the significant interaction
revealed several important findings (Figure 2). For those in
the low, medium, and traditional classes, there was no association between recalled maternal PDT and self-rated health.
For those in the high communication class, there was a positive association (b = 0.76, SE = .21, p < .001, β = .57), such
that those who recalled receiving favored treatment reported
better health. We also used post hoc testing to examine mean
differences among the classes at recalled less-favored status
one standard deviation below equal treatment, recalled equal
treatment, and recalled favored status one standard deviation above equal treatment. At recalled less-favored status
and at recalled equal treatment, there were no differences
in self-rated health among the classes. At recalled favored
status, there were no differences among those in the low, medium, or traditional classes. Those in the high communication class, however, reported significantly better health than
those in the low (t(1) = 3.06, p < .01), medium (t(1) = 2.90,
p < .01), and traditional (t(1) = 3.68, p < .001) classes. The
addition of the interaction of recalled paternal PDT and class
membership in Step 4 was not significant.
We conducted further post hoc analyses for both life
satisfaction and self-rated health because of the ways our
sample differed from the general population. Specifically,

we tested whether significant effects (class membership
linked with life satisfaction; class membership × recalled
maternal PDT for self-rated health) varied by the ways our
sample differed from the general population (age, years
of education, parental status, employment status, if the
mother was living, and if the father was living). None of
the findings were qualified by these variables.

Discussion
Baby Boomers are rapidly reaching the later years of life,
and by 2030 nearly 20% of Americans will be over the age
of 65 (Cohn & Taylor, 2010). Many older adults experience a shrinking of social networks (Pinquart & Sorensen,
2000; Wrzus, Hanel, Wagner, & Neyer, 2013), which may
potentially make siblings more prominent in their lives
than the preceding decades (Bedford & Avioli, 2012; Liao
& Carstensen, 2018). The current study examined, first, the
different patterns of contact among siblings in later life,
and second, if those patterns were linked to two aspects of
well-being, life satisfaction, and self-rated health. Based on
Life Course Theory (Elder et al., 2003), we anticipated that
links between patterns of contact and well-being would
vary based on recollections of childhood experiences.
In particular, we hypothesized that patterns of high contact would be linked to greater well-being for those who
recalled being favored by their mother or father, and linked
to lower well-being for those who recalled receiving lessfavored treatment.

Patterns of Contact
Overall, our findings suggest that different patterns of contact exist among siblings in the later years. For the majority
of our sample, contact levels among different mediums
were fairly consistent. Those who had low contact in one
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Step 1

Variables
Intercept
Mom Living
Recalled Maternal PDT (MPDT)
Recalled Paternal Favoritism
Low Class Membership (Low)
Traditional Class Membership (Trad)
High Class Membership (High)
MPDT × Low
MPDT × Trad
MPDT × High
Model R2
F for change in R2

Step 2

b

SE

β

1.85***
0.24*
0.10
-0.09

.39
.11
.06
.06

.11
.08
-.06

.08
1.95**

Step 3

b

SE

β

1.77***
0.25*
0.10
-0.08
0.10
-0.07
0.26

.41
.11
.06
.06
.14
.15
.15

.12
.08
-.06
.04
-.02
.09

.09
1.58

b

SE

1.70***
0.23*
0.19
-0.05
0.12
-0.04
0.18
-0.20
-0.34
0.57*

.40
.11
.11
.06
.13
.15
.15
.13
.22
.24
.12
4.64**

β

.11
.14
-.04
.05
-.02
.06
-.11
-.08
.12

Note: Omitted controls are: if mother is living, if father is living, if parents ever divorced, race/ethnicity, gender, age, parental status, marital status, employment
status, education level, birth order, dyadic gender composition, sibling age difference, sibling parental status, sibling marital status, sibling education level, sibling
relatedness, sibling residence distance, sibling conflict, and sibling closeness. PDT = Parental differential treatment. Additionally, interactions between recalled
paternal PDT and each communication group were not significant, and were omitted from the table. Medium contact was the reference for the communication
groups. A complete version of this table can be found in online supplementary materials (Supplementary Table 8).
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
3
2.75

Low

Medium

Traditional

***

2.5
Self-Rated Health

High

2.25
2
1.75
1.5
1.25
1
Less Favored

Equal

Favored

Figure 2. The association between recalled maternal parental differential treatment and self-rated health as moderated by pattern of sibling
communication. ***p < .001.

domain also had low contact in the other domains. Similar
patterns were observed for both medium and high levels
of contact. Our finding of a class who communicated frequently through all measured mediums corroborates recent findings that many older adults are frequently using
the internet and other technologies (Pew Research Center,
2017). Adults in the high communication class may be
more comfortable with technology and find it helpful to
communicate with a sibling. For example, those in the high
class texted with their sibling on average over once a week,
which was a little higher than any other means of communication. Those in the medium group also texted at similar
or higher levels than other forms of contact. With the prevalence of smart phones among older adults (Pew Research
Center, 2017) and the ease of texting, it is possible that for
some older adults, texting will become an important way to
connect with a sibling.

Beyond patterns marked by low, medium, and high contact, our analysis also revealed another group. These adults
had medium to high contact with their sibling through
more traditional means (in person and over the phone) but
low contact through more modern means (email, texting,
and social media). Given that our sample was collected
online and our participants were significantly more educated than the general population, it is possible that our
participants were comfortable with communicating via
technological means, but their sibling is not. Future work
will need to examine older adults’ comfort levels with technology and how that contributes to their communication
patterns with siblings. Perhaps helping older adults become
comfortable with text messaging and social media may
give them the ability to communicate more with siblings.
Additionally, our sample was significantly younger than
the national population of Baby Boomers/older adults, and
analysis suggested that older participants were more likely
to be in the traditional communication class. Thus, it is
possible that among all older adults, a higher percentage
fall into a traditional pattern of communication than was
found in our data.
Beyond age, differences in employment, education, and
fathers’ living status may also play a role in our findings.
Specifically, our sample was more educated, more likely to
be working, and less likely to have a living father than the
general population. Two of these factors would suggest that
our sample has overall less contact than what may occur
in the general population; thus, our sample may have net
lower contact than the general population. Future studies
will need nationally representative data because additional
patterns of contact may exist if the overall levels of contact
are higher.
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Our hypothesis that patterns marked by higher contact
would be linked to greater well-being was supported in
regards to life satisfaction. Those in the high contact group
reported significantly higher life satisfaction than those in
the other groups, which is line with past studies that suggest social contact may promote the well-being of older
adults (Gray, 2009; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2000). Those
in the traditional group had similar levels of in person
and telephone contact compared to the high group, but
still showed lower levels of life satisfaction. Although
some recent work suggests that face to face communication is particularly important for adults (Teo et al., 2015)
our work is more in line with the findings of Ferreira and
colleagues (2015) which suggests that communication over
texting or the internet has positive effects for older adults.
Because our sample consists of active internet users who
are more educated than the general population, they may
see more salience in technological communication. Other
work will need to replicate these findings including among
less internet savvy older adults in representative data sets.
Additionally, our data were cross-sectional, but future
studies will need longitudinal data to examine the direction
of effects; it is possible that those with high life satisfaction
are more willing to communicate with siblings rather than
the other way around.
There was also some support to the hypothesis that
patterns of greater contact would be linked to self-rated
health. Consistent with Life Course Theory (Bengston et al.,
2005; Elder et al., 2003), this link was qualified by early life
experience, or the recollection of PDT. For those in the high
contact group, recalled maternal PDT was linked to selfrated health. Specifically, those who recalled favored status
reported better health than those who recalled less-favored
status. There was no association for those in the medium,
traditional, or low contact groups. Frequent contact between siblings through a variety of mediums may provide
more opportunities for the continuation of family patterns
established at younger ages or the remuneration of shared
memories that may serve as a reminder of differences in
treatment.
There are, however, more nuances to the significant
association between recalled PDT and self-rated health
among those in the high communication class. Work from
Suitor and colleagues (2017) on PDT in mid to later life
and adults’ well-being suggests that less-favored status
is more likely detrimental than favored status is beneficial. In our post hoc analysis, those in the high contact
class who recalled less-favored status did not differ in
their health from others who recalled less-favored status
but had less frequent contact with their sibling. Perhaps
with concurrent differences in treatment, as examined by
Suitor et al. (2017), being treated less favorably is damaging to well-being. With recollections of PDT from childhood, perhaps many adults have had time to work through

and process negative feelings associated with less-favored
treatment. In contrast, our findings suggest that those with
recalled favored status in the high contact class reported
better health than those in the other classes. Perhaps, for
those who recall being favored, frequent contact reminds
them of that preferential treatment, and even if it happens
subconsciously, that reminder may promote positive selfconceptions that may translate to better health. As with life
satisfaction, however, future studies will need to examine
these processes longitudinally to establish the direction of
effects.
Although we offered no hypotheses regarding differences
in the roles of recalled maternal versus paternal PDT, our
findings add to the literature of studies that have included
these differences (Gilligan et al., 2013; Jensen et al., 2013).
Overall, our findings suggest that recollections of maternal
PDT are more salient than those of fathers. This is contrast
to the findings of Gilligan et al. (2013), which suggest that
paternal PDT is more salient. It is possible that concurrent
PDT from fathers in mid to later life is more salient than
that of mothers, but that recalled differences in treatment
from mothers are more salient than recollections of paternal treatment. Future studies need to do more to delineate possible differences in recalled and concurrent PDT as
each may have differing roles in adults’ well-being.

Conclusion
Despite the strengths of the study, it was not without limitations. First, data were collected entirely online. As noted in
the participants section, our sample differed from nationally representative data in several ways, including that they
were younger, more educated, less likely to have children,
more likely to be working, and more likely to have had
a parent pass away. All of these factors likely change the
likelihood of siblings maintaining contact and being an active part of one another’s social networks. Additionally, our
participants were experienced enough internet users to use
MTurk means that they may be more technologically savvy
than many older adults. Future work will need to replicate these findings in other samples not recruited through
the internet. Additionally, we used single reporters. Sibling
dynamics are inherently dyadic and the perceptions of one
sibling may not match the other. Along those lines, we also
only focused on participants’ relationship with one sibling.
Our participants, on average, had over two living siblings.
Differences in how older adults communicate with different siblings are also important in understanding all the
patterns of contact. Thus, future work will need to collect
data from all the living siblings in the family. Lastly, the
data were cross-sectional; so, we were unable to determine
the direction of effects. Although we have argued that contact may promote or hinder well-being, it is possible that
well-being promotes or hinders contact. Future work will
need to collect longitudinal data and examine the direction
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