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Abstract The present study examined the moderating effect
of the quality of the sibling relationship on the longitudinal
association of parental treatment with theft, vandalism, and
violence in adolescence. Participants were 416 sibling pairs
which were studied over a one-year period. The younger
siblings were aged 13 to 15, the older siblings 14 to 17
at Time 1. No significant effects were found for mixed-sex
dyads. For same-sex dyads, the results suggested that when
the relationship was of poor quality, younger boys who felt
treated less favorably by their mothers were most likely to
show high levels of vandalism and violence, while younger
girls who felt treated less favorably were most likely to show
high levels of theft. No such effects were found for older
siblings. These findings indicate that differential parental
treatment and the quality of the sibling relationship have
gender-specific effects on adolescents’ delinquency and have
a different meaning for younger than for older siblings.
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It has been shown that children raised in the same family are
not necessarily similar to each another (Plomin and Daniels,
1987). In fact, it is believed that siblings are not more similar
to each other than they are to children from other families
(Turkheimer and Waldron, 2000). One important family fac-
tor that may contribute to this dissimilarity is differential
parental treatment. Differential parental treatment refers to
the fact that children within the same family are treated dif-
ferently by their parents or may perceive their treatment dif-
ferently (Plomin et al., 2001). Various studies have revealed
that differential parental treatment is related to children’s and
adolescents’ externalizing problems, such as antisocial be-
havior (Neiderhiser et al., 1999; Reiss et al., 1995). The gen-
eral conclusion from these studies is that those siblings who
are treated less favorably show lower levels of adjustment.
However, previous research has focused primarily on the di-
rect association between differential parental treatment and
broad measures of externalizing problem behavior, and has
relatively neglected the possible role of moderators. There-
fore, the aim of the present study was to examine whether
the association between differential parental treatment and
adolescent delinquency was moderated by the quality of the
sibling relationship.

Various theoretical orientations have been used to un-
derstand the association between differential parental treat-
ment and differences in siblings’ adjustment. These orien-
tations include social information processing models (Crick
and Dodge, 1994), the social comparison model (Festinger,
1954), and the distributive justice framework (Deutsch,
1985), which all suggest that siblings are not passive recip-
ients of parental treatment but actively construct their own
experiences. Our theoretical assumption in the present study
was in line with these orientations, as we assumed that sib-
lings rather actively observe, evaluate, and judge their own
parental treatment compared to other siblings’ treatment.
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Thus, we argued that it is the subjective experiences of differ-
ences in parental treatment that will be related to adjustment.
Although the main effects of differential parental treatment,
especially with respect to internalizing behavior, are well
described now, possible moderators of differential parental
treatment have received far less attention in research. This
issue may be highly relevant, given that differential parental
treatment usually accounts for only a small percentage of
the explained variance in adjustment measures (Turkheimer
and Waldron, 2000). This suggests that the direct link be-
tween differential parental treatment and outcomes is usu-
ally rather weak and that the prediction of adjustment may be
enhanced by taking other factors into consideration (Kowal
et al., 2002).

Previous research on differential parental treatment has
told us little about possible moderators of the association be-
tween differential parental treatment and adjustment. Nev-
ertheless, for several reasons the quality of the sibling re-
lationship may constitute an important moderator of this
association. Studies have elucidated the influential role of
siblings, especially same-sex siblings, in adolescents’ delin-
quency. It is hypothesized that a low quality sibling rela-
tionship, characterized by frequent conflictual and coercive
interactions, may set the stage for training adolescents in an-
tisocial behavior, including delinquency (Bank et al., 1996;
Patterson, 1984, 1986). An increasing number of studies have
provided support for this model. For example, Slomkowski
et al. (2001) revealed that hostile interactions with older sib-
lings predicted younger siblings’ delinquency, both for sister
and brother sibling pairs. Other studies came to similar con-
clusions and reported that conflict in sibling relationships in
childhood was related to an increase in delinquency in early
adolescence (Stocker et al., 2002). Thus, it becomes clear
that the sibling relationship represents an important corre-
late of adolescent delinquency. However, the sibling relation
may not only be directly related to adolescent delinquency,
but also indirectly, through moderation of the association
between differential parental treatment and delinquency.

In addition, family subsystems (e.g., parent-child relation-
ships, sibling relationships) are not independent entities but
are interconnected and simultaneously affect an individual
family member (Minuchin, 1985, 1988). This implies that the
effects of parent-child interactions may be moderated by the
interactions or relationships that child has with other family
members, such as a sibling. Also, individuals tend to com-
pare their situation with that of others, possibly as a means
to self-enhancement (Festinger, 1954). As the work by Adler
(1929) and, more recently, Feinberg et al. (2000) has shown,
social comparison processes not only operate outside fami-
lies, but may be particularly strong between siblings within
the same family, especially in terms of parental treatment.
The effects of comparing one’s own parental treatment with
that of a sibling’s may be dependent on the quality of the

relationship that exists between the siblings. From a theoret-
ical standpoint we may expect that, for example, siblings’
feelings of rivalry and jealousy can substantially influence
the effects of differential parental treatment. If an adolescent
has a highly rivalrous relationship with his sibling, feeling
that that sibling is favored may have a totally different mean-
ing compared to when the sibling relationship is warm and
supportive.

Research on the differential parental treatment and the
sibling relationship exists, but it has studied the sibling rela-
tionship usually as an outcome variable. The work by Brody
(Brody et al., 1987; Brody et al., 1992a) has shown that
differential maternal affection or control is linked to more
negativity in the sibling relationship in childhood. Other
studies reported similar findings for adolescents (McHale
and Pawletko, 1992). Brody et al. (1992b) extended this
research by also examining paternal differential treatment.
They found that even though fathers and mothers did not
differ in the rates of differential behavior, fathers’ differen-
tial behavior appeared to have specific importance for the
sibling relationships. Although it can be hypothesized that
the quality of the sibling relation moderates the association
between differential parental treatment and adjustment, em-
pirical studies on this issue are currently lacking.

Previous studies on differential parental treatment have
been informative, but a number of issues have been relatively
neglected so far. First, research on differential parental treat-
ment has usually not taken into account the absolute level of
parenting (i.e., the level of warmth or control that children
perceive from their parents) in the families. This is impor-
tant because the absolute level of warmth has been found to
be related to externalizing behavior such as aggression and
antisocial behavior (e.g., Gray and Steinberg, 1999; Kazdin,
1996; Scaramella et al., 1999). In order to understand the
significance of differential parental treatment for adolescent
adjustment it may not be enough to just examine the differ-
ential parental treatment, but one would also have to know
the absolute level of parenting. The few studies on differ-
ential parental treatment in adolescence that have controlled
for the absolute level have yielded mixed results. Examining
same-sex sibling pairs, Feinberg and Hetherington (2001)
reported that after controlling for absolute level of warmth,
higher levels of warmth relative to a same-sex sibling were
significantly related to fewer behavior problems, while lower
levels of warmth were related to more problem behaviors.
In contrast, Tamrouti-Makkink et al. (2004) found no di-
rect association between differential parental treatment and
adolescent adjustment beyond the absolute level of parental
affection in same-sex sibling pairs.

Second, the role of fathers has been relatively understud-
ied. Most studies on differential parental treatment focus on
mothers (e.g., McGuire et al., 1995; McHale and Pawletko,
1992) or aggregate maternal and paternal parenting into one
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overall parenting score (e.g., Feinberg et al., 2000; Kowal
and Kramer, 1997; Kowal et al., 2002). Only recently have
studies begun to also include fathers. These studies reveal
that parents tend to favor children of the same sex (Tucker
et al., 2003; McHale et al., 2000). Furthermore, including
gender of the parent in addition to gender of the child may
be highly relevant, because research suggests that adolescent
girls seem to be especially vulnerable to disfavored treatment
perceived from fathers, especially with respect to self-esteem
(McHale et al., 2000).

Third, studies on differential parental treatment have usu-
ally not differentiated between older and younger siblings.
Birth order may be an important factor with respect to the
effects of differential parental treatment on adolescent ad-
justment. It has been found that differential treatment usu-
ally takes the form of favoritism towards the younger sibling
and holds for mothers as well as fathers (McHale et al.,
1995). Nevertheless, the empirical literature on birth order
differences in reactions to differential parental treatment is
not consistent, which may be due to the different adjust-
ment domains or the different age groups that were studied.
While Tamrouti-Makkink et al. (2004) found that differential
parental treatment was linked to older siblings’ externaliz-
ing behavior in adolescence, McHale et al. (1995) found
that in childhood younger siblings were more vulnerable to
differential parental treatment and reported lower levels of
well-being when being disfavored.

The present study

The aim of the present study was to examine the longitudi-
nal associations between differential parental treatment, the
quality of the sibling relation, and their interaction on the one
hand, and delinquency in adolescence on the other. Delin-
quency constitutes a major societal problem (e.g., Federal
Bureau of Investigation, 2001) and figures show an increase
in adolescent criminal offenses (Acoca, 1999). It is particu-
larly relevant to examine changes in delinquency in early and
middle adolescence, since opportunities for delinquent be-
havior are most prominent during this period (Moffitt et al.,
1996). As Moffitt (1993) has described, early and middle
adolescence is characterized by sharp increases in delin-
quency, even over periods as short as one year. According
to Moffitt, these acts of delinquency reflect adolescents’ at-
tempts to establish some sense of autonomy and maturity,
which becomes prominent in adolescence. Our study is one
of the first to longitudinally examine whether differential
parental treatment contributes to differences in problem be-
havior later in time. With respect to delinquency, the Conger
and Conger (1994) study seems to be one of the few studies
that addressed the issue. Their findings suggested that dif-
ferential parental hostility affected changes in sibling delin-
quency two years later, but the study did not examine whether

differential parental treatment was significant beyond the ef-
fect of the level of parenting directed towards each sibling
separately.

We had a number of hypotheses. First, we hypothesized
that the adolescents who felt treated less positively by their
parents compared to their siblings would show higher levels
of delinquency than the adolescents who felt treated more
positively. Given that gender differences exist in the dis-
play of delinquent acts (Moffitt et al., 2001; Zahn-Waxler
and Polanichka, 2004), we expected that differential parental
treatment would be more strongly related to overt and physi-
cal aggression in boys, and to covert delinquency (i.e., theft)
in girls. As some studies showed that second-borns are more
vulnerable to differential parental treatment (Feinberg et al.,
2000; McHale et al., 1995), we expected that this associa-
tion would be stronger for younger than for older siblings.
Furthermore, we hypothesized that effects of differential
parental treatment would be moderated by the quality of
the sibling relationship. That is, on the basis of Patterson’s
(1984) model we hypothesized that disfavored adolescents
would show lower levels of delinquency when they had a pos-
itive sibling relationship than when they had a negative rela-
tionship. This association was again expected to be stronger
for younger siblings than for older siblings, also because
younger siblings seem to be more affected by the sibling
relationship than older siblings (Slomkowski et al., 2001).

Method

Participants

A total of 416 Dutch intact families participated in the present
study (for more details of the study, see Harakeh et al., 2005;
van der Vorst et al., 2005). Each family consisted of a mother,
father and two adolescent children between the ages of 13
and 17. The baseline assessment (T1) took place between
November 2002 and April 2003 with 428 participating fam-
ilies. The follow-up assessment (T2) took place exactly one
year later. Attrition between T1 and T2 was very low (n = 12
families, 3%), resulting in a longitudinal sample of 416 fam-
ilies. In these families there were 216 same-sex sibling pairs
(108 male pairs and 106 female pairs) and 200 mixed-sex
sibling pairs.

Most of the family members were of Dutch origin (i.e.
98% of the children, 97.3% of the mothers, and 96.2% of the
fathers). At T1, the age of the older children was between
14 and 17 years (M = 15.22, SD = .60) and of the younger
children between 13 and 15 years (M = 13.35, SD = .50).
Mothers’ age varied between 35 and 56 years (M = 43.85,
SD = 3.56) and fathers’ age between 37 to 62 years
(M = 46.20, SD = 4.01). Among the older children 53.1%
were male and among the younger children 47.6% were
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male. Approximately similar numbers of children came
from low, middle and high educational levels. With re-
gard to parents’ educational level, 1.4% of the mothers
and 1.2% of the fathers had attended primary school only;
8.2% of the mothers and 11.3% of the fathers had fin-
ished low level of education; 53.1 of the mothers and
36.2% of the fathers had finished middle level education;
while 36.5% of the mothers and 50.5% of the fathers
had a high level education. Among the participating fam-
ilies, 18.4% of the mothers and 2.6% of the fathers were
unemployed.

Procedure

The addresses of 5,602 families with at least two adoles-
cent children were obtained from the local registers of 22
municipalities in the Netherlands. These families were sent
a letter in which they were informed about the study and
were asked to return the included consent response form if
they were willing to participate and fulfilled the participa-
tion criteria. Of the 981 families (18%) who returned the
response form, 216 families did not fulfill the inclusion cri-
teria or could not be contacted due to missing information,
which resulted in a total of 765 families that fulfilled the par-
ticipation criteria. Because our financial resources allowed
to include 428 families in the study, we selected this num-
ber out of the 765 families, in the way that we obtained
a) approximately equal numbers of boy-boy, boy-girl, girl-
boy, and girl-girl sibling dyads, and b) equal numbers of
children from lower, middle, and higher educational lev-
els. The latter was important to avoid any confounding ef-
fects of educational level on health behaviors, which was
the general aim of the project. No differences in the selec-
tion characteristics existed between the families that were
selected and that were dropped. Interviewers visited the 428
families at their homes and during these home visits each
family member filled in the questionnaire individually and
independently. Completion of the questionnaire took approx-
imately 90 min. At each measurement wave, each family
received 30 euros when all four family members filled in the
questionnaires.

Measures

Perceived differential parental treatment

The Differential Affection and Differential Control scales
of the Sibling Inventory of Differential Experience (SIDE;
Daniels and Plomin, 1985) were used to assess perceived dif-
ferential parental treatment. Adolescents rated on a five-point
scale (1 = ‘applies more to my sister/brother’ 2 = ‘applies
a little more to my sister/brother,’ 3 = ‘applies equally to
me and my sister/brother,’ 4 = ‘applies a little more to

me,’ 5 = ‘applies more to me’) how their mothers and fa-
thers treated them compared to their siblings. The Affec-
tion scale consisted of five items tapping parental pride,
interest, favoritism, enjoyment, and sensitivity. The Con-
trol scale contained four items measuring parental strict-
ness, punishment, blame, and discipline. To avoid multi-
collinearity among the two differential parental treatment
scales, a composite measure was constructed by recod-
ing the Control items and summing them with the Af-
fection items. The composite scale reflected the magni-
tude of adolescent’s perceived difference in parental treat-
ment, with a higher score indicating that the adolescent felt
treated more positively than his or her sibling. We used the
measure of differential parental treatment as a continuous
scale because we expected that feeling favored and feel-
ing disfavored would be differently related to delinquency.
Reliabilities for younger siblings’ perceived differential
parental treatment from mothers and fathers were α = .74
and .64, respectively, and for older siblings .71 and .64,
respectively.

Parental warmth

Absolute levels of maternal and paternal warmth were
assessed using the Warmth scale of the Relational Sup-
port Inventory (RSI; Scholte et al., 2001). Adolescents
rated on a five-point scale (1 = ‘totally not true,’ 2 = ‘not
true,’ 3 = ‘sometimes true, sometimes not true,’ 4 = ‘true,’
5 = ‘totally true’) how much each of the six items (e.g., ‘my
mother/father shows me that she loves me’) held for them.
The scale indicates the level of warmth and support adoles-
cents perceived from their mothers and fathers. The alpha
reliabilities of the younger siblings’ maternal warmth and
paternal warmth scales were .68 and .78, respectively, while
they were .69 and .80 for maternal and paternal warmth per-
ceived by older siblings.

Quality of the sibling relationship

Six self-report scales from the Sibling Relationship Ques-
tionnaire (SRQ; Furman and Buhrmester, 1985) were used
to assess adolescents’ perceptions of the sibling relationship
quality. These scales tapped intimacy, prosocial behavior,
companionship, similarity, admiration given to sibling, and
admiration received from sibling, and were measured on a
five-point scale (1 = ‘never,’ 2 = ‘hardly,’ 3 = ‘sometimes,’
4 = ‘often,’ 5 = ‘very often’). These six scales were aggre-
gated into one overall scale, with a reliability of α = .87 for
the younger sibling and α = .88 for the older sibling. The cor-
relation between the younger and older siblings’ perceptions
of the quality of the sibling relationship was .57 (p < .001).
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Table 1 Factor loadings on
theft, vandalism, and violence
for younger and older siblings
on T2

Younger siblings Older siblings
Variable Theft Vandalism Violence Theft Vandalism Violence

Stealing <€24 .92 .32 .33 .87 .11 − .01
stealing > €24 .87 .20 .46 .84 .10 .15
Shoplifting .83 .37 .24 .69 .16 .08
Damaging school property .32 .81 .10 .17 .79 .23
Damaging public property .24 .78 .46 .07 .73 .22
Damaging property of peers .28 .73 .11 .12 .70 .23
Setting fire .15 .66 .33 .18 .50 .53
Involved in fighting .24 .29 .84 .14 .35 .87
Involved in hooliganism .33 .25 .79 .06 .33 .85
Wounded someone .49 .21 .73 .03 .12 .73
Mean 1.08 1.23 1.08 1.06 1.21 1.09
Standard deviation .26 .44 .27 .25 .36 .31

Note. stealing < ( > ) € 24:
stealing items worth less (more)
than 24 Euro’s. Factor loadings
that constitute a scale are printed
in bold.

Delinquency

Adolescents’ delinquency was assessed using 10 self-report
questions, inquiring about how often each adolescent had
participated in a variety of delinquent acts during the pre-
vious 12 months. Items were answered on a five-point
scale, ranging from 1 (‘never’), 2 (‘1 to 3 times’), 3 (‘4
to 6 times’), 4 (‘7 to 12 times’) to 5 (‘more than 12
times’). Principal component analyses on these 10 items re-
sulted in three factors that reflected theft (three items on
shoplifting and stealing), vandalism (four items on damag-
ing property, breaking and entering, setting fire), and violence
(three items on physical fighting and beating up someone).
Table 1 presents these results of the component analyses on
the delinquency as the outcome variable on T2. The internal
reliabilities for the younger siblings’ scales on T1 (T2) were
as follows: theft α = .71 (.82), vandalism α = .72 (.73), and
violence α = .69 (.69). For the older siblings, the reliabili-
ties were α = .58 (.72) for theft, α = .69 (.73) for vandalism,
and α = .76 (.74) for violence. Self-report questionnaires
for assessing delinquent behaviors in adolescence have been
widely used and are considered to be a valid and reliable
method (Moffitt et al., 1996).

Strategy of analyses

A series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted
to examine the hypothesized moderating role of the qual-
ity of the sibling relationship on the association between
perceived differential parental treatment and theft, vandal-
ism, and violence one year later, controlling for the abso-
lute level of parental warmth and delinquent behavior at
Time 1. The regression analyses were performed separately
for younger and older siblings within male and female same-
sex and mixed-sex sibling pairs, and separately for variables
perceived from mothers and from fathers. In the first step
of each analysis, the score on T1 theft, vandalism, or vio-
lence was entered. In the second step, the absolute level of
perceived warmth was entered. In the third step, differen-
tial parental treatment and quality of the sibling relationship
were added to the equation. In the fourth step, the interaction
between differential parental treatment and quality of the
sibling relationships was entered. The variables used in the
interaction term were centered (computed as deviations from
their respective means) to reduce multicollinearity. Signif-
icant interactions were tested following the procedure sug-
gested by Aiken and West (1991). Following this procedure,
the relation between differential parental treatment and the

Table 2 Means and standard
deviations on T1 and T2 theft,
vandalism, and violence, for
younger and older siblings, and
boys and girls

T1 T2
Theft Vandalism Violence Theft Vandalism Violence

Younger Siblings
Girls 1.05 1.15 1.05 1.06 1.14 1.03

(.24) (.28) (.21) (.32) (.26) (.12)
Boys 1.03 1.27 1.13 1.09 1.33 1.13

(.18) (.49) (.34) (.39) (.56) (.36)
Older Siblings

Girls 1.07 1.16 1.04 1.06 1.13 1.03
(.33) (.33) (.18) (.29) (.25) (.11)

Boys 1.06 1.31 1.14 1.07 1.29 1.14
(.22) (.48) (.35) (.21) (.43) (.41)

Note. Standard deviations are
given between parentheses.
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Table 3 Correlations between
delinquency, parental warmth,
differential parental treatment
(Dpt), and quality of the sibling
relationship for younger and
older siblings

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Theft .36∗∗ .22∗∗ −.12∗ −.23∗∗ .01 −.17∗∗ −.08
2. Vandalism .36∗∗ .49∗∗ −.11∗ −.26∗∗ −.05 −.17∗∗ −.10∗

3. Violence .45∗∗ .53∗∗ −.03 −.03 .03 −.14∗∗ −.02
4. Warmth mother −.07 −.17∗∗ −.09 .60∗∗ .03 .20∗∗ .30∗∗

5. Warmth father −.10∗ −.19∗∗ −.10∗ .59∗∗ −.03 .31∗∗ .30∗∗

6. Dpt mother −.15∗∗ −.12∗ −.11∗ .25∗∗ .09 −.14∗∗ .11∗

7. Dpt father −.05 −.10∗ .01 .12∗ .19∗∗ .42∗∗ .02
8. Quality sibling −.08 −.22∗∗ −.15∗∗ .36∗∗ .30∗∗ .08 .07

relationship

Note. Under the diagonal the correlations for the younger siblings, above the diagonal for the older siblings.

Dpt: differential parental treatment.
∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

different forms of delinquency was estimated in the form of
an unstandardized beta coefficient at three levels ( − 1 SD, 0,
and + 1 SD) of the moderator (quality of the sibling relation).
Interpretation of the interactions was based on comparison
of the slopes of the regression lines representing low quality
sibling relationship (1 SD below the mean), mean, and good
sibling relationship (1 SD above the mean).

Results

Preliminary analyses

To examine whether boys and girls differed on delinquency,
ANOVA’s were used to compare the means of younger boys
with those of younger girls, and of older boys and with those
of older girls. The means are given in Table 2. The analy-
ses indicated that no sex differences between younger boys
and younger girls existed for theft at Time 1 and Time 2.
Younger boys scored higher than girls on vandalism at Time
1, F(1,415) = 11.07, p < .001, and Time 2, F(1,415) = 23.43,
p < .001, and on violence at Time 1, F(1,415) = 7.55,
p < .01, and F(1,415) = 16.97, p < .001. For older boys and
girls, similar sex differences were found. Older boys and girls
scored similarly on theft, but older boys scored higher on
vandalism, at Time 1, F(1,415) = 15.83, p < .001, and Time
2, F(1,415) = 21.16, p < .001, and on violence at Time 1,
F(1,415) = 13.01, p < .001, and at Time 2, F(1,415) = 13.55,
p < .001. We also tested, using paired t-tests, whether there
were any differences between the T1 and T2 scores on the
three forms of delinquency for younger and older siblings,
and for boys and girls. The only difference that existed was
found for the younger siblings, who scored higher on T2 theft
than on T1 theft (t = 2.25, df = 415, p < .05). Table 3 shows
that correlations between the study variables. The correla-
tions between the predictor variables were low to moderate,
and thus the variables could be used separately in the re-
gression analyses. As regards the prevalence of delinquency:

34% of the families had no children reporting delinquency,
45% had one child reporting delinquency, and 21% of the
families had two children reporting delinquency.

Longitudinal associations between differential parental
treatment, quality of the sibling relationship and
delinquency at Time 2

A set of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to
examine to what extent Time 2 involvement in theft, vandal-
ism, and violence could be predicted by differential parental
treatment and the quality of the sibling relation and their
interaction on Time 1.1 No significant main or interaction
effects of differential parental treatment were found in the
analyses on the mixed-sex sibling pairs. For the same-sex
pairs, however, a number of significant findings emerged
from the regression analyses. Tables 4 and 5 present the
findings of these regression analyses. For the younger boys
it was found that after controlling for initial levels of vandal-
ism or violence, and absolute level of warmth at Time 1 dif-
ferential parental treatment from mother contributed signifi-
cantly to the prediction of vandalism and violence at Time 2
(Table 4). In addition, the direct associations between differ-
ential parental treatment and the two forms of delinquency
were moderated by the quality of the sibling relation (see
Step 4). The interaction explained an additional 7% and 10%
of the variance in change in vandalism and violence, respec-
tively, over the one year period. The moderation was exam-
ined using the procedure recommended by Aiken and West
(1991). Comparison of the slopes of the regression lines rep-
resenting poor ( − 1 SD), medium (mean), and good sibling

1Because some of the delinquency scales were positively skewed, we
used a transformation (RANK) for all the scales to obtain a normal dis-
tribution and reran the analyses on these transformed scales. Although
the proportions of explained variance were slightly lower and the beta’s
had different values because of the different scaling, the results of the
analyses on the transformed scales were similar to the results of the
analyses on the initial scales.
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relationship ( + 1 SD) indicated that the associations between
differential parental treatment perceived from mothers and
vandalism and violence were stronger when the boys had
a poor relationship with their older brothers than when the
relationship was average or good. Thus, younger boys who
had a poor sibling relationship displayed were more likely to
display higher levels of vandalism or violence when they felt
disfavored, but substantially lower levels of vandalism of vi-
olence when they felt treated favorably. When the older boys
reported an average or good sibling relationship, increases
in differential parental treatment were less strongly related
to changes in vandalism or violence.

For younger girls, differential parental treatment, the qual-
ity of the sibling relation or their interaction at Time 1 turned
out to be unrelated to changes in vandalism and violence
over time. However, the interaction was significantly related
to theft at Time 2, both when the differential parental treat-
ment was perceived from the mother or from the father.
Here it was found that the relation of differential parental
treatment to theft diminished when the quality of the sib-
ling relationship increased. Thus, girls who reported poor
sibling relationships seemed to be most affected by differen-
tial parental treatment. When they felt treated disfavorably,
they were relatively highly involved in stealing, but when
they felt treated favorably, they were less involved in steal-
ing. The effects of differential parental treatment turned out
to be weaker when girls reported average or good sibling
relationships.

For the older brother and sisters it was found (see Table 5)
that after controlling for the absolute level of warmth and the
initial level of delinquency on Time 1, in general, the sibling
relationship did not moderate the association between Time
1 differential parental treatment and Time 2 delinquency.
The only exception was a marginally significant interaction
between differential parental treatment from father and the
sibling relation in relation to theft in older boys.

Discussion

The general aim of the present study was to examine the
longitudinal associations between differential parental treat-
ment, the quality of the sibling relation and their interaction,
and three forms of delinquency, while controlling for the
absolute level of warmth in the families. The main find-
ings can be summarized as follows. First, no main or inter-
action effects of differential parental treatment were found
in the mixed-sex sibling pairs. Second, the sibling relation
moderated the longitudinal associations between differential
parental treatment and delinquency, after controlling for the
absolute level of warmth in the families. Third, the effects
of these interactions were gender-specific. Finally, the birth-
order of the siblings was important and showed that younger

siblings were more vulnerable for the effects of differential
parental treatment in combination with the sibling relation-
ship than older siblings.

Not finding any significant effects of differential parental
treatment for the mixed-sex sibling pairs indicates that when
a sib in the family is favored it has little impact on the
adjustment of an adolescent as long as the sib is of opposite
sex. The explanation may be that an adolescent is more likely
to compare its’ situation with a same-sex sib than with a
cross-sex sib, as is suggested by social comparison theory
(Festinger, 1954; Feinberg et al., 2000).

Our study showed that after controlling for the abso-
lute levels of maternal or paternal warmth, differential
parental treatment was significantly related to adolescent
delinquency, but only for a specific group of adolescents. It
was found that feeling disfavored by parents was linked to
vandalism and violence, only for younger boys in relation to
mothers. These findings substantiated the results found by
Feinberg and Hetherington (2001) but were in contrast with
Tamrouti-Makkink et al. (2004).

Our study also showed that younger siblings in same-sex
sibling pairs were vulnerable to differential parental treat-
ment, but that older siblings were not. Importantly, this held
when delinquency was predicted one year later. The longi-
tudinal findings are of importance, because most studies on
differential parental treatment have been cross-sectional and
could not address causality. Only Conger and Conger (1994)
revealed that differential maternal treatment was indicative
for an increase in differences in sibling delinquency. Our
study extends that finding, because we were able to show that
in same-sex sibling pairs only the younger brothers seem to
be affected by maternal differential parental treatment. It was
shown that when younger siblings feel treated disfavorably
by their mothers, they become relatively more vandalistic and
violent one year later. These differences between younger
and older siblings are in contrast to some studies that suggest
that firstborns are more vulnerable to differential parental
treatment (Tamrouti-Makkink et al., 2004) but corroborate
the results from research that shows that later-borns are more
vulnerable to differences in parenting (McHale et al., 1995).
There are several reasons why older siblings may be less
vulnerable to differential parental treatment. Older siblings
have more advanced cognitive skills and responsibilities,
which may make them more accepting of differences in
parental treatment (Kowal and Kramer, 1997). Also, as
adolescents grow older, the significance of friends relative
to parents increases in terms of providing support, warmth,
and companionship (Furman and Buhrmester, 1992). Con-
sequently, feeling that a sibling obtains more warmth may
be less threatening to earlier-born than to later-born. Finally,
our findings support Feinberg et al.’s (2000) idea that older
siblings may be inclined to downward comparison while the
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younger adolescents may tend to upward comparison, which
may make the latter more vulnerable to differential treatment.

As far as we know, there have been very few attempts
to assess whether sibling relationships moderate the relation
between differential parental treatment and delinquency. One
major finding of our study was that the direct associations be-
tween differential parental treatment and delinquency were
moderated by the quality of the sibling relationship. The
interactions indicated that differential parental treatment
seemed to matter most to younger siblings, who perceived
their sibling relationship to be poor. Younger siblings who
reported a negative sibling relationship and felt treated disfa-
vorably showed the highest involvement in delinquency, but
they showed substantially lower levels of involvement when
they felt favored. These effects were gender specific. While
boys displayed more vandalism and violence when they felt
treated less favorably and had a poor sibling relationship,
girls showed higher levels of involvement in theft. This find-
ing suggests an additive family risk model, which assumes
that higher levels of problematic behaviors will be expressed
by children and adolescents who experience more family
risk factors, in this case poor sibling relations and disfavored
parental treatment (cf. Garcia et al., 2000). The fact that in
case the sibling relationship was good, differential parental
treatment seemed to be less important indicates that when
younger siblings have a warm and supportive sibling rela-
tionship, their adjustment may not be impaired from being
disfavored compared to their siblings. This implies that we
may not be able to fully understand the significance of differ-
ential parental treatment for adolescent adjustment unless we
take the sibling relationship into account. Furthermore, since
not only the sibling relationship, but also the delinquency of
the sibling may be related to adolescent delinquency, future
research could include the sibling behavior as well.

Despite the strengths of the study, some caveats should
be kept in mind while interpreting the results. First, self-
reports have been used to assess the predictor and outcome
variables, which may have run the risk for shared method
variance. Second, only full families have been studied in this
investigation. Although two-parent families are the predom-
inant family constellation in western societies and thus the
findings may apply for the majority of families, the study
does not suggest that the findings can be generalized to
all families, including single-parent families. It has been
found that although single parents do not show higher lev-
els of negativity, they tend to be more differential towards
their children in the negativity that they do show (Jenkins
et al., 2003). Third, we studied to what extent differential
parental treatment predicts differences in delinquency, one
year later. However, it is likely that bidirectional influences
exist between differential parental treatment and adolescent
behavior. Thus, adolescent behavior, but also intrapersonal
characteristics such as temperament, may evoke negative re-

actions from parents, which may be expressed in differential
treatment towards that child. This treatment in turn may con-
tribute to later behavioral problems. Longitudinal research
covering more than two or three waves is recommended to
adequately address these reciprocal influences. Furthermore,
other factors such as sibling delinquency, may be related.

The present investigation showed that within same-sex
sibling pairs the quality of the sibling relationship may pose a
risk additional to differential parental treatment. For younger
siblings, a low quality sibling relationship coupled with feel-
ing treated less favorably, especially by the mother, seems to
be predictive for theft in girls and vandalism and to a lesser
extent violence, in boys. Further research including a more
diverse population of families, is encouraged to substantiate
the present findings.
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