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sibships involving an individual with a dis-
ability. Some of the frequently mentioned 
deleterious effects include depression or social 
withdrawal and anxiety, jealousy, and sadness, 
as well as lower self-esteem and poor peer 
relationships. In addition, excessive child care 
requirements placed on older siblings often 
result in feelings of anger and resentment 
(McHugh, 2003). Some brothers and sisters 
exhibit “survivor’s guilt” due to the absence of 
illness or disability in their own lives (Russell, 
Russell, & Russell, 2003). Younger siblings 
who are typical are sometimes concerned about 
becoming disabled or ill themselves. Finally, 
when siblings lack adequate information about 
their brother or sister’s disability, they often 
become confused and concerned about their 
own identity (Seligman & Darling, 2007).

It would be totally incorrect, however, to portray sibships with a brother or sister 
with a disability as having exclusively negative outcomes (Simpson & Mundschenk, 
2010; Turnbull et al., 2015). The research literature also provides a more optimistic 
outlook. As an example, Grossman’s (1972) classic retrospective investigation of siblings 
of children with intellectual disability notes such benefits as greater tolerance toward 
others, increased compassion, and higher levels of empathy and altruism as a result of 
growing up with a brother or sister with a disability. Meyer’s (2014) more recent work 
also poignantly validates the many positive aspects experienced by siblings of individuals 
with special needs.

Siblings typically exhibit a myriad of feelings toward a brother or sister with special 
needs. The accompanying First Person feature vividly captures some of these emotions. 
Table 4.3 gives examples of some of the negative or challenging reactions and feelings 
sustained by brothers and sisters of children with disabilities.

Siblings can sometimes benefit from support groups or workshops such as Sibshops 
(Meyer & Vadasy, 2008) where brothers and sisters of siblings with special needs can share 
feelings and obtain peer support as well as information within a recreational environment. 
One valuable resource for siblings is the Sibling Support Project,1 a national organization 
that focuses on the concerns of brothers and sisters of individuals with special needs.

Grandparents of Children With Disabilities
Professionals are becoming increasingly aware of the important role that grandparents 
play in contemporary family life. They are significant members of many family constel-
lations. When a child with a disability enters the family unit, grandparents are affected 
just as parents and siblings are.

Just as parents exhibit a wide range of emotional responses to the news that their 
son or daughter has a disability, grandparents are not immune to feelings of grief, shock, 
depression, anger, and so forth (Zajicek-Farber, 2013). They, too, often go through stages 
of acceptance. Grandparents also experience a dual hurt: They are concerned and anxious 
not only about their grandchild but also about their own child, whom they may perceive 
as chronically burdened (Seligman, Goodwin, Paschal, Applegate, & Lehman, 1997).

Siblings often exhibit a myriad of feelings toward a brother or sister with 
special needs.
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1For additional information, see www.siblingsupport.org.
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