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Abstract: This study examines the relationship between sibling delinquency 
and respondent risky behavior of emerging adults. This study attempts to 
understand the influence a sibling has on deviant behavior, sexual behavior 
and substance use during emerging adulthood. Sibling support and sibling 
contact were the two components of sibling relationships that were examined. 
A social learning theory framework was used. It was hypothesized that an 
individual who has high contact and support from a deviant sibling would be 
more likely to engage in risky behavior, be more sexually active and have 
increased alcohol use. The sample was comprised of 690 undergraduates 
enrolled in a large state university. A test of the moderating effects of sibling 
support and contact was conducted. Results indicate that there is a moderating 
relationship between the influence of sibling delinquency on respondent 
deviance, sexual permissiveness and alcohol use for females. As contact and 
support with a delinquent sibling increases, the level of respondent deviance, 
sexual permissiveness and alcohol use also increases. 
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Introduction 

Sibling relationships are an essential and unique 
component of individual and family relationships, due in 
part to the longevity of the relationships and the level of 
shared intimacy (Brody, 1998; Dunn, 2005; Kramer and 
Bank, 2005; McHale et al., 2012; 2001). While existing 
literature tends to focus on sibling relationships in 
childhood and adolescence, there is a dearth of knowledge 
on sibling relationships in emerging adulthood, which 
includes individuals between the ages of 18 and 25 years 
old. The research that has been conducted regarding this 
population has largely been limited to the developmental 
transition to adulthood (Arnett, 2014; Arnett and Tanner, 
2005) and psychosocial outcomes (Arnett, 2000). The 
specific characteristics of emerging adulthood, 
particularly identity exploration, self-perception and an 
increased likelihood of sexual permissiveness, render it 
an interesting time in human development to consider 
sibling relationships. Indeed, individuals during 
emerging adulthood are negotiating their place in their 
families of origin and exploring their role in 
relationships. Furthermore, the involuntary nature of 

sibling relationships in childhood changes once 
individuals leave home: Interactions and communication 
occur because of choice and no longer because of forced 
proximity in the household.  

Current research indicates a strong influence of the 
sibling relationship on externalizing behavior, whether 
positive or negative (Feinberg et al., 2013; Keeton et al., 
2015; Rowan, 2016). Therefore, sibling relationships can 
be a source of resilience or contribute to risky behavior. 
Deviance and delinquency have traditionally been defined 
in social science literature as behaviors that compromise 
the well-being of others (Bennett and Robinson, 2000). 
The connection between sibling relationships and 
deviance may be due to several factors: The observation 
of deviant behavior in a sibling, exposure to behavior that 
promotes and encourages deviancy, such as positive 
attitudes and encouragement to participate in delinquent 
behavior (Snyder et al., 2005) and pre-existing conflict 
in the sibling relationship (Kramer and Bank, 2005;   
Pike et al., 2005). Genetic research has found that the 
influence of siblings on risky behavior is often out-
weighted by social factors instead of pre-determined 
genetic factors (McGue et al., 1996; Natsuaki et al., 
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2009). This further highlights the importance of 
identifying and understanding the contextual factors 
surrounding behavior. By focusing exclusively on 
emerging adults, the current study addresses a gap in the 
literature which rarely frames sibling relationships 
within a developmental context beyond adolescence. 

Illuminating the specific causes and effects of sibling 
relationships in emerging adulthood on risky behavior 
will provide strong implications for both practitioners 
and researchers. Bandura (1977) highlights the degree to 
which learning occurs in a social context in his social 
learning theory, which served as the theoretical 
framework of the study. Individuals cannot be divorced 
from the environments in which they position 
themselves or are immersed in at birth. By focusing on 
sibling relationships, this study provides a contextual 
understanding of risky behavior which can inspire 
clinical practices, program interventions, educational 
practices and family services. It was hypothesized that an 
individual who has high contact and support from a 
delinquent sibling would be more likely to engage in 
deviant behavior, be more sexually permissive and 
demonstrate increased alcohol use. 

Literature Review 

Emerging Adulthood 

Arnett (2000) coined the term “emerging adulthood” 

to describe 18 to 25 year olds and identified several key 

principles affecting this demographic. First, the delay of 

marriage, child-rearing and the pursuit of higher 

education highly influence their transition from 

adolescence to adulthood. There is a certain “volition” 

(Arnett, 2000, p. 469) during the 18-to-25-year-old 

window that releases emerging adults from the marital, 

familial and professional expectations that were 

preponderant past the age of 30. Second, they experience an 

ambivalent identity, struggling to negotiate characteristics 

that they perceive as belonging to both adolescence and 

adulthood. While they often conceptualize adulthood 

around social status and recognition, they are primarily 

concerned with character properties and qualities during 

emerging adulthood, in particular financial independence 

and “responsibility for one’s self” (Arnett, 2000, p. 473). 

Third, it is a time of identity exploration. Professional 

settings provide the opportunity to consider life-goals, 

strengths and weaknesses and passions. Emerging 

adulthood is an ideal time to explore introspective 

questions such as “what kind of work am I good at?” 

and “what kind of work would I find satisfying for the 

long term?” Arnett (2000, p. 474). Finally, Arnett 

(2000) noted that unprotected sex, substance abuse and 

binge drinking are most common among emerging 

adults. Researchers hypothesize that the exploratory 

and curious nature of emerging adults translates into a 

desire to experience a wide variety of situations before 

committing to “adult roles.” 
The common denominator in Arnett’s principles is 

decision-making: Exploring, tentatively or aggressively, 
new ways of social, professional and relational living.  

Sibling Relationships and Deviancy 

The influence siblings have on one another has been 
documented throughout the life course (Cicirelli, 1995), 
particularly throughout childhood (McHale et al., 2012). 
This influence is visible and acute when examining 
externalizing behavior (Brody, 2004; Kramer and Bank, 
2005). Sibling relationships strongly affect sexual 
behavior (Kowal and Blinn-Pike, 2004; Tucker et al., 
2001) and substance use (Samek et al., 2015a; 2015b; 
Slomkowski et al., 2001; 2005). It has been suggested 
that the sibling influence may even be stronger than 
parental influence (Pike et al., 2005). However, this 
influence may be more moderate than others have 
claimed (Poelen et al., 2009). The effect of sibling 
relationship on behavior is particularly difficult to 
measure because the relationship fluctuates in warmth 
throughout the lifetime (Sanders, 2004) and is 
susceptible to conflict in adolescence (Noller, 2005). 
Nonetheless, siblings seem to exert a unique, 
independent influence on each other during adolescence 
and emerging adulthood. 

The sibling influence has been tied to deviant 

behavior. Several studies have found that warmth and 

closeness in sibling relationships increase the likelihood 

of substance use and sexual behaviors if one sibling 

already engages in such behavior (McHale et al., 2009; 

Slomkowski et al., 2005), but limits likelihood of 

deviant behavior if siblings don’t engage (Samek et al., 

2011). If one sibling exhibits aggressive behavior toward 

their sibling, this may also lead to externalizing 

problems (Natsuaki et al., 2009). Sibling perception has 

also been identified as a causal factor, as one study found 

that shared friends and admiration lead to deviant behavior 

(Whiteman et al., 2014). A wide variety of reasons may 

motivate an individual to engage in deviant behavior to 

begin with, but family literature has particularly 

emphasized poor monitoring by parents (Knafo et al., 

2013) and family conflict (McQueen et al., 2003). 

Model to Be Tested 

The focus of the current study is to examine the 
influence a sibling relationship has on three distinct 
behavior outcomes. The outcomes are deviant behavior, 
sexual behavior and alcohol use. Figure 1 illustrates the 
model to be tested. The primary research question asked 
was whether the influence of sibling delinquency on 
respondent deviance, sexual behavior and alcohol use 
was moderated by sibling support and contact during 
emerging adulthood. 
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Fig. 1. Model testing the influence of sibling delinquency on respondent deviance, sexual behavior and alcohol use 

 

Explanation of Model  

First, it is expected that an individual who has a 
sibling that is delinquent would be more likely to be 
deviant themselves. Deviance is defined as behaviors 
that compromise the well-being of others (Bennett and 
Robinson, 2000). This pattern has been established for 
adolescents (Buist, 2010; Needle et al., 1986) and would 
be expected to be accurate for emerging adults. Using a 
social learning theory lens, the sibling relationship would 
be influential in providing a reference point in how to act 
as an adult. Through observation, siblings would teach one 
another what is acceptable behavior and help develop 
outcome expectancies (D’Amico and Fomme, 1997). There 
is a clear expectation that there would be an increase in 
respondent deviance when a sibling is delinquent.  

Second, it is expected that overall closeness to a 
delinquent sibling would be lower (Brody, 1998) due to 
the observed negative feedback to a deviant individual. 
However, it would also be possible that siblings who are 
both engaging in risky behavior would have a close 
relationship. According to social learning theory, 
siblings who both engage in deviant behavior would be 
more likely to interact and influence one another than a 
sibling situation where one engages in deviant behavior 
and the other does not (Slomkowski et al., 2001; 
Solmeyer et al., 2014).  

Next, it is expected that a delinquent sibling who gives 
or receives a high level of support to a respondent would 
be more likely to have a greater influence on them. 
Therefore, a greater level of support from a delinquent 
sibling would result in a greater level of deviance for the 
respondent. Also, there is a limited understanding of the 
type of support emerging adult siblings provide for one 
another. In response to Milevsky’s (2005) 
recommendation to analyze how emerging adults interact 
with each other, this study assesses both emotional and 
instrumental support within this particular age group. 

According to the model, it is expected that having a 
delinquent sibling will influence an individual’s sexual 
permissiveness as well. It has been reported that emerging 

adults who engage in antisocial or deviant behaviors are 
more likely than others to engage in risky sexual 
behaviors and to get a sexually transmitted infection 
(Capaldi et al., 2002). Delinquent behavior of a sibling 
should positively influence respondent sexual behavior.  

Sexual permissiveness was defined as when 
individuals believed it was acceptable to have intercourse 
with another person. Reporting when a person is willing to 
have sex is often an acknowledgment that, even though a 
person has no plans or intentions to engage in sexual 
behavior, one might if the circumstances are right 
(Gerrard et al., 2002). The willingness to participate in 
the behavior is predictive in the resulting behavior 
(Gibbons and Gerrard, 1995; 1997). The amount of 
support and contact siblings provide each other is also 
expected to influence the respondent’s sexual behavior. 
Having a high level of support and contact with a 
delinquent sibling would influence the respondent’s 
belief about when it is acceptable to have intercourse. 
This would result in more permissive attitudes and 
behavior regarding sexual activity.  

It is also expected that delinquent sibling behavior 
would increase the likelihood that the respondent would 
participate in alcohol use. Having a sibling who uses 
substances has been found to be extremely influential in 
individual substance use (Avenevoli and Merikangas, 
2003; Slomkowski et al., 2005). It is reasonable to 
expect that a similar association would be found in an 
emerging adult sample. 

Social Learning Theory argues that behavior is 
primarily learned through observation and its 
consequences. Positive effects of behavior, such as 
recognition, accolades and power, inspire others to 
mimic such behavior (Bandura, 1977). This theory is 
particularly relevant to family life, especially in the 
parent-child and sibling relationship. Indeed, the amount 
of time family members spend together increases the 
opportunity for observation and effects of behavior. 
Furthermore, it increases opportunity to show warmth 
and support. Bandura argued that warm and close 
relationships conditions siblings to imitate behavior 
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(Bandura and Walters, 1963). Social Learning Theory’s 
emphasis on observation, imitation and family life make 
it particularly relevant framework for the current study.  

Methodology 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data was collected from 690 undergraduates 
enrolled in a mid-sized Midwestern state university 
during the 2005-2006 academic years. Participants 
were recruited from an introductory family 
relationships course and offered extra credit for their 
time. They completed a survey during regular course 
hours. Questions were formulated using a Likert scale 
format and focused on family of origin, current and 
past relationship experiences and attitudes and 
behaviors regarding sex, marriage, substance use and 
religion. Participation was voluntary and there were no 
identifiers on the survey instrument. 

The total sample was comprised of 95 males and 595 
females. The course from which participants are 
recruited tends to attract a majority of female students, 
which may explain why there is such a large amount of 
female participants compared to male participants. The 
majority of the participants were between the ages of 20 
and 22 (68.9%), with 25.8% being either 18 or 19 and 
nearly 6% being age 22-25. Nearly 56% of the 
respondents state they grew up in the suburbs or city and 
20.1% grew up in a town smaller than 30,000 people. 
Slightly more than 70% of the sample indicated that their 
parents were married to each other. Approximately 65% 
of the sample had a family income over $80,000. When 
asked to identify how many siblings they had, 309 
respondents (44.7%) indicated that they had one sibling, 
201 (29.1%) respondents had two siblings, 78 
respondents (11.3%) had three siblings and 50 (7.2%) 
had four or more siblings. There were 52 (7.5%) 
respondents that reported having no siblings. In total, 
there were 557 females and 81 males who had a sibling. 
Analyses were conducted for those respondents who 
indicated they had a sibling. 

Measures 

Sibling Delinquency 

Sibling delinquency was measured with seven items 
that asked participants to “indicate how much they agree 
or disagree” with statements that assessed the delinquent 
behavior of their sibling closest in age. Focusing on one 
single sibling allowed for a better understanding of a 
specific sibling relationship rather than a general 
assessment of the entire sibling subsystem. Questions 
included topics about substance use, violating the law 
and general fighting or getting in trouble with the law. 
Responses ranged from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly 
disagree). The questions in the scale were selected to be 

similar to the questions asked about the respondent’s 
deviant behavior and have been used in extant studies 
that focus on sibling delinquency (Gibbons and Gerrard, 
1995). There were 164 of the respondents who indicated 
that their sibling had elevated levels of delinquent 
activity. Responses were reversed coded so that a high 
score indicated higher levels of delinquency. The scale 
had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.867 and a range of 
individual scores from 7 to 35. 

Sibling Contact 

Respondents were asked with a single item about the 
level of contact they have had over the past 12 months 
with their sibling who is nearest in age to them. The 
definition of contact included interacting in the 
following ways: Face to face, exchange of letters or 
emails, or talking on the phone. Response choices were: 
Once a week, monthly, only on special occasions such as 
holidays or birthdays, less than once a year and never. 
This question was adapted from an item in the Health 
and Retirement Study (1994). 

Sibling Support 

Two items were used to capture sibling support. The 
first item asked about the level of emotional support 
and the second item assessed instrumental support. The 
questions were adapted from the Health and Retirement 
Study (1994). For emotional support, respondents were 
asked how often they have given or received emotional 
support from their sibling who was nearest in age to 
them over the past 12 months. Instrumental support was 
assessed by asking how often the respondent has given 
or received a favor such as a ride, help with 
schoolwork, or another type of favor, with the sibling. 
The scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.738 with a range 
of scores from 2 to 10. 

Respondent Deviance 

An eleven item scale was used to assess how often, 
over the past 12 months, respondents participated in 
particular deviant behaviors. The scale that was used is 
Delbert S. Elliot’s Delinquency Checklist (Elliot et al., 
1985; 1986). The topics that were assessed were substance 
use, violating the law and general level of fighting and 
getting in to trouble. The scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 
0.657 and the range of scores being from 11 to 55.  

Sexual Permissiveness 

Six items were used to assess sexual behavior 
permissiveness. The items were adapted from previously 
validated questions regarding sexual permissiveness 
(Reiss and Lee, 1988) and have been used throughout the 
literature (Willetts et al., 2004). The first three items 
assessed how many persons the respondent has 
participated in genital, oral and anal intercourse with. 
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Response categories ranged from none to 10 or more. 
The final three questions addressed when it would be 
acceptable to participate in genital, oral and anal sex. 
Response categories ranged from never to when dating 
casually. Responses were coded so that the higher 
number resulted in a more permissive response. The 
scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.808.  

Respondent Alcohol Use 

The alcohol use variable was assessed by using two 

items. They were how often the respondent drank 

alcoholic beverages in a typical month and the amount of 

times a respondent drank more than 4 (female) or 5 

(male) drinks in a single night. These items were based 

on the CDCP (2007) criteria for binge drinking. 

Response categories varied by item but generally the 

response categories ranged from never to 4-5 drinks in a 

single night. Similar to previous scales, the remaining 

response categories were coded to fit in logical order 

between 1 and 5 with the higher scores indicating higher 

level of alcohol use. The scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 

0.907 and an individual score range from 2 to 10. 

Analytic Strategy 

Gender has been shown to have a significant impact 

on sibling relationships (Cicirelli, 1995; Kim et al., 

2007; Miner and Uhlenberg, 1997). For this study, 86% 

percent of the total sample included a female respondent. 

Nonetheless, to better understand the role gender played 

in emerging adult sibling relationships, the data were 

analyzed separately by gender. 

The first analysis tested the zero-order correlations of 

the variables in the model. The next analysis tested if there 

was a moderating effect between the variables. Baron and 

Kenny (1986) steps were followed when testing whether 

moderation occurred. The moderating analyses looked at 

the influence sibling support and sibling contact had on 

the relationship between sibling delinquency and the 

dependent variables. It was expected that when there was 

high sibling support and/or sibling contact between the 

respondent and their delinquent sibling, then the 

relationship between sibling delinquency and the 

dependent variables would be strong. 

Results 

The first analysis addressed the relationship between 
the study variables. Table 1 indicates the results. 

It was expected that sibling delinquency would be 
positively correlated with the dependent variables 
(respondent deviance, respondent sexual 
permissiveness and respondent alcohol use). This 
expectation was found among females but not for 
males. Sibling delinquency significantly correlated 
with all the variables in the model for females. In 
addition, there was a negative correlation between the 
level of contact and the level of deviance among 
female respondents. One possibility for the different 
outcomes between the males and females was the 
result of the small sample size (n = 81) of males. The 
low sample size may not have allowed for enough 
power to detect differences between the variables. 

It was expected that sibling support would be positively 

correlated with the dependent variables. This expectation 

was not supported for respondent deviance or respondent 

alcohol use, as the relationship between sibling support and 

sibling contact was not significantly associated with these 

dependent variables for males or females. However, there 

were some mixed findings with the association of support 

with respondent sexual permissiveness.  
Sibling contact was positively correlated with female 

sexual permissiveness and sibling support was 
negatively correlated with male sexual permissiveness. 
Therefore, the correlations indicate that females who had 
a high level of contact with a delinquent sibling engaged 
in more risky sexual behavior. The male’s sibling 
support was found to be negatively correlated with 
sexual permissiveness in that more sibling support 
resulted in a lower level of sexual permissiveness. 

Test of Moderation 

The second research question asked whether sibling 
support and sibling contact moderated the relationship 
between sibling delinquency and the dependent variables. 
The data were analyzed separately by gender and included 
participants that reported having a sibling. Only the female 
results will be presented as the male moderating 
relationships were not found to be significant. The 
hypothesized models were tested using regression analyses. 

 
Table 1. Correlations among study variables 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Sibling Delinquency -  -0.176** -0.247** 0.148**  0.164** 0.115**  
2. Sibling Contact 0.098 - 0.465** 0.004 0.044 0.087* 
3. Sibling Support -0.012 0.466** - 0.026 0.068 -0.061  
4. Respondent Deviance 0.053 0.186* -0.069 - 0.717** 0.564** 
5. Respondent Alcohol Use 0.023 0.158 -0.121 0.695** - 0.558** 
6. Respondent Sexual Permissiveness 0.161 0.002 -0.190* 0.439** 0.512** - 

Note. Correlations for female respondents are presented above the diagonal; male respondents are presented below the diagonal. ** = 
correlation is significant at p<0.01; *correlation is significant at p 
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For each test of moderation there were four models 
analyzed. Analyzing four models allowed for a more 
comprehensive understanding of the influence the 
variables had on one another. The standardized 
coefficients, as well as the significance levels, are 
presented in the moderation tables. By way of 
explanation, there was a moderating effect when the 
interaction term (Sibling Delinquency x Sibling Support 
or Sibling Delinquency x Sibling Contact) was 
significant while the independent and moderating 
variables were included in the model. When the 
interaction term in Model 2 was significant, then sibling 
support was a moderator. When the interaction term in 
Model 3 was significant, then sibling contact was a 
moderator. Moderators that were found to be significant 
are graphed. Model 4 was a test of how all the variables 
in the analysis, including both interaction terms, 
interacted with each other.  

As was expected, when each interaction term was 
stepped into the model separately, as in models 2 and 
3, each had a significant affect. Therefore, sibling 
support and sibling contact were moderators between 
sibling delinquency and respondent deviance for 
females. However, when both sibling support and 
sibling contact were included in the model only 
sibling support was significant. The results indicated 
that the more support an individual received from a 
delinquent sibling increased the influence of that 
delinquent sibling on the respondent’s level of 
deviance. Figure 2 illustrates the moderating influence 
sibling support has on the relationship between sibling 
delinquent behavior and respondent deviance. The 
dashed regression line represents sibling support scores 
that were one standard deviation above the mean and the 
solid regression line represents scores that were one 
standard deviation below the mean. 

For female respondents who had limited support 
with a delinquent sibling (one standard deviation 

below the mean) their own level of deviance was not 
associated with the increased level of sibling 
delinquency. However, when respondents had a high 
level of support from a delinquent sibling (one 
standard deviation above the mean) their own level of 
deviance increased substantially. Figure 3 illustrates 
the moderating influence sibling contact has on the 
relationship between sibling delinquency and 
respondent deviance. 

Sibling contact had a similar impact on respondent 
deviance. Female respondents who had a low level of 
contact with a delinquent sibling did not see their own 
level of deviance influenced by the increased level of 
sibling delinquency. However, when respondents had 
a high level of contact with a sibling their own level 
of deviance increased as the level of delinquency from 
their sibling increased. The same moderating tests 
were applied to male respondents and the results are 
presented in Table 3. 

Respondent Sexual Permissiveness 

Respondent sexual permissiveness was the second 

outcome variable to be analyzed. The sexual 

permissiveness scale had a maximum score of 24 with 

higher scores indicating an increased level of 

permissiveness. Female participants reported a mean 

sexual permissiveness score of 9.31 and a standard 

deviation of 4.86. Male participants were slightly 

more permissiveness than females as they reported a 

mean sexual permissiveness score of 11.12 and a 

standard deviation of 2.73. Though males, on average, 

reported more permissiveness than females, there was 

more variability in female sexual permissiveness 

scores than there was for males as is illustrated by the 

standard deviations. Therefore, males appear to be 

more predictable in their sexual behavior and sexual 

beliefs than females. 

 
Table 2. Regression of the moderating effects on respondent deviance and sibling delinquency 

Explanatory Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Sib. Delinquency 0.108** -0.268** -0.500** -0.497** 
Sib. Support -0.007 -0.764** -0.058 -0.563** 
Sib. Contact -0.007 0.216 -1.488** -0.796 
Sib. Dev. x support - 0.057** - 0.040* 
Sib. Dev. x contact - - 0.142** 0.080 

Note. ** = correlation is significant at p<0.01, * = correlation is significant at p<0.05 

 
Table 3. Regression of the moderating effects on respondent deviance and sibling delinquency 

Explanatory Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Sib. Delinquency 0.019 -0.013 -0.288 -0.443 
Sib. Support -0.523 -0.588 -0.564 -0.277 
Sib. Contact 1.800* 1.796* 1.094 0.392 
Sib. Dev. x support  0.005  -0.025 
Sib. Dev. x contact   0.069 0.141 

Note. * = correlation is significant at p<0.05  



F. Ryan Peterson et al. / Journal of Social Sciences 2017, 13 (3): 151.165 

DOI: 10.3844/jssp.2017.151.165 

 

157 

Table 4. Regression of the moderating effects on respondent sexual permissiveness and sibling delinquency (females)  

Explanatory Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Sib. Delinquency 0.078 -0.176 -0.309* -0.309 
Sib. Support -0.018 -0.531* -0.052 -0.413 
Sib. Contact -0.355 -0.377 -1.467* -0.947 
Sib. Dev. x support  0.039*  0.028 
Sib. Dev. x contact   0.091* 0.047 

Note. * = correlation is significant at p<0.05  

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Moderating effect of sibling contact on sibling delinquency and respondent deviance 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Moderating effect of sibling contact on sibling delinquency and respondent deviance 
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Test of Moderation 

Once again, there were four models that were tested 
in the moderation analyses. Table 4 reports on the results 
for the test of moderation of sibling support and sibling 
contact on the relationship between sibling delinquency 
and respondent sexual permissiveness.  

The interaction term for both sibling support and 
sibling contact were significant at the p = 0.05 level for 
females when they were stepped into the model 
separately. As was expected, both sibling support and 
sibling contact moderated the relationship between 
sibling delinquency and respondent sexual 
permissiveness. Similar to respondent deviance, when all 
interaction terms were included in the analysis (Model 4) 
the results were no longer significant, this may be due to 
multicolinearity. Nevertheless, results for the significant 
interactions were graphed in order to establish that the 
relationship between variables was in the expected 

direction. Figure 3 illustrates the moderating effect of 
sibling support for females.  

Figure 4 illustrates there was an increased likelihood 

of respondents being more sexually permissive when the 

level of sibling delinquency increased and the level of 

support of the deviant sibling increased. Figure 5 

illustrates the moderating effect of sibling contact on the 

relationship between sibling delinquency and respondent 

sexual permissiveness.  
Figure 5 illustrates that sibling deviance did not 

result in respondent sexual permissiveness for females 
that have a low level of contact with a delinquent 
sibling, but there was an increased likelihood of 
respondents being more sexually permissive when the 
level of sibling delinquency increased and the level of 
contact with the delinquent sibling increased. The same 
tests were applied to males in the sample and their 
results are in Table 5. 

 
Table 5. Regression of the moderating effects on respondent sexual permissiveness and sibling delinquency  

Explanatory variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Sib. Delinquency 0.128 -0.218 -0.571 -0.263 
Sib. Support -0.580 -1.291* -0.670* -1.258 
Sib. Contact 0.644 0.599 0.978 0.449 
Sib. Dev. x support  0.055  0.052 
Sib. Dev. x contact   0.159 0.015 

Note. * = correlation is significant at p<0.05  

 

 

 
Fig. 4. Moderating effect of sibling contact on sibling delinquency and sexual permissiveness 
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Fig. 5. Moderating effect of sibling support on sibling delinquency and alcohol use 

 

Sibling support and sibling contact were not found to 

be moderators between sibling delinquency and 

respondent sexual permissiveness for males as the 

interaction term was not significant in the model 

analysis. Based on theory and past research, it was 

expected that there would be a significant moderating 

effect on males as well as females. However, this 

relationship was not found. Alcohol use was the final 

dependent variable that was tested. 

Respondent Alcohol Use 

The final outcome variable analyzed was respondent 

alcohol use. The alcohol use scale had a maximum score 

of 8 with higher scores indicating an increased level of 

alcohol use. Female participants reported a mean alcohol 

use score of 3.08 and a standard deviation of 2.46. Male 

participants reported a mean alcohol use score of 3.59 

and a standard deviation of 2.73. 

Test of Moderation 

It was expected that both support and contact would 

have a moderating effect on the relationship between 

sibling delinquency and respondent alcohol use. Table 6 

presents the results for the female test of moderation of 

sibling support and sibling contact between sibling 

delinquency and respondent alcohol use.  

When the interaction term for sibling support was 
stepped into the model (Model 2) separately it was 
significant. The same is true for the interaction term 
for sibling contact. However, as has occurred in the 
previous moderation analyses, when both interaction 
terms are included in the model only one of the 
interaction terms was significant. The Model 4 
analysis of alcohol use indicated that the sibling 
contact interaction term was significant but the sibling 
support interaction was no longer significant with a. 
This may be due to multicolinearity. Results for the 
significant interactions were graphed in order to 
illustrate that the relationship between variables was 
in the expected direction. Figure 5 illustrates the 
effect of sibling support on the relationship between 
sibling delinquency and respondent alcohol use. 

Figure 5 illustrates that the level of sibling 

delinquency increased the risk of alcohol use by females 

regardless of the level of sibling support. However, the 

relationship between sibling delinquency and respondent 

alcohol use was stronger when support from the sibling 

was high. Figure 6 illustrates a similar effect for sibling 

contact for females. 
Figure 6 illustrates that alcohol use for females 

increased regardless of level of contact with a delinquent 
sibling. Similar to the findings for support, there was an 
increased likelihood of respondents engaging in higher 
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levels of alcohol use when there was an increased level 
of contact with a delinquent sibling. The moderating 
relationship of sibling support and contact was also 
tested with male respondents. Table 7 represents the 
analyses results for males. 

It was expected that sibling support and contact 
would also moderate the relationship between sibling 

delinquency and responded alcohol use for males. 
However, once again, the results indicated that neither 
support nor contact were moderators for males as the 
interaction terms were not significant in the models 
tested. It was expected that there would be a significant 
moderating impact on both males and females, but a 
moderating influence was not found for males. 

 
Table 6. Regression of the moderating effects on respondent alcohol use and sibling delinquency  

Explanatory Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Sib. Delinquency 0.065**  -0.076 -0.224* -0.224* 
Sib. Support  -0.114  -0.400** -0.138* -0.268* 
Sib. Contact 0.355** 0.343*  -0.482  -0.292 
Sib. Dev. x support  0.022**   0.010 
Sib. Dev. x contact   0.068**  0.052* 

Note. ** = correlation is significant at p<0.01, * = correlation is significant at p<0.05  

 
Table 7. Regression of the moderating effects on respondent alcohol use and sibling delinquency 

Explanatory Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Sib. Delinquency -0.005 0.011 0.107 0.153 
Sib. Support  -0.317* -0.285 -0.303 -0.390 
Sib. Contact  0.877* 0.879*  1.139 1.351 
Sib. Dev. x support  -0.002  0.008 
Sib. Dev. x contact   -0.025 -0.047 

Note. * = correlation is significant at p<0.05  

 

 
 

Fig. 6. Moderating effect of sibling contact on sibling delinquency and alcohol use 
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The overall results of the moderating effects were 
mixed. It was expected that the analyses for males would 
result in significant moderating effects but that was not 
found. However, the results were much different for the 
female respondents. A strong moderating effect of 
sibling support and sibling contact on the relationship 
between sibling delinquency and all the dependent 
variables was found.  

Discussion 

The goal of the current study was to examine the 
influence sibling support and sibling contact have on an 
emerging adult’s deviant behavior, sexual 
permissiveness and alcohol use. The influence siblings 
have on externalizing behavior during emerging 
adulthood was examined by testing the moderating 
effects sibling support and sibling contact have on an 
individuals’ externalizing behavior. The results 
indicated that sibling support and sibling contact 
moderated the association between sibling delinquency 
and respondent externalizing symptoms for females but 
not for males. This association was found to be stronger 
among siblings with a greater amount of contact and 
support from a delinquent sibling. 

An important finding in this study was that the 
relationship between sibling deviance and respondent 
externalizing behavior was moderated by both sibling 
support and sibling contact for females. This link was 
stronger when the relationship quality was higher. That 
is, a delinquent sibling significantly impacted the 
respondent’s deviant behavior, sexual permissiveness 
and alcohol use with more frequent support and contact 
resulting in more risky behavior. This finding was 
consistent with previous studies which have addressed 
the influence siblings have on externalizing behavior 
(Brody et al., 2004). Previous extant research has found 
this connection when examining childhood and 
adolescent sibling influence, but the current study 
extends the previous research to include emerging adults.  

In order to further understand the impact sibling 
contact and sibling support have on externalizing 
behavior it would be important to know the specific 
mechanisms by which the greater the sibling relationship 
quality results in similar externalizing behavior. This 
study does not address these specific mechanisms but it 
does indicate several possible explanations. For 
example, emerging adults who believe they have 
support from a sibling probably would spend an 
increased amount of time with them. It could be 
assumed that the increased level of contact and support 
from a delinquent sibling would result in a greater 
opportunity to influence behavior. Siblings, therefore, 
could become “partners in crime” (Rowe and Gulley, 
1992). This explanation would be consistent with 
previous studies that have used a social learning 

perspective to study sibling influence during childhood 
and adolescence (Watt et al., 2004).  

Gender in sibling relationships has been documented 
to have important ramifications for emerging adult 
(Killoren et al., 2015) and throughout the life course 
(Cicirelli, 1995). The results from this study 
demonstrated that the moderating effects of sibling 
support and sibling contact were only found among 
female participant. Based on theory and previous 
research, it was expected that both females and males 
would be significantly influenced by the moderating 
variables. It is believed that the small sample size for 
male respondents (n = 81) contributed to the non-
significant results. Based on the statistical trends 
observed in the results, it is believed that sibling 
contact and sibling support would have had the same 
moderating effects for males as were observed with 
females with a larger sample size. 

Gender did not affect the amount of contact and 
support siblings received in the sample. The results 
indicated that sibling contact and sibling support were 
similar for both male and female respondents. This 
finding is similar to Scharf et al. (2005) finding that 
sibling relationship quality was not impacted based on 
gender. This is in contrast to some of the previous 
studies that reported that gender was related to the 
quality of the sibling relationship during childhood and 
adolescence (Buhrmester and Furman, 1990). Further 
examination is needed to better understand why gender 
may not be as important a factor during emerging 
adulthood when compared to other life stages.  

Several dependent variables were examined in this 
study, but alcohol use had some unique characteristics 
that warrant further discussion. When examining the 
respondent deviance scale responses, both males and 
females reported a high level of participation in drunk 
driving and public drunkenness. It has been reported that 
there is a significant escalation of alcohol use during 
emerging adulthood (Martin and White, 2005), with the 
highest rate of alcohol use occurring among 18 to 20 
year olds. In the current sample, alcohol use was 
prevalent regardless of age and use increased regardless 
of how much support and contact they reported from a 
delinquent sibling. However, when there was support 
and contact from a delinquent sibling the level of alcohol 
use increased at a much faster rate. The continual rise in 
alcohol use during emerging adulthood warrants further 
examination. Alcohol use during emerging adulthood 
may be one externalizing behavior that may be more 
independent than deviant behavior and sexual 
permissiveness because alcohol use increased even when 
support and/or contact with a delinquent sibling was low.  

Based on the high rates of risky alcohol consumption 
during emerging adulthood, particularly for college 
students, further understanding of alcohol use is needed. 
Peers have been found to be the primary influence for 
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alcohol use during this time period but it has also been 
recommended that it is important to distinguish between 
various types of social influences (Read et al., 2005).  

The present study was not designed to determine 
how individuals develop proneness to participation in 
risky behavior. However, the results have heuristic 
value on this issue. Siblings had more similar risky 
behavior when one sibling had a higher level of 
delinquency and the other sibling had increased support 
and a higher level of contact. Therefore, the sibling 
relationship provided an influence toward similar 
negative externalizing behavior as a delinquent sibling. 
Future research is needed to identify the amount of 
influence siblings provide during emerging adulthood 
when controlling for additional environmental influences 
such as parents, peers and neighborhood. 

This study identified the moderating impact 
siblings have on negative externalizing behavior 
during emerging adulthood. The development of risky 
or delinquent behavior usually begins in the early 
years by an individual associating with those that are 
delinquent (Shortt et al., 2003). Without intervention, 
the negative behavior is likely to continue from one 
developmental period to another. Peer education and 
family involvement are often used to deter excessive 
or illegal alcohol use and risky sexual behavior. 
However, the sibling relationship could be an avenue 
to reduce potential risk during emerging adulthood. 
The findings of the study present important 
implications for practice: (1) Attention to sibling 
relationships should not end once an individual reaches 
emerging adulthood. Siblings continue to exert 
influence during this time which may in turn encourage 
deviant behavior, (2) emerging adults are particularly 
prone to dangerous alcohol use and should receive 
adequate information and support during this time to 
help them make informed decisions and (3) 
interventions for deviant behavior by therapists or 
social workers should include considerations of siblings 
to gauge their role and influence, as it may paint a more 
accurate picture of someone’s initial introduction to 
deviant behavior and motivation. 

Limitations 

There were limitations to this study. First, the data 

were collected from a convenience sample as 

participants were recruited from undergraduate college 

classes. Therefore, the results only represent the 

population from which it was drawn and is not 

generalizable to the population at large. The data is also 

cross-sectional so we are unable to predict changes over 

time. It provides a snapshot of the participant’s current 

relationship quality and behavior. The data were also 

generated from self-reports and involve retrospective 

recollections of past events.  

Further, one of the primary components to the current 
study was assessing the power and influence of the 
sibling relationship. Sibling relationship quality was 
assessed through the level of contact and the level of 
support. Contact was measured with a single item and 
support was measured by two items. It is believed the 
questions used to assess sibling contact and sibling 
support provided a global assessment of the sibling 
relationship. Future research should add to these 
constructs by using a more comprehensive assessment of 
sibling relationship quality. 

Finally, this sample did not specifically address 
sexual orientation. Sexual orientation has been found to 
be an important factor when studying family 
relationships. Future research should address how sexual 
orientation impacts the study variables.  

Conclusion  

To conclude, perhaps one of the most important 

lessons to be learned from this study is that sibling 

relationships are influential during emerging 

adulthood. Siblings can be an important source of 

support for each other and thereby influence each 

other’s externalizing behavior. In the process of 

gaining autonomy and differentiating from the 

parental sub-system, emerging adults may seek help 

and understanding from their siblings and thereby 

become important role models for each other. 

The results of this study augment the limited 

research that exists on sibling relationships during 

emerging adulthood. This study provided further 

explanation and insight into how the sibling 

relationship influences behavioral choices for emerging 

adults but there is much more to learn. Future research 

could further highlight how relationships with siblings 

are embedded within the behavioral choices individuals 

make with regard to self and close others. 
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