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FACT SHEET 

SIBLING NEEDS HELPFUL INFORMATION FOR PARENTS 

DEVELOPMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS 

What do you say to the siblings about their brother or sister with autism? 

 Preschoolers (under 5 years)  

Children in this age group are unable to articulate their feelings about things, so 
they will likely show their feelings through behaviours. They will be unable to 

understand the special needs of their sibling, but they will notice differences and 

try to teach their brother or sister. Children of this age are likely to enjoy their 

sibling because they have not learned to be judgmental, and their feelings 

toward their siblings will likely be linked to "normal" sibling interactions.  

Primary School Age (6-12 years)  

These children start venturing out into the world and become acutely aware of 

the differences between people. They have the ability to understand a definition 
and explanation of their sibling's special need as long as it is explained to them 

in terms they can understand. They may worry that the disability is contagious 

or wonder if something is wrong with them, too. They may also experience guilt 

for having negative thoughts or feelings about their sibling as well as, guilt for 

being the child who is not disabled.  

Some typical responses of children this age are to become OVER helpful and 

well-behaved or to become non-compliant in order to obtain a parent's attention. 

Throughout this age span, the children will have conflicting feelings about their 

sibling. This happens in sibling relationships that do not include a disability, too.  

Adolescents (13-17 years)  

Adolescents have the capability of understanding more elaborate explanations of 

the particular disability. They may ask detailed and provocative questions. The 
developmental task of adolescence is to begin discovering oneself outside of the 

family. At the same time, conformity with a peer group is important. Therefore, 

for children this age having a sibling who is different MAY be embarrassing in 

front of friends and dates. They may feel torn between their desire for 
independence from the family and maintaining a special relationship with their 

sibling. They may resent the amount of responsibility, and they may begin 

worrying about their sibling's future.  

EDUCATE YOUR CHILDREN 

Provide information to the child about how the condition is evaluated, diagnosed, 

and treated.  

 The children need to know what the disability is and what to expect  
 Explain strengths and weaknesses of the child with the disability  

 Explain ways to interact with sibling  

 Explain ways to help with sibling  
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BALANCE TIME SPENT WITH CHILDREN  

Encourage your child to have activities unique to him/her.  

 Parental participation in activities outside the disability world/community  

 Parental recognition of child's strengths and accomplishments  

OPEN DISCUSSION  

 Open discussion in the family should exist where members' positive and 

negative feeling are expressed  
 Discussion of ways to cope with stressful events such as peers and public 

reaction, as well as, unexpected changes in family plans, extra home 

responsibility  

SIBLING GROUPS 

 Participation in a group for siblings allows the children to meet others who 
are in the same circumstance  

 Provides children with the chance to discuss feelings which may be 

difficult to express to the family  

WARNING SIGNS 

 Depression  

 Change in child's sleeping habits  

 Change in Child's eating habits  
 Sense of helplessness/hopelessness  

 Continued sense of irritability  

 Mentions hurting self (i.e. "I wish I was dead") 
 Difficulty making decisions or concentrating  

 Lack of pleasure in activities  

 Social withdrawal  

 Low self-esteem  

Anxiety  

 Excessive worry  
 Increased energy level without a purpose  

 Tearful at slightest frustration  

 Has difficulty separating from parents  
 Sleeping problems or change in sleeping habits Changes in eating habits 

School phobia  

 Worry about health or well-being of family members  

 Somatic symptoms (i.e. stomach aches and headaches)  

 Perfectionism  
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If your child displays a number of these symptoms for a prolonged period of 

time (2 weeks or more), it may be advisable to discuss the situation with the 

child's paediatrician or a local mental health professional.  

RESOURCE OF INFORMATION  

SIBLING INFORMATION NETWORK  

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY  

BOX U-64, THE UNIVERSITY OF CONNECTICUT  

STORRS, CT 06268, U.S.A.  

(203) 486-4034  

By Derenda Timmons Schubert, Ph.D.  

Pacific Northwest Children's Services  

Waverly Children's Home  
3550 SE Woodward Avenue  

Portland, OR 97202  

 

 


