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a b s t r a c t

Assumptions about the effects of birth order on personality abound in popular culture and self-help
books. Indeed, when one sibling is asked to compare themselves to others in their family, birth order
shows weak-to-moderate effects on personality (e.g., Healey & Ellis, 2007; Paulhus, Trapnell, & Chen,
1999). No study to date, however, has utilized a complete within-family design that includes indepen-
dent self-reports from both firstborn and laterborn siblings in the same family. To fill this gap, we
collected Big Five personality data on 69 young adult firstborn–laterborn sibling pairs. We also obtained
data from parents of the sibling pairs and peer ratings of original participants’ personality traits.
Within-family analyses revealed that neither siblings’ independent self-reported personality traits, nor
parents’ reports of their children’s personality traits, differed systematically as a function of birth order.
Our findings are consistent with results from between-family designs and they provide further evidence,
employing a within-family design that utilizes data from multiple family members, that birth order does
not have enduring effects on personality.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Interest in the influence of birth order on personality has been
strong since at least 1928, when the psychotherapist Alfred Adler
introduced a formal theory of birth order and personality among
siblings. Beliefs about the power of birth order continue to abound
in popular culture and self-help books. To illustrate, an
Amazon.com book search on the term ‘‘birth order’’ (February
2013) revealed thousands of hits, with popular titles including,
The birth order book: Why you are the way you are (Leman, 2009),
and The birth order effect: How to better understand yourself and
others (Isaacson & Radish, 2002). Despite the appeal of these books,
empirical research on birth order and personality has consistently
revealed only sporadic links between personality and birth order.
Moreover, a detailed review of the birth order literature (Ernst &
Angst, 1983) attributed findings in favor of a birth order effect to
the use of between-family designs. In between-family designs,
individuals from different families are compared to each other as
a function of their birth order position. Ernst and Angst noted that
sibship size (and hence birth order) is correlated with income, IQ,
and parenting styles (e.g., see Herrera, Zajonc, Wieczorkowska, &
Cichomski, 2003, study 4), and that between-family comparisons

of children of different birth orders do not adjust for these effects
of family size. When Ernst and Angst (1983) limited their analyses
to studies that controlled for effects of family size, birth order
effects on personality were negligible.

Scholarly analyses of the effects of birth order on personality
were reinvigorated by the release of the academic book, Born to
rebel (Sulloway, 1996). Sulloway proposed that firstborn children
have much to gain from following the status quo and hence should
be conscientious and rule-bound; laterborn children, in their
unconscious inclination to obtain others’ investment by distin-
guishing themselves, should be more agreeable and unconventional
(open). Consistent with Ernst and Angst’s (1983) argument, be-
tween-family designs that compared firstborns and laterborns have
failed to systematically document the birth order effects predicted
by Sulloway’s model, even with large samples (Dunkel, Harbke, &
Papini, 2009; Jefferson, Herbst, & McCrae, 1998; Marini & Kurtz,
2011; Parker, 1998; Pollet, Dijkstra, Barelds, & Buunk, 2010). In-
deed, research regarding nonshared environmental influences on
children’s personality development has revealed few significant
forces besides differential peer and teacher interactions (Harris,
1998; Turkheimer & Waldron, 2000). However, various researchers
(Healey & Ellis, 2007; Paulhus, Trapnell, & Chen, 1999) have argued
that the appropriate test of birth order is within-family, in that the
firstborn–laterborn comparisons should come from within the
same family. As reviewed by Sulloway (2011) in a meta-analytic
summary of studies conducted by six teams of researchers, when
adults are asked to list their siblings and then compare themselves
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against their siblings on various personality traits, firstborns are
judged as more achieving and conscientious, and laterborns are
judged as more rebellious and open. For example, Healey and Ellis
(2007) found moderate effects (Cohen’s d values ranging from .11
to 1.03) of birth order on conscientiousness and openness in two
separate samples, even with small subsets of siblings; Paulhus,
Trapnell, and Chen (1999) documented weak-to-moderate effects
(Phi’s ranging from .10 to .30) of birth order on conscientiousness
and rebelliousness in four separate samples. Thus, within-family
designs suggest weak-to-moderate effects (Cohen’s d values rang-
ing from .2 to .5) of birth order on personality. (One of the remain-
ing studies Sulloway (2011) cites is from an unpublished honor’s
thesis (Chao, 2001) and thus we were unable to obtain it for review.
Another study (Rohde et al., 2003) actually provides between-family
comparisons of firstborns’ and laterborns’ likelihood of nominating
themselves as a rebel of the family. Sulloway also included a study
by Beck, Burnet, and Vosper (2006) which documented weak effects
of birth order on two specific facets of extraversion, but that study
did not investigate birth order effects on the prominent dimensions
of conscientiousness and openness.)

As noted by Marini and Kurtz (2011, p. 913), the existing within-
family research on birth order and personality is limited by its use
of a single rater from each family. In such studies, the single rater is
comparing oneself against one’s siblings and thus increasing the
likelihood of perceiving a contrast. Moreover, when individuals list
out their siblings (including themselves) and then nominate the
one who is most characteristic of a given trait, they may uncon-
sciously focus on themselves and their siblings in the context of
their family rearing environment, where birth order is frequently
noted and frequently attributed causal force. In fact, as Harris
(2000, 2006) noted, if birth order effects do operate, they operate
within the rearing environment, where it could benefit a firstborn
to act more dominant and a laterborn to be more open. Such effects
of the family environment do not clearly translate to personality
development and behavior outside of the home. The benefit to a
firstborn of being dominant over younger siblings at home does
not clearly translate into a benefit on the playground with peers.
Thus, even if birth order were related to sibling dynamics in the
family rearing environment, it need not be related to individuals’
personality traits as expressed across environmental contexts.

Given our concern with single-rater within-family studies, we
collected independent self-reports on personality from both a first-
born and a laterborn sibling from the same family. As a result, we
could compare two siblings’ independent perceptions of their own
personality traits as a function of birth order. We also asked par-
ents to provide personality reports on each of those two individu-
als. That is, each young adult sibling reported on their own
personality; and participating parents completed a personality
profile on each of their two adult children who were involved in
the study (parents did not report which child they viewed as more
or less of a given trait). As a final component of our study, we ob-
tained peer reports on our original participants to test the validity
of our self-report data and to investigate whether peers of firstborn
siblings perceive their friends differently than peers of laterborn
siblings do. Our primary objective was to determine whether birth
order effects on personality would be revealed in a true within-
family design that utilizes independent self-report data from mul-
tiple siblings in the same family.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

2.1.1. Original participants and their siblings
Original participants were undergraduate students enrolled at a

mid-sized public university. We informed participants at the time

of solicitation that we were interested in studying sibling similar-
ities and differences, and that their participation would necessitate
eventual online involvement of a full biological sibling. We ob-
tained 92 original participants (22 men, 70 women; mean
age = 21.10, SD = 1.51; 34% firstborn), who completed a paper-
and-pencil questionnaire voluntarily in classroom sessions. In
those sessions, we asked participants to provide an email address
for ‘‘the sibling who was closest to them in age’’. For those who
were firstborns, the nominated sibling was always a laterborn;
however, some of the laterborns nominated a fellow laterborn be-
cause we intentionally did not tell participants that birth order was
a factor in this study. When the sibling we obtained did not com-
plete the firstborn–laterborn pairing, we emailed the original par-
ticipant to ask for their oldest sibling’s contact information. We
obtained contact information for 12 firstborns, and seven com-
pleted the survey. In the end, we obtained 69 sibling pairs com-
prised of one firstborn and one laterborn (30 male siblings; mean
age of siblings = 22.20, SD = 4.42). Siblings were entered into a
drawing for a $50 gift card (chance of winning = 1 in 20). We at-
tempted to obtain siblings who were five years apart or less in
age (Healey & Ellis, 2007), but we also did not want to turn inter-
ested participants away. Of the 69 sibling pairs, 86% were within
five years of each other (mean age difference = 3.30,
SD = 2.71 years). Forty sibling pairs were same-sex (eight were
male–male and 32 were female–female; and 39 sibling pairs were
mixed-sex (17 were comprised of a male firstborn and a female lat-
erborn; 12 were comprised of a female firstborn and a male later-
born). Of the laterborns, 66% were secondborns and 34% were
thirdborns or beyond.

2.1.2. Original participants’ peers
We asked original participants to nominate a close same-sex

friend who would be willing to provide a peer-report of their per-
sonality. A total of 79 peers (85%) responded to our electronic invi-
tation and survey. Participants were entered into a drawing for a
$50 gift card (chance of winning = 1 in 20) in return for
participation.

2.1.3. Siblings’ parents
Three months after we obtained data from the original partici-

pants, their siblings, and their peers, we contacted the original par-
ticipants again via email. We told participants we were interested
in their parents’ perceptions of their children’s personality traits
and requested contact information for one or both parents. A total
of 56 participants complied with the request. We mailed parents a
child-report questionnaire and received data from 46 different
families (82% response rate): six families for whom the dad re-
sponded, 13 families for whom the mom responded, and 27 fami-
lies for whom both the mother and father responded. Of these 46
families, we were missing complete firstborn–laterborn data from
two of them (i.e., we had obtained responses from two laterborns
instead of one firstborn and one laterborn). Thus, we had parent
ratings of 44 firstborn–laterborn sibling pairs.

2.2. Materials and procedure

2.2.1. Original participants
Participants completed the 44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI;

John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991), which measures openness (10
items), conscientiousness (nine items), extraversion (eight items),
agreeableness (nine items), and neuroticism (eight items). We
asked original participants to rate the extent to which each item
described themselves, using a five-point scale (Strongly disagree
to Strongly agree). At the end of the paper survey, participants re-
ported their sex, age, number of siblings, and whether they were
a firstborn or laterborn.
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