
B

Birth Order

Destiny Cunic1 and Kevin Bennett2
1Pennsylvania State University, Beaver Campus,
Pittsburgh, PA, USA
2Department of Psychology, Pennsylvania State
University, Beaver, Monaca, PA, USA

Synonyms

Family constellation; Family order; Sibling order

Definition

The idea that the order in which a child is born
within their family has influence over their devel-
opment and personality.

Introduction

Birth order theory is the idea that the order in
which a child is born within their family has
influence over their development and personality.
The theory was originally introduced by psycho-
therapist Alfred Adler in the 1920s (Eckstein and
Kaufman 2012). Since Adler’s initial research,
others have attempted to make contributions to
the theory. However, research has resulted in
inconsistent findings attributed to confounding
factors that arise from the multifactorial context

of family environment, thus, leaving birth order’s
influence on development and personality a
debated scientific topic.

Cognitive Development

Some studies suggest that cognitive development,
such as intelligence, personality, and sexuality,
can be affected by the order of an individual’s
birth within their family. Several of these previous
studies have concluded that first-born children
have slightly higher IQ’s than later-born children
(Belmont and Marolla 1974; Rohrer et al. 2015;
Silles 2010). Furthermore, IQ was found to
decrease roughly 1.5 points per birth order posi-
tion, and, overall, a randomly selected first born
child is 52%more likely to have a higher IQ than a
randomly selected second born child. This effect
was found to be even greater when compared
within the same family (Rohrer et al. 2015).
Robert Zajonc attributed these effects to a model
he first introduced, called the confluence model,
which examines the development of individual
differences in a social and environmental context.
His research suggests that the lack of other sib-
lings allows a first-born child to begin their devel-
opment in an environment surrounded by adults
and adult level intellect (Zajonc and Sulloway
2007). However, this model does not apply to
only children and found that first-born children
further benefit from the “tutor effect” in which
older siblings help and teach their younger
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siblings, furthering their own proficiencies while
doing so. Additionally, the model predicts “func-
tional first-borns,” which are children who have a
sibling at least 5 years older, that then benefits
from the same or similar intellectual increases
and may outscore the older sibling on intellectual
testing (Zajonc and Sulloway 2007). The conflu-
ence model considers confounding and interre-
lated variables that influence an individual’s
intellectual development in regard to birth order,
taking into account factors such as the spacing
between children and family size that influence
the context of a child’s opportunities and
resources for development within the family.

Researchers have found that similar social and
environmental constructs surrounding birth order
affect personality development. More current
research regarding birth order and personality
focuses on Frank Sulloway’s Big Five personality
traits, which include extroversion, neuroticism,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness
(1996). Sulloway took an evolutionary approach
and suggested that personality was an adaptation
to family dynamics (such as disparities in age,
size, and power), which translate into personality
differences between siblings that depend on birth
order (Sulloway 1996). Rather than birth order
itself being the independent cause of personality,
it is acclimatization to the surrounding environ-
mental and social needs (that results from the
order of birth) that shapes the individual. For
example, since first-born children often take a
parental or guiding role towards younger siblings,
they tend to develop strong leadership qualities –
making first-borns more controlling and dominat-
ing (Eckstein and Kaufman 2012). Because of
their dominance, first-borns tend to be less agree-
able, whereas later-born children tend to become
more extraverted as they work to assert them-
selves. Being parental surrogates causes first
born children to score higher on conscientious-
ness. First-borns and later-born children experi-
ence different kinds of openness to experience
with first-borns scoring higher in objective intel-
ligence and later-born children tending to be more
imaginative due having to explore how they fit in
a pre-existing family environment. Within the
emotional stability category, first-born children

are predicted to be more anxious and neurotic,
whereas later-born children are predicted to be
more depressed, self-conscious, and impulsive
(Rohrer et al. 2015). Although there are various
studies that explore the relationship between birth
order and personality, many are confounded by
the difficulty to control the variables studied that
are statistically related to birth order (such as
family size and social and economic demo-
graphics). Because of this, there are conflicted
findings, especially in regard to personality and
the Big Five, in which limited hypothesis have
been proven true.

Beyond intelligence and personality, birth
order has an effect on one’s sexual orientation as
well, most notably with men via the fraternal birth
order effect. This theory states that men have a
greater probability of homosexuality the more
older brothers they have, by an increase of 33%
per each older brother. The same cannot be said
for women, males with multiple younger siblings,
or males with multiple older sisters. (Blanchard
2001; Bogaert 2003). Researchers believe this
may be a byproduct of past human behavior that
would inevitably reduce the probability of sons to
compete among each other or with first or earlier
born sons (Bogaert 2003). Ultimately, this aspect
of personality is influenced by birth order, but
only under certain circumstances.

Physical Development

In some circumstances, birth order has effect on
the physical development of humans. Similar to
sexual orientation, having older brothers can
affect the height of a man. This influence, again,
may be a byproduct that shifts competition away
from the oldest son (Bogaert 2003). Bogaert
found that, when controlling for biological mech-
anisms, older siblings tend to be bigger than youn-
ger siblings (2003). Although, in regard to overall
physical performance, later-born children tend to
perform higher than first-born and only children.
This higher performance is likely due to later-born
children attempting to reach and surpass their
older siblings’ abilities and parents being more
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protective over first-born and only children
(Krombholz 2006).

Pitfalls of Birth Order Theory

Despite the large number of studies surrounding
birth order theory, birth order likely has less influ-
ence than suggested by pop psychology. Birth
order can have some impact on an individual
basis, but factors that are determined by birth
order (such as family density), as well as other
variables such as social and economic status influ-
ence an individual’s development and personality
more consistently. Additionally, patterns shown in
many studies tend to not be replicable or consis-
tent from study to study, making results inconsis-
tent and unreliable.

Conclusion

The order in which an individual is born into their
family and the influence that order has on one’s
development and personality has long been stud-
ied and debated. Researchers have found birth
order to predict both cognitive and physical devel-
opment. However, these findings are limited and
often inconsistent, oftentimes only strengthened
by popular belief. More current research regard-
ing birth order is taking into account confounding
variables and focusing on how family environ-
ment and dynamics play a role in shaping an
individual.

Cross-References

▶Birth Order and Parental Investment

▶Birth Order and Sibling Relationships
▶Birth Spacing and Birth Order
▶ Fraternal Birth Order
▶ Frank Sulloway (1996) on Birth Order
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