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Objective: The present study used a
self-determination theory framework to inves-
tigate whether sibling autonomy support
enhanced goal progress, need satisfaction,
and well-being during emerging adulthood.
Background: Prior research has demonstrated
that autonomy support from parents was sig-
nificantly more beneficial for emerging adults
than similar support from peers. However, lit-
tle is known about sibling autonomy support on
goal progress, need satisfaction, and subjective
well-being.
Methods: A five-wave prospective longitudinal
study was conducted across four consecutive
school years (2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018) and
included a total of 1,544 university students
(82% female; mean age 20.44) who answered
surveys. Separate hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analyses for parent, peer, and sibling sup-
port were conducted.
Results: Although goal support from siblings
was much less common than support from par-
ents and peers (13% vs. 70% and 82%, respec-
tively), the effects of sibling support paralleled
those obtained for parental support, demon-
strating higher goal progress, need satisfaction,
and subjective well-being over the year. The
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beneficial effect of sibling autonomy support
on well-being was mediated by enhanced goal
progress and need satisfaction.
Conclusion: The results indicate that turning to
siblings for support when pursuing goals can be
highly advantageous as long as it is empathic
rather than directive.
Implication: Practitioners should address sib-
ling dynamics when working with emerging
adults, as autonomy-supportive siblings were
associated with greater goal progress and
need satisfaction, which together enhanced
well-being over time.

Emerging adulthood is an unpredictable
time where individuals strive to establish an
identity and make important life decisions
(Arnett, 2000). As they take on new roles and
responsibilities in unfamiliar contexts, siblings
usually move away from one another and experi-
ence less contact (Scharf et al., 2005; Steinbach
& Hank, 2018). Regardless, sibling relationships
often improve during this period, by sharing
more intimacy (Jensen et al., 2018) and by being
less conflictual (Scharf et al., 2005). The present
study used a self-determination theory (STD)
framework to investigate whether siblings play
a special role in supporting goal pursuit during
emerging adulthood. Previous research has
shown that autonomy-supportive goal support
is generally more helpful than directive support
(Koestner et al., 2012), but we expect to show
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this is especially true when the source of the
support is a sibling.

Background

Siblings are the ones we spend most of our
time with growing up, and they are often the
ones we turn to for support (Caspi, 2011;
McHale et al., 2012). Positive sibling relation-
ships are associated with the development of
emotional regulation, problem solving, per-
spective taking, and self-disclosure (McHale
et al., 2012). Siblings can provide a buffering
effect for coping with difficult life circum-
stances by being a source of security, comfort,
support, and confidence (Kramer, 2010), which
increases self-esteem and life satisfaction and
reduces feelings of depression and loneliness
(Milevsky, 2005). Even though the quality of
the sibling relationship is likely to be influenced
by the relationship with parents (Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985), the protective effects of
sibling connection do not seem to be dependent
on the quality of the mother–child relationship
(Gass et al., 2007). Indeed, when there is a
lack of competent parental support (e.g., when
families go through a divorce), siblings’ sup-
port can compensate in a direct and extensive
way (Jacobs & Sillars, 2012; Voorpostel &
Blieszner, 2008).

Interestingly, the literature also indicates that
sibling support may guard against internaliz-
ing problems when one lacks friend support
(Milevsky, 2005) and that siblings’ support
resembles friend support in many ways (Voor-
postel & van der Lippe, 2007). Consequently,
it seems that supportive siblings can provide
different forms of support based on relational
norms and situational needs (Jacobs & Sil-
lars, 2012). However, it is important to mention
that this support cannot effectively substitute
for competent parental support (Jacobs &
Sillars, 2012).

Despite becoming more equal in emerging
adulthood (Whiteman et al., 2017), siblings
continue to influence one another during this
developmental period (Cassinat et al., 2019).
During this time, individuals with higher levels
of family sources of support, such as parents
or siblings, report on average higher levels of
self-esteem and lower levels of depressive symp-
toms across the year (Guan & Fuligni, 2016).
Siblings may be an important source of help
during this transitional stage, and it is important

to learn more about the support they can provide.
Emerging adulthood is thought to be a distinct
developmental period between 18 and 25 years
of age, during which individuals become more
independent and explore various life possi-
bilities (Arnett, 2000). Emerging adults must
establish an identity, experiment with intimacy,
form stable intimate relationships, make career
decisions, and achieve independence from par-
ents (Salmela-Aro, 2010). During emerging
adulthood, success in pursuing goals related to
education, career, and relationships have been
shown to be linked to well-being and positive
development in longitudinal studies (Messer-
smith & Schulenberg, 2010). The present study
seeks to explore the role siblings may play in
supporting growth-oriented goal pursuits in
emerging adults.

Self-Determination Theory and Basic
Psychological Needs

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000) is a psychological
framework to understand human behavior and
personality development. The theory strives to
differentiate many types of motivations, rang-
ing from controlled to autonomous. SDT also
explores the social-contextual factors that can
either enhance or diminish an individual’s thriv-
ing (Deci & Ryan, 2000). SDT proposes three
basic psychological needs: autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. Satisfaction of these basic
needs is considered fundamental to the experi-
ence of general well-being, and the frustration
of these needs leads to interpersonal and per-
sonal dysfunction, as well as a general decline
in well-being. These universal needs are essen-
tial across cultural contexts and developmental
periods (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Autonomy refers to the experience of own-
ership, volition, and self-endorsement of one’s
actions. Competence involves feeling effective
in one’s social environment by experiencing the
ability to develop skills, understanding, and mas-
tery. The need for relatedness may vary across
diverse forms of social interactions, but the core
involves feeling appreciated and important by
having others respond with care and sensitiv-
ity (Reis, 1994). All social environments have
features that support or thwart these basic psy-
chological needs. One central finding that has
emerged from SDT is that autonomy-supportive
social environments are significantly, positively
associated with need satisfaction and heightened
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well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). For example, a
study by van den Berghe et al. (2014) demon-
strated that teachers’ autonomy support toward
students’ learning was positively related to need
satisfaction in a school context.

Autonomy support refers to having one’s
perspective and feelings acknowledged, being
provided choices and options, and not experi-
encing interpersonal control or pressure (Reeve
et al., 1999). Autonomy support is a central
aspect of encouragement and connection in
any relationship and can be defined in terms of
empathic perspective taking, so that the other
feels understood (Koestner et al., 2012). Auton-
omy support from teachers, parents, romantic
partners, and friends has shown to be linked
with relationship quality and well-being out-
comes (Ryan & Deci, 2017). SDT emphasizes
the importance of support that fosters an indi-
vidual’s sense of volition (Deci & Ryan, 2000)
and has repeatedly been associated with better
goal progress, which enhances well-being (Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Gorin et al., 2014; Koestner
et al., 2012; Koestner et al., 2015; Powers
et al., 2008).

Autonomy support is distinct from direc-
tive support, which is defined as active encour-
agement and positive guidance, and is felt as
being instrumental. For example, a randomized
controlled study of overweight adults demon-
strated that autonomy support from relationship
partners predicted weight loss over 18 months
(Gorin et al., 2014). This was distinguished from
directive support, which was significantly nega-
tively related to weight loss (Gorin et al., 2014).
In another study, university students reported
significantly greater weight loss when they per-
ceived their friends and family as autonomy
supportive of their goal, whereas no such rela-
tion was found for directive support (Powers
et al., 2008).

A recent review concluded that autonomy
support is associated with greater goal progress
and well-being, whereas directive support
might damage goal progress and is unrelated
to well-being (Koestner et al., 2015). Support-
ive relationships, such as ones with siblings,
may be beneficial during periods of change
experienced in emerging adulthood (Conger
& Little, 2010). Because siblings continue to
influence each other during this stage (Cassinat
et al., 2019) and their relationships usually
improve during this time (Jensen et al., 2018;
Scharf et al., 2005), it is important to understand

which role siblings may play and whether they
can provide autonomy support.

Only two studies have examined support
among siblings from an SDT perspective. Both
studies involved young children and measured
autonomy support among siblings as part of a
larger focus on the effects of autonomy support
within families (including parents). The studies
did not specifically consider support for personal
goals. Both studies assessed psychological need
satisfaction.

The first study was conducted by van der
Kaap-Deeder et al. (2015) and examined
family-level interactions between siblings and
parents. The results showed that siblings whose
psychological needs were satisfied by parents
engaged in more autonomy-supportive inter-
actions with one another. The second study
simultaneously analyzed the relationships that
children have with mothers and siblings by
examining the relation of perceived daily auton-
omy support to children’s basic needs and
well-being (van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2017).
Over 5 successive days, sibling pairs provided
daily ratings. Results showed that changes in
daily well-being were associated with each
source of perceived autonomy support and that
the relations were mediated by psychologi-
cal need satisfaction and frustration. Hence,
it was shown that sibling autonomy support
was distinct from parental support (van der
Kaap-Deeder et al., 2017). This suggests that
there is indeed something different experienced
in autonomy-supportive sibling relationships,
maybe because these relationships are seen as a
horizontal relationship instead of a vertical one
(Dunn, 2015).

Present Study

The present study used an SDT framework to
investigate the extent to which young adults
benefit from sibling support of their personal
goals. In the current research, sibling support
was examined in relation to goal progress over
time, psychological need satisfaction, and the
experience of subjective well-being. Because
previous studies have shown that autonomy
goal support is generally more helpful than
directive support, we expected to find that
autonomy support was helpful also when the
source of the support is a sibling. We planned to
compare the effects of sibling support with sup-
port from parents and peers. The groundwork of
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the current research was based on two data sets
from a recent study that reported parent sup-
port as significantly more beneficial for young
adults than peer support (Koestner et al., 2020).
The present study extends that work using two
additional data sets that provided opportunity
to examine support received from siblings. An
expanded collection of data sets was important
because sibling support of goals was thought to
be far more rare than parental or peer support.1

We were interested in examining whether the
effects of sibling support would more closely
resemble that of parents or peers. To explore
these questions, we made use of four waves
of a five-wave prospective study that assessed
goal support, goal progress, need satisfaction,
and subjective well-being across an 8-month
school year. We hypothesized that a small
but meaningful portion of university students
would report relying on their siblings for goal
support. In line with previous research, we
expected that the effect of such support would
depend on whether its form was predominantly
autonomy-supportive or directive. We planned
to compare the effects of sibling goal support
with parent and peer support to determine
whether sibling support would significantly pre-
dict fluctuations in goal progress, psychological
need satisfaction, and well-being.

STD highlights the association of goal
progress, need satisfaction, and well-being
(Ryan & Deci, 2017), and researchers have
often shown that the effects of goal progress on
well-being outcomes are mediated by need sat-
isfaction (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). Autonomy
support has repeatedly been associated with bet-
ter goal progress, which further fuels well-being
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Gorin et al., 2014; Koest-
ner et al., 2012; Koestner et al., 2015; Powers
et al., 2008). We hypothesized that goal progress
and need satisfaction mediated the relation
between sibling autonomy support and subjec-
tive well-being over the year. We predicted that

1A comparison of the parenting results for the recent data
sets (2018 and 2019) revealed that the effects of the parent-
ing support on goal progress, need satisfaction, and subjec-
tive well-being were nearly identical with those obtained for
the 2016 and 2017 data sets. Thus, parental autonomy sup-
port was associated with significantly higher levels of goal
progress (2016 & 2017, b = .16; 2018 & 2019, b = .27), need
satisfaction (2016 & 2017, b = .13; 2018 & 2019, b = .25),
and subjective well-being (2016 & 2017, b = .14; 2018 &
2019, b = .21).

sibling autonomy support would predict goal
progress and need satisfaction, which would
lead to an increase in subjective well-being.
Mediation analyses were performed to test
whether goal progress and need satisfaction
mediated the relation between sibling autonomy
support and subjective well-being.

Method

Participants and Procedure

A five-wave prospective longitudinal study was
conducted across four consecutive school years
(2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018) and included a
total of 1,544 McGill University students (82%
female; mean age 20.44 years, SD = 3.19).
The ethnic/cultural background of our sample
was predominantly White (79%) students, but
included 19% Asians, 2% Hispanic, and 1%
Black students. The sample had predominantly
highly educated parents: 34% had completed
postgraduate studies, 36% had completed uni-
versity, and 30% had a high school education.
Participants were recruited through online
advertisements and posters placed on the uni-
versity campus. Participants were compensated
CAD$50.

All measures were taken through the online
survey software Qualtrics. Questionnaires were
administered to participants at five different
times over the academic year. Surveys required
approximately 15 and 45 minutes to complete
and were between 18 and 85 questions long. The
first survey (T1) was conducted at the beginning
of the school year and asked participants to indi-
cate three goals they were pursuing. The present
study focuses on data collected at baseline, at
the middle of the fall semester, the middle of the
winter semester, and at the end of the school year
in May. Participants had a week to complete each
survey and were sent two reminders. Completion
rates were greater than 80% at each time point.

Measures

Goals Descriptions

At the beginning of the school year (T1),
university students were asked to list three
goals they would be pursuing for the upcoming
year. Examples of goals listed by participants
included “I want to improve my understanding
of renaissance art” and “to learn how to cook
vegan meals for myself.”
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Goal Supporter

In the middle of the fall semester, participants
were reminded of their goals and asked to name
two people who supported their goal pursuits.
Some examples were given, such as a family
member (e.g., dad, sister) or a close friend. We
compared the siblings (listed as brother or sister)
with parents (listed as mom or dad) and com-
bined friends and romantic partners to form a
single category called “peer.”

Autonomy and Directive Goal Support

Goal support was assessed at T2 and T4. We
calculated means across the two time points.
Autonomy and directive goal support scales
were measured with five items each (Koestner
et al., 2012). An example of autonomy support
was “I feel that this person understands how I
see things with my goals,” whereas a directive
support item was “This person has been remind-
ing me about what I need to be doing to reach
my goals.” Each set of items had options scaling
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
The reliability of each scale was α> .80.

Goal Progress

All follow-ups assessed goal progress using
three items for each goal, such as “I have made
a lot of progress toward this goal” and “I feel
like I have achieved this goal.” Participants were
asked to rate on a 7-point scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) the
extent they felt they had attained each goal. We
calculated goal progress as the mean across all
goals and items, α= .87.

Need Satisfaction

The Balanced Measure of Psychological Needs
scale (BMPN; Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012) was
used to assess psychological need satisfaction
and frustration at baseline and T3. Participants
were asked to rate their agreement with a series
of statements on a 7-point scale ranging from
1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). Need satis-
faction and frustration were each assessed with
nine items, three statements for each need. For
example, the item “I was free to do things my
own way” was used to assess autonomy need
satisfaction, whereas the item “I experienced
some kind of failure or was unable to do well

at something” was used to assess competence
need frustration. We reverse-scored the need
frustration items and calculated means for auton-
omy, relatedness, and competence. We then cal-
culated a mean across all three needs to have
a general measure of need satisfaction in par-
ticipants’ lives. The 18-item scale was highly
reliable, α= .91.

Subjective Well-Being

Subjective well-being (SWB) was measured in
terms of life satisfaction and positive to nega-
tive affect that people reported. The Satisfaction
With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985)
is a five-item scale that assesses “global life
satisfaction—an evaluative judgment of one’s
life as a whole” (Diener et al., 1985, p. 91).
Participants rated items such as “the conditions
of my life are excellent” on a 7-point scale of
agreement that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree). Participants completed a
nine-item scale of affect (Emmons, 1992) that
included four positive (e.g., joyful) and five
negative (e.g., frustrated) items. To ensure that
responses reflected participants’ recent (rather
than general) affect, participants were instructed
to think about how they had felt over the previ-
ous two weeks when responding to all items. All
items were rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to
7 (extremely). All three scales were reliable, all
α> .80 at each assessment. To compute subjec-
tive well-being, negative affect was reversed and
all three components of SWB were standardized
before calculating the mean.

For the need satisfaction, life satisfaction,
and affect scales, participants received the fol-
lowing instructions: “For each item indicate to
what extent you have felt this way over the past
2 weeks using the 7-point scale below.” Most
previous studies have used 1 or 2 weeks as the
temporal frame for these measures.

Results

Preliminary Results

Preliminary analyses compared the four cohorts
that were included in the present investiga-
tion on all the main variables: goal support,
goal progress, need satisfaction, and subjec-
tive well-being. Only one significant effect
emerged from the 11 one-way analyses of
variance (ANOVAs): A cohort effect for mean
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among Goal Support Measures

Variables M SD 2 3 4 5 6

Autonomy Support
1. Parent 5.59 1.03 .62*** .32 .64 .65 .21
2. Sibling 5.70 1.06 — .46 .58 .76 .48
3. Peer 5.96 0.81 — .27 .40 .64
Directive support
4. Parent 5.55 1.01 — .66 .31
5. Sibling 5.39 0.97 — .65
6. Peer 5.34 1.10 —

∗∗∗p< .001. ∗∗p< .01. ∗p< .05.

need satisfaction at the end of the study, the
2018–2019 sample reported higher need satis-
faction (M = 4.59, SD = .75) than the other three
cohorts (M = 4.41, SD = .80), F (3,301) = 2.85,
p = .04. Because of the number of comparisons
made, we concluded that this could be a chance
finding.

Participants were asked to nominate two per-
sons supporting their goals: 82% of participants
indicated that at least one peer was supporting
their goals; 70% indicated that a parent was
supporting their goals; 13% indicated that their
sibling was supporting their goals; and 3% indi-
cated that some other relative or a supervisor
supported them during goal pursuit. Gender
was not included in our main analyses because
preliminary analyses found no main effects or
interactions on the three dependent variables
that were the focus of this investigation.

Table 1 provides the means and standard devi-
ations for the support measures. It can be seen
that peers were rated as the most autonomy
supportive followed by siblings and then par-
ents. Perceived autonomy support was higher
than directive support for siblings and peers, but
for parents the level of autonomy support and

directive support were equal. Table 1 also shows
the correlations among support measures. Sib-
ling and parent autonomy support were highly
correlated, r = .62, p< .001. Peer autonomy sup-
port was moderately correlated with both sib-
lings’ autonomy support (r = .45) and parent
autonomy support (r = .32).

Table 2 provides the means and standard devi-
ations for the outcome measures. Goal progress
increased over the school year but need satisfac-
tion and subjective well-being did not change.
Need satisfaction was very highly correlated
with SWB assessed at the same time. Goal
progress was significantly related to need satis-
faction and SWB.

Main Results

Outcomes by Type and Source of Support

Separate hierarchical multiple regression anal-
yses for parent, peer, and sibling support were
conducted on the three outcome variables:
goal progress, need satisfaction, and subjective
well-being. All regressions included the baseline
measure of the outcome as a first step followed
by the autonomy and directive support scores

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among Outcome Measures

M SD 2 3 4 5 6

Baseline
1. Goal progress 4.27 1.10 .30** .26** .37** .21** .22**
2. Need satisfaction 4.52 0.80 — .66** .18** .44** .39**
3. Subjective well-being 0.00 0.97 — .21** .36** .47**
End of the Year
4. Goal progress 4.76 1.30 — .35** .35**
5. Need satisfaction 4.47 0.91 — .74**
6. Subjective well-being 0.00 0.94 —

∗∗∗p< .001. ∗∗p< .01. ∗p< .05.
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for the particular type of supporter. There was
no baseline level of goal progress.

The standardized regression coefficients for
the variables are provided in Table 3, along with
the t-values and the F-tests of the change in R2.
It can be seen that perceived autonomy support
from siblings or parents was significantly related
to higher levels of goal progress, need satisfac-
tion, and SWB over the school year. Autonomy
support from peers was significantly related to
greater need satisfaction over the year but unre-
lated to goal progress and SWB. One unexpected
finding emerged: Directive support from sib-
lings was significantly negatively related to need
satisfaction. Thus, sibling support had oppo-
site effects on need satisfaction depending on
whether it was autonomous or directive.

The positive relation of sibling autonomy sup-
port to goal progress was significantly greater
than the relation for peer support (Z = 2.48,
p< .001) but did not reach significance for
parent support (Z = 1.79, p = .07). The pos-
itive relation of sibling autonomy support to
need satisfaction was significantly greater than
for the relation for peer autonomy support
(Z = 3.43, p< .01) and for parent support
(Z = 2.47, p = .01). The positive relation of sib-
ling autonomy support to subjective well-being
was significantly greater than for peer autonomy
support (Z = 2.35, p = .02) but did not differ
from parent autonomy support (Z = 0.53, n.s.).

Direct Comparison of Parent and Sibling
Support

Of the participants, 80 listed both a parent and a
sibling as one of their two goal supporters. We
used the data from these participants to directly
test the relative effects of parent and sibling
goal support. Specifically, we regressed the three
dependent variables on parent and sibling auton-
omy support and directive support.

The regression of goal progress yielded a
marginally significant multiple R of .31, F (4,
75) = 2.04. Sibling autonomy support was sig-
nificantly related to goal progress (b = .36,
t = 2.23, p = .03) but parent autonomy sup-
port was unrelated (b = .22, t = 1.15, p = .20).
Directive support from both sources was unre-
lated to progress (for parents b = –.27; for sib-
lings b = –.15).

The regression of need satisfaction yielded a
significant multiple R of .41, F (5, 75) = 3.11,
p = .01. Sibling autonomy support was
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significantly related to need satisfaction at
the end of the year (b = .44, t = 2.92, p< .01)
but parent autonomy support was unrelated
(b = .03, t = 0.15, n.s.). Directive support from
both sources was unrelated to progress (for
parents, b = –.15; for siblings, b = –.19).

The regression of SWB yielded a significant
multiple R of .54, F (5, 75) = 6.25. Sibling
autonomy support was significantly related to
SWB at the end of the year (b = .30, t = 2.09,
p = .04) but parent autonomy support was unre-
lated (b = .07, t = 0.36, n.s.). Directive support
from both sources was unrelated to progress (for
parents, b = .07; for siblings b = –.23).2

Mediational Analyses

STD highlights the association of goal progress,
need satisfaction, and well-being (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Researchers have shown that
goal progress and need satisfaction often go
hand in hand and can mediate the effects
of external events on well-being outcomes
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Mediation analyses
were performed to test whether goal progress
and need satisfaction mediated the relation
between sibling autonomy support and sub-
jective well-being. Specifically, we tested a
sequential mediation model in which both goal
progress and need satisfaction explained how
sibling autonomy support of personal goals
was associated with higher levels of well-being
over the school year. We used the method out-
lined by Hayes (2012) to test this mediation
model by estimating 95% confidence intervals
(CI) of the direct effect using bootstrap resam-
pling (k = 10,000) procedures. The betas in
the following mediation analyses reflect the
standardized coefficients.

Results from the mediation analyses showed
that sibling autonomy support was a signif-
icant predictor of change in goal progress
(b = .38, SE = .12, p< .001, CI 95% [.14, .61]).
In addition, goal progress was a significant

2Similar regressions comparing the effects of sibling
support versus peer support were conducted for all three
outcomes. Results showed that in each case sibling support
was more positively related to the outcome than peer support,
but only for goal progress was the sibling effect significant.
Here are the standardized regression effects: Goal progress,
sibling AS b = .23, p < .05, peer AS b = .05, ns; need
satisfaction, sibling AS b = .21, p = .21, peer AS b = .13,
ns; SWB, sibling AS b = .25, p = .10, peer AS b = .11, ns.

predictor of change in need satisfaction (b = .31,
SE = .07, p = .001, CI 95% [.16, .45]). Finally,
changes in need satisfaction were significantly
related to SWB at the end of the school year
(b = .51, SE = .08, p = .001, CI 95% [.40, .66]).
Importantly, the test of sequential mediation of
the pathway from Sibling autonomy support →
Goal progress → Need satisfaction → SWB was
significant (b = .14, SE = .07, 95% CI = [.03,
.18]), indicating that the effects of sibling
autonomy support on subjective well-being
were fully mediated by goal progress and need
satisfaction.

Discussion

The present study used an SDT framework
to investigate the extent to which emerging
adults benefit from sibling support in attaining
personal goals. Four main findings emerged.
First, receiving support from siblings was much
less common than receiving support from peers
or parents. Nonetheless, 13% of the university
students in this study indicated that one of the
two people who were supporting them during
goal pursuit was, in fact, a sibling. The lower
percentage of sibling supporters may simply be
a function of participants having fewer siblings
than friends, or because of the fact that emerging
adults commonly rely on parents as they pur-
sue important and demanding goals (Koestner
et al., 2020). During this developmental stage,
contact between siblings may decline as social
networks gradually shift away from the family
(Tanner, 2006), pointing to the developmental
contexts of relationships. Siblings experience
less contact due to geographic separation, such
as when they move for school or work (Scharf
et al., 2005; Steinbach & Hank, 2018), which
may result in peer support becoming more
available.

Second, sibling goal support that was auton-
omy oriented was associated with diverse,
beneficial outcomes, such as enhancing goal
progress, need satisfaction, and well-being. In
contrast, directive goal support from siblings
was unrelated to outcomes. This pattern of
positive effects for autonomy support extends
previous studies that have looked at support from
friends, romantic partners, and parents (Koest-
ner et al., 2012, 2015; Powers et al., 2008), and
also provides further evidence that the quality
of support matters.
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Third, autonomy support from siblings
appeared to be more beneficial than similar
support from peers, and it may even be more
beneficial than autonomy support from parents.
Thus, the relation of sibling autonomy support
to need satisfaction over time was significantly
stronger for siblings than for parents. The rela-
tion for goal progress was marginally stronger
for sibling autonomy support than for parent
autonomy support. A test of the relative strength
of sibling versus parent goal support among the
subset of participants who had one supporter
of each type pointed toward an advantage for
sibling support. Thus, for all three outcomes,
sibling autonomy support was significantly
related to better outcomes, whereas the effects
of parent autonomy support failed to reach sig-
nificance. Taken together, these results speak to
the importance of autonomy support in sibling
relationships, even during emerging adulthood.

Finally, mediation analyses supported the
notion that autonomy support for goals can
result in higher levels of well-being by enhanc-
ing goal progress and by increasing need
satisfaction. Indeed, evidence of serial media-
tion emerged indicating that sibling autonomy
support resulted in greater goal progress, which,
in turn, lead to greater need satisfaction, which
then resulted in well-being changes.

Overall, these findings point to the rele-
vance of examining autonomy support and
psychological need satisfaction within the
family. Numerous studies have shown that
autonomy-supportive parenting is essential for
children’s psychosocial functioning (Grolnick
et al., 1991; Joussemet et al., 2008; Soe-
nens & Vansteenkiste, 2010). So far, there
is relatively less research on the role of an
autonomy-supportive sibling. As mentioned
earlier, the present study was an extension of
research conducted by Koestner et al. (2020)
that focused exclusively on the comparison of
parents’ and peers’ goal support. The previous
results showed that autonomy support from
parents was more strongly associated with sub-
jective well-being, autonomy need satisfaction,
and goal progress. The current research sug-
gests that sibling autonomy support functions in
similar ways because it was also more strongly
correlated with subjective well-being, needs sat-
isfaction, and goal progress than similar support
from peers. Thus, our findings contribute to the
literature by examining autonomy-supportive
sibling interactions in young adults.

Future Directions

Future studies could inquire into sibling
behavioral commitment and different types
of attachment styles. Sibling commitment has
been found to take many different forms, such
as tangible support, emotional support, infor-
mational support, esteem support, network
support, everyday talk, and shared activities
(Myers & Bryant, 2008). It will be important
to determine which of these types of support
relate most strongly to what we describe as
autonomy support of goals. Future studies could
also explore support within different types of
sibling relationships (e.g., separates vs. pals vs.
allies; Jacobs & Sillars, 2012) and the extent to
which autonomy support is expressed in one or
more of them. Furthermore, as siblings age, the
support may take different forms. It would be
interesting to examine how siblings in different
development stages express their support and
to examine whether the present findings can
generalize across cultural groups and different
ethnicities. Last, we encourage future research
to look at the situational and relational nature
of the family environment. There is emerging
evidence that family support is uniquely reliable
and important across the life span (Antonucci
et al., 2011). Indeed, a recent 25-year longitu-
dinal study demonstrated that high perceived
availability of family support in late adolescence
(age 18) tended to be maintained across ages 25
and 43, and also was highly protective against
psychological distress (Fang et al., 2020).

Limitations

The current research has limitations. First, the
number of siblings listed as supporters was much
smaller than the number of parent and peer sup-
porters, thus reducing the statistical power of
our sibling analysis. Second, only university stu-
dents were examined. Future research is needed
to determine whether sibling goal support func-
tions in the same way for young adults who
forgo university. Third, it is possible that the
correlations in the present study were due to
confounding variables because even prospec-
tive longitudinal designs do not allow for causal
conclusions. For example, factors such as fam-
ily structure, divorce, separation of the parents,
or age differences between siblings could have
influenced the results. Fourth, the data collected
were based on self-reports. However, some pre-
vious studies have demonstrated that autonomy
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goal support did result in objective goal progress
(Gorin et al., 2014; Koestner et al., 2012). Fifth,
birth order has not been collected and may
play a significant role in sibling’s ability to
provide support. During childhood older sib-
lings usually have the dominant position in the
relationship; however, across adolescence, those
power relationships become increasingly equal
(Campione-Barr & Lindell, 2017). Sibling rela-
tionships have been found to become even more
egalitarian in emerging adulthood (Whiteman
et al., 2017). Finally, the present study did not
examine the specific types of goals (e.g., per-
sonal or academic) that participants were pur-
suing. It is possible that different types of goals
elicit support from different sources (e.g., par-
ents, friends or teachers).

Conclusion and Implications

The present study integrated a SDT framework
for understanding how siblings support personal
goals and promote need satisfaction in emerging
adulthood (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000). We found
that autonomy support from siblings was partic-
ularly beneficial for young adults, as it was asso-
ciated with greater goal progress and need satis-
faction, which together appeared to fuel higher
levels of well-being over time. These benefits
were unique to autonomy support, which gen-
erally focuses on empathy and perspective tak-
ing. The present study suggests that turning to
siblings for support when pursuing goals can be
highly advantageous as long as one trusts them
to be empathic rather than directive.

Our results imply that it is helpful to receive
goal support from an autonomy-supportive sib-
ling because it fosters successful goal attainment
and enhances psychological need satisfaction
over time. These findings are in line with a study
performed by Yeh and Lempers (2004), which
showed that supportive sibling relationships are
an essential resource during the transition into
young adulthood. Because the quality of general
family support seems to be fairly stable across
one’s life (Fang et al., 2020), it seems likely
that siblings will continue to contribute a vital
role beyond young adulthood and perhaps for
an even longer time than parents or peers.
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