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Decisions about college are significant in the lives of students and their 

families, especially since these are often the first major life-decisions that adolescents 

are able to make largely on their own (Galotti, 1995; Galotti & Mark, 1994). It is 

widely recognized that family history plays a role in whether a person chooses to 

pursue post-secondary education, with children of parents that hold college degrees 

far more likely to follow in their footsteps. Little is known, though, of other family 

relationships and their impacts on educational decisions. Sibling relationships have 

been identified as playing a large role in development during childhood and 

adolescence, with siblings acting as role models, supporters, collaborators, and 

competitors, among other things (Cicirelli, 1995; Milevsky, 2005; Seginer, 1998; 

Weaver, Coleman, & Ganong, 2003). Positive sibling relationships have been 

associated with child adjustment (Pike, Coldwell, & Dunn, 2005), while conflictual 

relationships between siblings can help adolescents learn about social rules and 

boundaries (Raffaelli, 1992).  



 

 

In young adulthood, siblings spend less time with one another but are more 

likely to report emotional and warm relationships along with a decrease in conflict 

(Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Scharf, Shulman, & Avigad-Spitz, 2005). The quality 

of the relationship between siblings has also been found to be critical since these 

relationships play a role in individuals’ psychosocial and emotional development. 

Positive sibling relationships are related to positive sibling adjustment, and positive 

and affectionate relationships can be protective in the face of stressful situations 

(Branje, van Lieshout, van Aken, & Haselager, 2004; Gass, Jenkins, & Dunn, 2007; 

Pike et al., 2005; Senginer, 1998).  

This thesis is grounded in the life course theoretical perspective. The life 

course perspective provides many conceptual ideas that are promising for 

understanding the role siblings may play in first-generation students’ decision-making 

process around college. Specifically, the main life course principles of historical time 

and place, linked lives, timing in the life, and agency are considered, along with 

institutionalization of the life course and cumulative advantage and disadvantage. 

This exploratory study examines sibling and parent relationships as they relate 

to college decision-making for first-generation college students. First-generation 

college students are defined as those whose parents never enrolled in college or those 

whose parents never graduated from college (Cabrera, 2014; Nunez & Cuccaro-

Alamin, 1998; TRIO History; TRiO Student Support Services, 2016). Of particular 

interest for this study is whether the quality of sibling relationships impacts first-

generation students, and if their influence is greater than the influence of their 

parents. Measures used in the study include a variation of the Warmth scale from the 



 

 

Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire-Short (Stocker, Lanthier, & Furman, 1997; 

Lanthier, Stocker, & Furman, 2000), parent and sibling college decision-making 

matrices, and open-ended questions pertaining to whether and how siblings and 

parents impacted college decisions. Research questions posed for this study are as 

follows: 1. Who contributes more in the college decision-making process, parents or 

siblings? 2. Is sibling warmth associated with college decision-making above and 

beyond demographic factors, first-generation status, and whether or not siblings have 

attended college? 3. Do siblings provide more assistance in the college decision-

making process among first-generation students than among non-first-generation 

students? 4. Among first-gen students, are the roles of siblings and parents less 

differentiated in the college decision-making process? 

Results from this study indicated that siblings and parents contribute a 

significantly different level of assistance in the college decision-making process of 

students, with parents contributing a significantly larger amount (as indicated by the 

number of pre-college activities that parents participated in compared to siblings). 

Sibling warmth was found to be significantly associated with college decision-

making, above and beyond demographics, first-generation status, and siblings’ 

college attendance. For first-generation students, siblings did not contribute a higher 

level of assistance in the college decision-making process when compared to their 

non-first-generation counterparts. Finally, it was found that while parents play a 

larger role than siblings in the college decision-making process of students, the 

difference in support between parents and siblings is far less distinct when the student 

is first-generation. 



 

 

This research provides insight into how sibling warmth and college attendance 

of siblings can play a role in the college aspirations of others in the family. It also 

highlights the importance of siblings specifically for first-generation students, 

indicating that while parents remain a significant source of support, siblings in these 

situations can be a critical supplementary resource. 
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Sibling Relationships and College Decision-Making:  

An Exploratory Study of First-Generation and Non-First-Generation Students 

1. Introduction 

 “The greatest gap in knowledge about the course of sibling relationships across the lifespan is 

in young adulthood” (Cicirelli, 1995, p. 218). 

 Published more than two decades ago, the quote above remains largely true today. 

Research that examines sibling relationships, particularly during young adulthood and the 

transition to adulthood is still lacking (Conger & Little, 2010; Milevsky, 2005; Milevsky & 

Heerwagen, 2013; Weaver, Coleman, & Ganong, 2003). Sibling relationships are complex, often 

housed within large or blended families, making them difficult to isolate for the purposes of 

research.  

 In childhood and adolescence, siblings are role models, supporters, collaborators, 

champions, and competitors (Cicirelli, 1995; Weaver et al., 2003). Positive sibling relationships 

have been associated with child adjustment (Pike, Coldwell, & Dunn, 2005), whereas conflictual 

relationships between siblings may help adolescents learn about social rules and boundaries 

(Raffaelli, 1992). Siblings have also been found to be critical to individuals perceived support in 

adolescence and young adulthood (Dolgin, Lindsay, & Park, 1999; Milevsky, 2005; Seginer, 

1998). 

The transition to adulthood marks an important time in the life of an individual. This is 

often a time when children are leaving the nuclear home for the first time, venturing into the 

world to further their education or begin careers. The influence of parents on this transition is 

well documented, but the examination of sibling influence is less common in the literature. 
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Because the lives of siblings in the nuclear home often overlap with one another, it is sensible to 

assume that they would play a similarly strong role in the lives and decisions of one another.  

 An increasingly normative part of the transition to adulthood is college attendance. 

Approximately 41% of young adults in the US today go to college (U.S. Department of 

Commerce, 2016), and 30% of those students are first-generation (Opidee, 2015). At Oregon 

State University, approximately 24% of undergraduate students identified as first-generation 

during the 2015-2016 school year (Oregon State University, 2016). First-generation college 

students are those whose parents never enrolled in college or those whose parents never 

graduated from college (Cabrera, 2014; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; TRIO History; TRiO 

Student Support Services, 2016). These are higher risk students who may be more likely to drop 

out of college or otherwise fail to succeed due to their lack of access to social capital and other 

supports that are commonly available to non-first-generation students. Because of this, an 

examination of the ways in which these students manage the transition and find support is 

critical.  

Parents are known to be an important part of an individual’s decision to go to college. 

Parents with college experience provide a level of support that is not matched in families with 

parents lacking college experience. This support gives children a “leg-up” regarding college 

applications, social networks, and knowledge about resources, among other things. Other 

supports within the family system for college-going students are less well documented.  For 

example, family relationships such as sibling relationships have not been studied as a possible 

factor to consider when examining college decision-making. This study explores the impact of 

siblings on college decision-making, outside of the parent-child relationship that has already 

been established as critical in the literature.  
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Life Course Theoretical Perspective 

This thesis is grounded in the life course theoretical perspective. Life course provides 

many conceptual ideas that act as a framework for understanding why siblings might influence 

first-generation college students’ decision-making regarding college choices. As noted, it is 

widely recognized that family history plays a role in whether or not a person chooses to pursue 

post-secondary education, with children of parents that hold college degrees being far more 

likely to follow in their footsteps. Less is known of the influence that other family relationships 

may have, and I am exploring sibling relationships as they relate to college decision-making 

through the theoretical lens of life course to better understand these processes. 

 Sibling relationships are unique and complex, ranging from a simple dyad close in age, to 

multiple children spanning a decade or more. Gender and age composition, as well as 

combinations of full, half, step, and adopted siblings, further complicates the sibling unit. The 

transition to adulthood is similarly complicated. Historically and geographically, this time period 

has been defined in different ways. Sometimes it is defined by chronological age, by life event, 

or by transitions that occur such as moving out of the nuclear family home. The transition to 

adulthood can occur as young as 15 in some places around the world, such as Latin American 

countries that celebrate the coming of age of 15-year-old girls, to as old as 30 in others, like 

Italy, where 37% of 30-year-old men still live at home (Arnett, 2014; Mintz, 2015). In the United 

States, where this study is focused, adulthood is most commonly and politically centered around 

legal voting, alcohol consumption, higher education, and, more recently, the ability to remain on 

your parent’s health insurance. Socially and informally, the age of the transition to adulthood is 

becoming more flexible, acknowledging a societal shift in what this time period looks like today 

in comparison to the past (Settersten & Ray, 2010).  
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 All of the life course principles would be valuable in helping explain how the sibling 

relationship relates to the transition to college, but for the purposes of this thesis I examine this 

topic using the principles of historical time and place, linked lives, timing in the life, and agency. 

Other life course concepts that helped inform this thesis include institutionalization of the life 

course and cumulative advantage and disadvantage.  

Historical time and place. Because social norms and other customs change so 

frequently, an understanding of how historical timing and geographical location play a role in the 

course of one’s life is important. College attendance has transformed through the decades from 

being a privilege that only the wealthy could afford, to being a normative and expected part of 

the transition to adulthood. Economic shifts have created a precarious employment atmosphere 

in the United States, where today’s college degree is nearly equivalent to the high school degree 

of the past. The uncertainty surrounding employment opportunities, particularly those that offer 

benefits and a comfortable life, pushes young adults to seek additional means of training beyond 

high school, often going the route of a four-year university or community college.  

In addition to the rise of young adults with a desire to go to college, the cost of tuition has 

also seen an increase in the past several decades, particularly at four-year colleges and 

universities, which can in turn have an impact on student’s ability to enroll (Hemelt & Marcotte, 

2011). The skyrocketing tuition rates and large amounts of student loan debt have been a concern 

of politicians and experts in recent years with costs increasing more than 300% since 1980 for 

both public and private colleges and universities (Hilmer, 2001). These facts make it clear that 

going to college today is a far different experience than it was for past cohorts of students. These 

transformations impact available resources and support for all students, but particularly those 

who are first-generation. 
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Institutionalization. Similar to the ways in which history plays a role in an individual’s 

life, institutionalization and overarching social pressures and regulations influence the life course 

as well (Kohli, 2007). This regulation of the life course motivates individuals to follow particular 

life paths. For example, planning to attend a four-year university, community college, or another 

career training program after high school has become an increasingly common decision made by 

young adults. Just 50 years ago, college was not normative as it was not necessary for a good job 

and a shot at a stable financial future. Students today are primed at a young age, sometimes 

beginning as early as elementary and middle school, to think about college and how (not if) they 

will forge their path there.  

Linked lives. The principle of linked lives describes the influence that social 

relationships can have on individuals and their life course (Elder, 1998; Elder & Shanahan, 

2006). It is impossible to examine individuals without also examining them in relation to other 

people in their lives. People are deeply embedded in relationships – with family, friends, and 

other individuals they may encounter in their day-to-day lives. Young adults are especially likely 

to remain deeply embedded in the family structure, attempting to make new connections outside 

the home by way of education and employment, but gleaning much of their emotional and 

financial support from family. With regards to college attendance, this principle informs the fact 

that individuals whose parents went to a four-year university are more likely to attend college 

themselves, illustrating the effects of family relationships on educational opportunities. The 

implications of linked lives in the family system is also critical to my understanding of siblings 

and their influence on college decision-making.  

Timing in the life. The years between the ages of 18-25 are often tumultuous, as this is 

when most young adults are leaving the familial home to seek out education or work. While 
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individuals may choose to further their education at any age, the young adult years are 

particularly interesting in the context of first-generation status and the impact of siblings. This is 

due to the fact that the influences of family are assumed to be most prominent during this time. A 

student that enters post-secondary education at a young age is likely to be experiencing life 

outside the structure of standard education for the first time, and is likely to be more dependent 

on family resources, both financial and emotional. 

Cumulative advantage and disadvantage. Cumulative advantage and disadvantage is 

the systematic culmination of resources over time for one group (advantage) and the falling 

behind the curve of another (disadvantage; Dannefer, 2003). With regards to college attendance 

and the implications of first-generation student status, the cumulative advantages of individuals 

whose parents went to college are likely to greatly outweigh those with limited resources from 

parents who did not attend college. This particular life course concept is important when 

exploring the impact of siblings on college decision-making for first-generation students. If 

siblings are found to be a possible proxy for parents as a source of support and a wealth of 

resources for first-generation students, the gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged 

students may be minimized. 

Agency. Despite the influence of other people and events across the life course, some 

individuals are able to exercise more choice over their pathways. Agency is sometimes 

controverted in the literature due to the idea that no true “choice” exists outside of the constraints 

of societal forces and available opportunities (Elder, 1998; Kiecolt & Mabry, 2000). With 

regards to college attendance of first-generation students, agency may be as simple as making the 

choice to attend college at whatever cost necessary, often overcoming financial and sometimes 

familial barriers. Agency surrounding college decision-making may be related to young adults’ 
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desire to shed past identities and form new goals around forging their own path through 

adulthood. Specifically, college is often viewed by students as a fresh start, a means of self-

discovery, and a lesson in being an adult away from the watchful eye of family (Kiecolt & 

Mabry, 2000). 
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2. Literature Review 

 Much of the literature around sibling relationships examines parent interactions with 

siblings, either individually or in aggregate (Brody, Stoneman, & Guager, 1996; McHale, 

Updegraff, Tucker, & Crouter, 2000). For the purposes of this study, an examination of sibling 

support will be critical. A major focus of the literature examines this support in comparison to 

the support that parents provide their children. For example, it has been found that sibling 

support compensates for low parental support (as well as low peer support), especially when the 

sibling is closer in age (Dolgin et al., 1999; Milevsky, 2005). Minority individuals may use 

siblings as their primary source of information, particularly for things like applying to college, 

because the help that parents are able to offer is limited (Ceja, 2006). For example, one study 

found that for African-American men and women, having an older sibling who attended college 

increased the likelihood of college attendance for younger siblings (Loury, 2004). Relationships 

between parents and children in childhood have the potential to impact, or “spillover” to, the 

relationships between siblings later in life (Fortuna, Roisman, Haydon, Groh, & Holland, 2011; 

Scharf, Shulman, & Avigad-Spitz, 2005).  

Sibling Relationships 

 As established previously, literature that examines sibling relationships is limited, 

especially literature that examines those relationships in young adulthood. The literature is more 

robust around sibling relationships in childhood and adolescence, observing these relationships 

in conjunction with and in comparison to parent-child and peer relationships.  

Sibling relationship quality. Sibling relationships present themselves in a variety of 

forms, ranging from close to disconnected, loving to indifferent. In childhood, sibling 

relationships are closely related to parental relationships, with parents both modeling interactions 
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and moderating interactions between siblings (Fortuna et al. 2011; Milevsky & Heerwagen, 

2013). During these early years, sibling relationships are likely to be more tumultuous and 

conflictual. 

Conflictual sibling relationships have been associated with increases in depressive 

symptoms, while intimate sibling relationships are associated with increases in peer competence 

and a decrease in depressive symptoms, particularly for girls (Kim, McHale, Crouter, & Osgood, 

2007). Conflict between siblings is not all negative, with conflict in adolescence also being a 

potential place to better understand family and relationship rules, set boundaries, and create a 

context within which individuation and differentiation can be explored (Raffaelli, 1992).  

 As siblings age, their relationships with one another are less likely to be bound by 

parental relationships and guidance (Milevsky & Heerwagen, 2013). Young adult siblings 

generally spend less time with one another than they may have as children, but they report more 

emotional and warm relationships, as well as a decrease in conflict (Buhrmester & Furman, 

1990; Scharf et al., 2005). 

 The quality of the relationship between siblings has also been found to have effects on 

individuals and their relationships beyond those found within the family system. These 

relationships play a role in how individuals develop psychosocially and emotionally. Positive 

relationships that include sibling support were found to be related to positive sibling adjustment 

in relationships formed in adulthood (Pike et al., 2005; Senginer, 1998). Positive and affectionate 

relationships are protective in the face of stressful situations, and impact psychosocial 

competence development of respective siblings (Branje, van Lieshout, van Aken, & Haselager, 

2004; Gass, Jenkins, & Dunn, 2007).  
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Sibling gender and age. Variations in relationships by gender and age are important to 

consider when examining sibling relationships. Females are more likely to be supportive and 

achievement oriented as compared to their male counterparts in sibling contexts, both with other 

female siblings and with male siblings. Social factors and expectations that dictate the emotional 

development of females compared to males plays a role in the ways in which sibling 

relationships develop, as males are more likely to find emotionality and intimacy to be less 

appropriate than females are in relationships (Weaver et al., 2003). 

 Not surprisingly then, research has shown that, in middle school, sibling dyads including 

a sister, such as sister-brother or sister-sister pairs, report higher levels of perceived relationship 

quality (Cole & Kerns, 2001). Similarly, in adolescence and young adulthood, same-gender 

siblings were identified as being the siblings that individuals were closest to and had the warmest 

and closest relationships with (Seginer, 1998). In young adulthood, sister-sister pairs were found 

to be more likely to provide support and other services for one another than brother-brother pairs 

(Weaver et al., 2003).  

 Age-related differences in siblings have been found to be important with regards to 

relationship quality throughout the life. Overall, size of family and sibling position in the family 

has been related to attitudes toward relationships, and younger siblings have reported less 

favorable attitudes toward older/adult siblings (Riggio, 2006). Older siblings in particular have 

been found to provide support socially and academically (Scharf et al., 2005; Seginer, 1998; 

Tucker et al., 1997). Likewise, siblings who are close in age (for example, experiencing 

adolescence and emerging adulthood at a similar time), were able to better understand their 

sibling relationships and identify positive changes as they got older (Scharf et al., 2005). 
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Siblings and Education 

College decision-making. Decisions about college are significant in the lives of students 

and their families, especially since these are often the first major life-decisions that adolescents 

are able to make largely on their own (Galotti, 1995; Galotti & Mark, 1994). This notion is 

supported not only by research on college-bound high school seniors, but also by research 

examining the life-decisions that college students find to be the most important. When asked 

about important decisions they have made in the last year, first-year students were most likely to 

discuss their decisions around college-going (Galotti, 2001). 

The decision to attend college is strongly influenced by historical events. For example, 

during the Great Recession enrollment in post-secondary education increased, particularly due to 

an influx of enrollment by older, non-traditional students who had lost their jobs (Barr & Turner, 

2015). Similarly, college decision-making is influenced by the cost of college attendance, 

particularly for less-advantaged students (Declercq & Verboven, 2015) and the beliefs students 

have around their own academic ability (Farrell, Sapp, Johnson, & Pollard, 1994). 

College decision-making has been examined predominantly in college-bound students 

during their final year of high school. Longitudinal studies by Galotti (1995) and Galotti and 

Mark (1994) explore the sources of information that students gather and use, how these sources 

change throughout the year, and how students organize their information. It was found that 

students were considering, on average, 8-11 criteria and 4-5 schools at any given time during the 

school year. Earlier in the year students utilized parents, friends, the guidance center, and college 

brochures, but later in the year turned their focus to the information they could gain from college 

admissions representatives. Students with more highly educated parents relied on them for 

support and information, while those with less-educated parents relied on employers for 
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information and were more likely to be concerned with financial factors related to college. These 

findings suggest that it is critical for school officials to find ways to educate both students and 

parents in families where the student will be the first in their family to attend college.  

First-generation college students. First-generation college students are defined as those 

whose parents were never enrolled in a post-secondary education program (Nunez & Cuccaro-

Alamin, 1998), or those whose parents did not complete a degree from a four-year university or 

never graduated from college (Cabrera, 2014; TRIO History; TRiO Student Support Services, 

2016). The experiences of these students during college are well documented in the literature. 

First-generation college students make up approximately 30% of the population of students 

enrolled in higher education (Opidee, 2015) and are more likely than any other category of 

students to be people of color and from low-income families (Bui, 2002). First-generation 

students face unique challenges when compared to their non-first-generation counterparts, such 

as challenges adjusting to and navigating college, and challenges handling the stress and anxiety 

surrounding academic achievement (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). 

These students also must learn to navigate two different cultural worlds: The less educated world 

of their family and friends back home, and the highly educated academic world that exists within 

the university setting (Jenkins, Belanger, Connally, Boals, & Duron, 2013).  

 An increase in diverse students, including first-generation students, graduating from high 

school has been documented and is predicted to increase through the year 2020 (Hoover, 2013). 

It could be presumed that this increase would subsequently translate into a higher rate of these 

students choosing to pursue a college education. The literature shows that first-generation 

students have strong and specific reasons for choosing to go to college, discussing a desire for 

financial security and achieving what others in the family were unable to. They cited parents as a 
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significant source of support, including moral, emotional, and financial support. They also 

indicated the influence of other family members including siblings and extended family that had 

their own experiences in higher education. Finally, first-generation students indicate a desire to 

lead by example through their decision to go to college (Cabrera, 2014). 

 The lack of social and cultural capital around college for first-generation students 

significantly impacts their preparations for and experience in college. This population of students 

is more likely to come from poor quality schools that have failed to prepare them for the rigors of 

college academic work (Dukhan, Cameron, & Brenner, 2012). These challenges have also been 

found to cause first-generation students to experience higher rates of Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), depression, and decreased life satisfaction (Jenkins et al., 2013).  

Siblings and college. Since such little literature exists that examines relationships 

between siblings during the transition to adulthood and young adult years, it is no surprise that 

even less exists that examines the relationship that siblings may share during the transition from 

the home to college, and the relationship during college. One study found that first-generation 

students who had siblings with college experience did not fare better in college than students 

who did not have siblings with college experience (Dukhan et al., 2012), but this study failed to 

give insight into how siblings may play a role in initial decisions regarding college-going. While 

there may not be much evidence for the role that siblings play in the initial decision to attend 

college, studies have shown that siblings do influence college choice, with younger siblings 

being more likely to apply to and attend the same college that an older sibling attended 

(Goodman, Hurwitz, Smith, & Fox, 2015). Papers that call for more research on sibling 

relationships during this time period suggest that siblings who attend college may serve as role 
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models for other siblings (Goodman et al., 2015), and may also serve as sources of motivation to 

persist once in college (Conger & Little, 2010; Shields, 2002).  

Current Study 

Guided by life course principles and building on existing literature, the purpose of this thesis 

was to examine the extent to which parents and siblings might impact decisions around going to 

college among first-generation students. The goals of this study included informing the field 

about the support that first-generation students receive from parents and siblings prior to college 

enrollment, and better understanding what potential resources first-generation students may 

benefit from in college. The following exploratory research questions guided this study: (1) Who 

contributes more in the college decision-making process, parents or siblings?; (2) Is sibling 

warmth associated with college decision-making above and beyond demographic factors, first-

generation status, and whether or not siblings have attended college?; (3) Do siblings provide 

more assistance in the college decision-making process among first-generation students than 

among non-first-generation students?; (4) Among first-generation students, are the roles of 

siblings and parents less differentiated in the college decision-making process? Although 

exploratory, hypotheses were generated for questions 2-4 above based on the literature. Because 

there is so little literature examining sibling support in the context of college decision-making, a 

hypothesis was not generated for the first research question. For research questions 2-4, I 

predicted that: 

2. Sibling warmth would be associated with college decision-making, above and beyond 

demographics, first-generation status, and sibling college attendance. 

3. Siblings would contribute more in the college decision-making process among first-

generation students than among non-first-generation students.  
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4. Among first-generation students, the roles of siblings and parents in the college decision-

making process would be less differentiated. 
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3. Method 

Sample 

 A total of 584 college students from two Human Development and Family Sciences 

(HDFS) classes at Oregon State University were recruited during the Spring of 2016 after I 

obtained IRB approval. Both classes were Baccalaureate core (Bacc-core) classes that help to 

fulfill the university-level Difference, Power, and Discrimination requirement for graduation, 

ensuring that participants were from disciplines across the university. To recruit participants, I 

attended the classes from which I wished to sample from in May of 2016 and briefly explained to 

the students that I was conducting a study on college decision-making experiences. The 

instructor for the classes then followed-up by posting an announcement on each classes Canvas 

page with study information and a link to the survey, which included all subscales and was 

developed in Qualtrics. The instructor also offered extra credit to students who completed the 

survey. 

 Since my research questions relate directly to participants and their siblings, I created a 

data set that removed all participants who indicated that they were only children without siblings, 

which removed approximately 100 participants. Due to lack of response directly after providing 

consent, 29 participants were dropped from the sample. Furthermore, 2 participants were 

dropped because they were over the age of 27, making the final total N = 457 (See Table 1). 

Participant ages ranged from 18 to 27 (M = 19.85; SD = 1.62). The sample was 62% female and 

68% were Caucasian. Finally, 157 (34%) of the participants identified themselves as first-

generation college students based on the question “Do you consider yourself a ‘first-generation’ 

college student?” 
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Measures  

 Warmth scale. A modified version of the warmth scale from the short version of the 

Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (ASRQ-S) was included (Stocker, Lanthier, & Furman, 

1997; Lanthier, Stocker, & Furman, 2000; see Appendix B). This measure is an age-appropriate 

measure that was adapted from the Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (SRQ; Furman & 

Buhrmester, 1985) which was originally developed for much younger siblings. The warmth scale 

contained 18 items from three subscales: intimacy (6 items), emotional support (6 items), and 

knowledge (6 items). The original long version of the warmth scale contained a total of 46 items 

from 8 subscales, but the short scales were preferable because of time constraints on 

undergraduate participants and because they were minimally compensated for their participation 

in this study. Scores of the scale from the short version of the ASRQ had high internal 

consistency and were highly correlated with the original long scale (a = .97; r = .95) (Lanthier et 

al., 2000). Scores for the short version of the warmth scale ranged from 18-90 (M = 40.91; SD = 

16.83), and also had high internal consistency (a = .97). This measure included questions such as 

“How much do you talk to your siblings about things that are important to you?”, “How much do 

your siblings know about you?”, and “How much can you count on your siblings to be 

supportive when you feel stressed?”, and response options were organized using a Likert scale 

from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).  

 College decision-making matrix. After completion of the warmth portion of the 

Qualtrics survey, participants completed a college decision-making matrix to assess how much 

their siblings and/or parents participated in the decision-making process (see Appendix C). This 

measure asked participants to “please indicate each activity” that their sibling(s) and/or parent(s) 

helped them with or did with them in regards to college preparation. Item examples include 
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“Helped fill out the Free Application for Student Aid (FAFSA)”, “Went on college visits”, 

“Helped with college applications”, and “Talked about college cost”. Participants were asked to 

check the parent box if a statement was true of their parents, and the sibling box if a statement 

was true of their siblings. If both parents and siblings helped with a particular task, both boxes 

would be checked by the participant. Each box was coded to be dichotomous, with a checked 

box being yes = 1, and a blank box being no = 0. Each box was then added up to create a scale of 

college decision-making assistance (CDMA) for both parents (M = 5.46; SD = 2.69) and siblings 

(M = 1.82; SD = 2.13) that ranged from 0 – 8, respectively. The sibling CDMA scale and parent 

CDMA scale were both found to have good internal consistency (a = .81; a = .88). Tables 3 and 

4 show the number of responses for sibling and parent assistance to each item for this study, 

respectively.  

Sibling college attendance. The final portion of the survey included open-ended 

questions that asked participants to reflect on their college decision-making process, how they 

thought their status as a first-generation college student may have played a role (if they identified 

as such), and if any other individuals played a significant role in their decision-making process. 

For this study, one question was used from this section as a predictor in one of the analyses: “Did 

any of your siblings attend college (including currently attending)?”  

Demographic variables. Demographic variables were asked throughout the survey, and 

included participant age and gender, sibling age and gender, participant race, parent information 

of participants, such as education level and occupation, and location of participants hometown. 

The age of the participant and the sibling were also combined to create another demographic 

variable titled “centered age”. This variable was created by subtracting the age of the participant 

from the age of their sibling to determine which sibling was older or younger, and by how many 
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years. For the purposes of this study, participant and sibling age and gender, as well as the 

centered age, were utilized in the analyses.  

Procedure 

 I created a Qualtrics survey to be used for data collection because it is easy to use and can 

be distributed to participants online (see Appendix D). Participants accessed the Qualtrics survey 

via a link provided to them by the researcher and/or the instructor of the courses from which 

recruitment occurred. When the survey link was accessed, participants first came to a consent 

page before being directed to complete the survey. Upon giving consent, participants were 

presented with demographic questions before being asked if they had any siblings. Only 

participants who indicated that they had siblings were used for this study, and as such all 

participants were presented with the warmth scale, the college decision-making matrix that 

included both sibling and parent response options, and open-ended/other questions at the end, in 

that order. After completing the survey, participants were directed to a separate survey where 

they could enter the necessary information to obtain extra course credit for their participation.  

Analytic Plan 

To address the research questions, the data were analyzed using Stata 14 (StataCorp, 

2015). Sample characteristics are reported in Table 1. 

Three different survey questions asked about participants’ first-generation status: (1) “Do 

you consider yourself a ‘first-generation’ college student?”; (2) “Based on the definition ‘Neither 

of my parents enrolled in college or university’, are you a ‘first-generation’ college student?”; (3) 

“Based on the definition ‘Neither of my parents finished college or university’, are you a ‘first-

generation’ college student?”. The first of these questions solicits the students own perceptions 

of their first-generation status, while the second and third questions are based on institutionally 
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defined definitions of a first-generation college student. To determine the relationship between 

student perceptions and institutional definitions, the student perception responses were correlated 

with each of the institutional definition responses. Both were significantly and strongly 

correlated (first-generation and neither parents enrolled, r = .62, p < .001; first-generation and 

neither finished, r = .74, p < .001), so from this point on, only the responses from the question, 

“Do you consider yourself a ‘first-generation’ college student?” were used as an indicator of 

first-generation status. This helped to simplify the analyses and is consistent with the majority of 

the literature, within which first-generation status is most often identified via self-report. 

Statistical analyses. The first research question, “Who contributes more in the college 

decision-making process, parents or siblings?” was explored using a Wilcoxon matched-pairs 

signed-ranks test. Specifically, the CDMA sum scores for parents and siblings were compared to 

examine the influence of siblings and parents on participants’ college decision-making. This 

addressed the research question by helping determine whether there was a statistically significant 

difference between the impact of parents and siblings on the college students in my sample.   

To answer the second research question, “Is sibling warmth associated with college 

decision-making above and beyond demographic factors, first-generation status, and whether or 

not siblings have attended college?” a hierarchical linear regression model was run. In the final 

regression model, the sibling warmth sum score independently predicted the sibling CDMA sum 

score, after accounting for demographic factors, first-generation status, and sibling college 

attendance. In the first step of the hierarchical linear regression model, the impact of various 

demographic variables (participant age, participant gender, centered age, and sibling gender) on 

the outcome variable of college decision-making was assessed. In the second step of the 

regression model, first-generation status was added as a predictor of college decision-making. In 
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the third step, whether the participants’ sibling attended college was added. In the final step, 

sibling warmth, an indicator of sibling relationship quality, was added. The final model 

determined whether sibling warmth was uniquely predictive of college decision-making above 

and beyond the (participant age, participant gender, centered age, and sibling gender), first-

generation status, and sibling college attendance.  

The third research question, “Do siblings provide more assistance in the college decision-

making process among first-generation students than among non-first-generation students?” was 

answered by running a Wilcoxon rank-sum test between sibling CDMA and first-generation 

status. 

The fourth and final research question, “among first-gen students, are the roles of siblings 

and parents less differentiated in the college decision-making process?” was addressed using two 

paired-sample t-tests. Paired-sample t-tests were utilized rather than the Wilcoxon matched-pairs 

signed-ranks test due to the nature of the question and the need to be able to compare the 

confidence interval difference to determine significance. These analyses helped tease apart the 

third research question by determining whether first-generation status of students impacts the 

level of contribution from parents and siblings in the college-decision making process. 

Missing data. Once the data were cleaned and subsequent data sets were created that 

reflected the variables and groups of participants that would be utilized to analyze the questions 

for this study, very little missing data remained (see Table 2). The age variable was the only 

variable that contained higher than expected numbers of missing data (N = 62). This variable was 

used in the analyses with this limitation in mind.  

Listwise deletion was used to manage a small amount of the missing data, including 

participants who responded to the consent question and first-generation questions at the very 
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beginning of the survey but then did not complete any other portion of the survey (N = 29), and 

participants who indicated that they did have siblings, but then failed to answer any of the 

subsequent questions about those siblings (N = 8). Listwise deletion was the least biased way to 

handle this subset of missing data.  

Mean substitution was the primary method utilized for handling missing data. 

Participants clearly responded to most of the questions but, by accident or on purpose, left some 

of their responses blank. While there are complex procedures that may be more statistically 

appropriate, mean substitution is simple and since data missing were less than 5%, it was deemed 

acceptable (G. J. Geldhof, personal communication, 2017). 
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Table 1.  Sample Characteristics (N = 457) 
Variable n M (SD) Percent 

Age 395 19.85 (1.62)  

Gender 

     Male 

     Female 

456 

172 

284 

  

38% 

62% 

Race 

     White 

     African-       

        American 

     Chinese 

     Vietnamese 

     Other Asian 

     More than       

        one race 

     Other* 

446 

312 

 

11 

34 

15 

17 

 

21 

           90 

  

70% 

 

4% 

8% 

3% 

4% 

 

5% 

20% 

First-Generation Status 

     Yes 

     No 

457 

157 

300 

  

34% 

66% 

Note. *Other races were those that had less than 10 responses. These races include: American 
Indian or Alaska Native, Asian Indian, Japanese, Native Hawaiian, Korean, Filipino, other 
Pacific Islander, and some other race.  
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Table 2. Missing Data (N = 457) 
Variable Number Percent 
Age 62 13.5% 

Sibling age 10 .02% 

Centered Age 69 15.1% 

Gender 1 .002% 

Sibling gender 8 .02% 

First-generation status No missing data No missing data 

Sibling CDMA No missing data No missing data 

Parent CDMA No missing data No missing data 

Warmth 15 .03% 

Siblings attended college 5 .01% 
 
 
Table 3. College Decision-Making Assistance of Siblings 

 First-Gen  
(N = 157) 

Non-First-Gen  
(N = 300) 

Total  
(N = 457) 

Variable Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
Helped fill out the  
     FAFSA 
 

39 24.8% 34 11.3% 73 16.0% 

Helped learn about fin-aid  
     & scholarships 
 

41 26.1% 50 16.7% 91 19.9% 

Went on college visits 
 

40 25.5% 108 36.0% 148 32.4% 

Helped with college  
     applications 

44 28.0% 63 21.0% 107 23.4% 

       
Talked about college cost 
 

44 28.0% 54 18.0% 98 21.4% 

Discussed campus  
     characteristics 

51 32.5% 140 46.7% 191 41.8% 

       
Helped find housing 31 19.7% 37 12.3% 68 14.9% 
       
Helped apply for housing 28 17.8% 29 9.6% 57 12.5% 
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Table 4. College Decision-Making Assistance of Parents 

 First-Gen 
(N = 157) 

Non-First-Gen 
(N = 300) 

Total 
(N = 457) 

Variable Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
Helped fill out the  
     FAFSA 
 

96 61.1% 236 78.7% 332 72.6% 

Helped learn about fin aid  
     & scholarships 
 

77 49.0% 225 75.0% 302 66.1% 

Went on college visits 
 

96 61.1% 240 80.0% 336 73.5% 

Helped with college  
     Applications 
 

72 45.9% 224 74.7% 296 64.8% 

Talked about college cost 
 

116 73.9% 267 89.0% 383  

Discussed campus  
     Characteristics 
 

75 47.8% 226 75.3% 301 65.9% 

Helped find housing 
 

71 45.2% 200 66.7% 271 59.3% 

Helped apply for housing 68 43.3% 206 68.7% 274 60.0% 
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4. Results 

Parent vs. Sibling CDMA  

To explore whether parents or siblings contributed a larger amount of assistance in the 

college decision-making process, a Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks test was run. This test 

was chosen due to its non-parametric nature, after assumptions testing revealed a non-normal 

distribution. The normality assumption made by alternative parametric analyses (e.g. paired-

samples t-test) was not reasonable because assumptions testing of parent college decision-

making revealed a negative skew. 

Siblings and parents were found to contribute a significantly different level of assistance 

in the college decision-making process of students (z = -14.93, p < .001). Parents contributed 

significantly more assistance than did siblings in the college-decision making process of 

students, as indicated by the number of pre-college activities that parents participated in 

compared to siblings.   

Sibling Warmth and College Decision-Making  

The hierarchical linear regression predicting sibling CDMA was run using a four-step 

process (see Table 5). An assumptions test for normality of the residuals of the full model was 

run, which indicated a slight positive skew. A test for homoscedasticity failed, but would be 

difficult to adjust for, so this is considered as a limitation of the model. A test of LOWESS 

Curves was mostly linear and the model passed a test for multicollinearity.  

The first regression model included only demographic variables. The demographic 

variables (participant age, participant gender, centered age, sibling gender) were found to explain 

8.5% of the variance in sibling CDMA (R2 = .085, F(4, 381) = 8.86, p < .001). Female siblings 

and older siblings were found to be significantly related to higher levels of sibling CDMA. In the 
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second model first-generation status was added, and surprisingly did not explain significant 

amounts of added variance; less than 1% of the variance was explained by first-generation status 

(R2 = .089, F(5, 380) = 7.38, p < .001). The third model added sibling college attendance and 

was found to significantly explain an additional 11.5% of the variance, with a total explained 

variance of 20.4% (R2 = .204, F(6, 378) = 16.14, p < .001). Participants who indicated that their 

siblings had attended or were currently attending college were more likely to report that their 

siblings played a role in the college decision-making process. The fourth and final model added 

sibling warmth, which was found to significantly explain an additional 8.8% of the variance in 

sibling CDMA, with a total explained variance of 29.2% (R2 = .292, F(7, 368) = 21.64, p < .001). 

Thus, close to 30% of the variance in CDMA of siblings was explained by demographic 

variables of the participant and their sibling, first-generation status, sibling college attendance, 

and sibling warmth. Siblings college attendance explained the largest proportion of variance, 

followed by sibling warmth, and demographic factors. 

Siblings and First-Generation Status  

In order to determine the relative level of assistance that siblings contributed during the 

college decision-making processes depending on first-generation status, a Wilcoxon Rank-Sum 

Test was run. The Wilcoxon Rank-Sum Test was used because it is non-parametric and does not 

assume normality. The normality assumption made by alternative parametric analyses (e.g. t-test) 

was not reasonable because assumptions testing of sibling college decision-making revealed a 

positive skew for both those who identified as first-generation and those who did not. First-

generation college students did not report significantly higher levels of participation by siblings 

in the college decision-making process when compared to their non-first-generation counterparts 

(z = .65, p = n.s.). 
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Siblings vs. Parents and First-Generation Status  

To determine whether siblings contributed more than parents in the college decision-

making process when the student was first-generation, two paired-samples t-tests were run (see 

Table 6). One t-test was run in a dataset that included only first-generation students with siblings 

(N = 157), and a second was run in a dataset that included only non-first-generation students 

with siblings (N = 300). The first t-test revealed that, among first-generation students, siblings 

and parents provided significantly different amounts of assistance in the college decision-making 

process of students, (t(156) = -6.41, p < .001), with parents (M = 4.27, SD = 2.85, 95% CI [3.82, 

4.72]) providing significantly more assistance than siblings (M = 2.03, SD = 2.61, 95% CI [1.61, 

2.44]). The second t-test, which included only non-first-generation students, also revealed a 

statistically significant difference in the amount of assistance provided by parents (M = 6.08, SD 

= 2.39, 95% CI [5.81, 6.35]) and siblings (M = 1.72, SD = 1.83, 95% CI [1.51, 1.92]) on the 

college decision-making process of students, t(299) = -24.67, p < .001. As shown in Table 6, the 

confidence interval differences for these two groups do not overlap (95% CI difference of [-2.94, 

-1.56] and [-4.71, -4.02], respectively), indicating a significant difference between the CDMA of 

siblings and parents among first-generation and non-first-generation students (Cornell 

University, 2008). These analyses reveal that in both groups, parents still contribute a larger 

amount of assistance in the college-decision making process than siblings, but the difference 

between sibling and parent assistance is less distinct among first-generation students (see Figure 

1). 

To summarize these findings, an analysis of the first research question indicated that 

siblings and parents contribute a significantly different level of assistance in the college decision-

making process of students, with parents contributing a significantly larger amount (as indicated 
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by the number of pre-college activities that parents participated in compared to siblings). The 

hypothesis for the second research question was supported, with sibling warmth being 

significantly associated with college decision-making, above and beyond demographics, first-

generation status, and siblings’ college attendance. Hypothesis three was not supported. Siblings 

did not contribute a higher level of assistance in the college decision-making process among 

first-generation students when compared to their non-first-generation counterparts. Finally, 

hypothesis four was supported. While parents still play a larger role than siblings in the college 

decision-making process of students, the difference in support between parents and siblings is 

less distinct when the student is first-generation. 

Table 5. Summary of Hierarchical Regression for Variables Predicting Sibling CDMA 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Demographics         

     Age .03 .07 .03 .07 -.03 .06 -.01 .06 

     Gender -.14 .22 -.16 .22 -.24 .21 -.04 .20 

     Centered  
     Age -.08*** .02 -.08*** .02 -.02 .02 -.04* .02 

     Sibling   
     Gender -.63** .21 -.62** .21 -.47* .20 -.32 .19 

First Gen   .27 .22 .41 .21 .35 .20 

Sib Attend     1.70*** .23 1.34*** .23 

Warmth       .04*** .01 

R2 .085***  .089***  .204***  .292***  

F for Change 
in R2   1.442  54.756***  43.730***  

Note. *p < .05. **p <.01. ***p < .0001. 
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Note. This bar graph demonstrates that the CDMA of siblings and parents differ depending on 
whether the student is first-generation. 
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Table 6. Paired Samples T-Tests with Sibling and Parent CDMA of First- and Non-First-
Generation College Students 
 Paired Differences    
 M SD 95% CI t df p 

First-generation:  
     Sibling CDMA 
     Parent CDMA 
     Sib-parent  
       difference 

 
2.03 
4.27 

 
-2.25 

 
2.61 
2.85 

 
4.39 

 
1.61, 2.44 
3.82, 4.72 

 
-2.94, -1.56 

 
 
 
 

-6.41 

 
 
 
 

156 

 
 
 
 

0.000*** 
Non-first-generation:  
     Sibling CDMA 
     Parent CDMA 
     Sib-parent    
       difference 

 
1.72 
6.08 

 
-4.36 

 
1.83 
2.39 

 
3.06 

 
1.51,1.92 
5.81, 6.35 

 
-4.71, -4.02 

 
 
 
 

-24.67 

 
 
 
 

299 

 
 
 
 

0.000*** 
Note. CDMA = College Decision-Making Assistance; ***p < .0001. 
 
 
Figure 1. Sibling and Parent CDMA of First-Generation and Non-First-Generation Students 
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5. Discussion 

The transition to adulthood is a critical period in the life of an individual, and literature 

examining sibling relationships during this transition, especially surrounding college attendance, 

is limited (Cicirelli, 1995; Conger & Little, 2010; Scharf et al., 2005). The primary aim of this 

study was to examine the role that siblings may play with regards to college decision-making, 

with a special emphasis on first-generation college students. The results indicated that siblings 

do, in fact, play a significant role in college decision-making, specifically when examining 

factors such as sibling warmth and first-generation status. The findings also suggest that among 

non-first-generation students, parents play a larger role in the college decision-making process. 

The discussion is structured around the four primary research questions. 

Assistance of Siblings vs. Parents 

The first research question explored the contributions of parents compared to siblings in 

the college decision-making process among all of the students in my sample. Results suggested 

that siblings and parents did contribute significantly different levels of assistance, but that 

parents still contributed more assistance than siblings, which is consistent with the literature. 

Parents who have completed or attended some college are able to provide a unique kind of 

support to their children during their college decision-making processes, but there still remains a 

lack of literature surrounding sibling contributions to this process. This lack of literature is what 

motivated me to do an exploratory examination of the differences between parent and sibling 

CDMA. 

In terms of college attendance, the number of siblings in a family can dilute the financial 

resources that are available to individual siblings for educational attainment, which could lead to 

decreased educational attainment. This is also determined, in part, by the life course experiences 
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of the parents, with some parents having their best resources available for the oldest siblings, and 

other parents having more resources available for younger siblings due to an improvement of 

family economics over time (Conger & Little, 2010; Steelman, Powell, Werum, & Carter, 2002).  

This finding also has the potential to give some insight into the institutional definitions of 

a “first-generation college student” and why they only incorporate parental college experience. 

It’s possible that the financial resources that parents can offer is the most salient indicator of the 

challenges associated with first-generation status. Siblings with college experience may be able 

to provide some experiential support to their fellow siblings, but they likely cannot offer a 

significant amount of financial support. Although my study specifically asked about forms of 

support that did not seem to be directly related to money (attending college visits together, 

assisting with FAFSA and college applications, helping locate housing, etc.), many of these 

experiences still require some form of financial support. For example, traveling to colleges for 

visits require reliable transportation, gas and food costs, and potentially lodging. These resources 

are more likely to be provided by parents, rather than siblings, thus why parents were indicated 

by participants to provide more assistance in the college decision-making process. 

Sibling Relationship Quality 

 The second research question examined how sibling relationship quality, specifically the 

quality of sibling warmth, related to college decision-making. Findings indicated that warmth in 

the sibling relationship was significantly associated with the amount of support that siblings 

provided in the college decision-making process, above and beyond factors such as participant 

and sibling gender and age, first-generation status, and whether or not siblings had attended 

college. This is consistent with literature on adolescent sibling dyads, which has shown that 

sibling relationships often increase in warmth as the siblings age (Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; 
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Scharf et al., 2005). Not only is there an explicit increase in the quality of sibling relationships 

with age, there are also more indirect ripple effects of this improvement. In young adulthood, 

siblings become more supportive of one another with regards to compensating for other, less 

supportive relationships (Milevsky, 2005), and with regards to academic and social support 

(Scharf et al., 2005; Seginer, 1998; Tucker et al., 1997). 

Gender has also been found to be significant in the literature, with females citing warmer 

relationships and a greater desire to assist their siblings than males (Weaver et al., 2003; Cole & 

Kerns, 2001). This is relevant since more than half of the participants in this study were female, 

and sibling gender was found to be significant in the first step of the hierarchical linear 

regression analysis. Despite the fact that sibling gender was not significant after warmth was 

added into the model (likely because having a female sibling and having a warm relationship are 

significantly correlated; r = -.17, p < .001), the gender of the sibling still clearly plays a role in 

the assistance that a sibling gives during college decision making.  

I was surprised to find that first-generation status was not a significant predictor of 

sibling CDMA. In fact, this variable explained less than 1% of the variance! I initially thought 

that first-generation siblings might band together to support each other in their college 

endeavors, despite their limited knowledge about higher education. In hindsight, this finding 

makes sense since all siblings in a family of first-generation students are likely to have the same 

level of unfamiliarity with higher education, so they would be more likely to seek out support 

from someone who does have the knowledge, such as a counselor or teacher.  

In contrast, an indication by participants that their sibling had attended or was currently 

attending college was extremely significant and explained the largest amount of variance in 

sibling CDMA. This makes sense and directly indicates the role that siblings who have college 
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experience may play in the college decision-making process. This is consistent with the small 

amount of literature that shows the role that individuals may play in the college selection of and 

application to a particular college by younger siblings (Goodman et al., 2015). Research in this 

area does not, however, give any insight into the role of siblings in an individual’s initial 

decision to pursue higher education. 

Assistance of First-Generation vs. Non-First-Generation Siblings 

The third research question explored whether first-generation siblings were more likely to 

provide assistance in the college decision-making process than non-first-generation siblings. The 

lack of statistically significant findings suggests that the level of sibling assistance in college 

decision-making does not significantly differ by first-generation status. If very little literature 

exists in the area of general sibling impact on college-going, even less literature examines this 

impact in the arena of first-generation college student experiences.  

While the CDMA of siblings may not be significantly different depending on first-

generation status, other analyses I ran did indicate that siblings of first-generation students 

provided proportionally more assistance than their non-first-generation counterparts, which was 

especially salient when compared to the assistance of parents (see Figure 1). Nevertheless, 

literature examining college decision-making indicates that students preparing to enter college 

rely on their parents for support and information only if their parents are highly educated. Those 

with less educated parents will instead rely on employers (Galotti and Mark, 1994; Galotti, 

1995). 

Conversely, for young adults in general, literature suggests that siblings, especially older 

siblings, can provide social and academic support. (Scharf et al., 2005, Seginer, 1998; Tucker et 

al., 1997). Siblings are also more likely to have warm, positive, affectionate relationships in 
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adolescence and young adulthood, which I would imagine only adds to the amount of social and 

emotional support that siblings are willing to offer one another, especially in the face of stressful 

situations that can arise in college (Branje et al., 2004; Gass et al., 2007; Pike et al., 2005; 

Senginer, 1998). For first-generation students, college may be especially unpredictable and 

stressful, which could imply even warmer and more supportive relationships with siblings, 

though this was not explicitly examined in this study.  

Assistance of Siblings vs. Parents Among First-Generation Students 

 The fourth research question explored the contributions of parents compared to siblings 

in the college decision-making process among first-generation students. Analyses for this 

question revealed that parents played a significantly larger role than siblings for non-first-

generation students, which is consistent with the literature. As stated in earlier in the discussion, 

parents with college experience are likely to have resources to offer their college-going students, 

while those without college experience do not. But, these analyses also revealed that even though 

parents still contribute more assistance for first-generation students, sibling contributions are 

proportionally larger in this population than in those who are not first-generation.  

Literature on sibling relationships in childhood and adolescence support this finding, 

showing that sibling support can “fill in” where parent support might lack, which appears to be 

what could be occurring in this population (Dolgin et al., 1999; Milevsky, 2005). For first-

generation students, particularly those who have siblings who went to college before them, 

siblings are uniquely situated to provide support to their siblings who might also have college 

aspirations. This is because they will have experiences that no one else in the family has, and 

thus are an invaluable resource in the realm of college attainment.  
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While parents were still found to provide proportionally more support in the college 

decision-making process, the differential between sibling and parent support was not as great for 

first-generation students as for non-first-generation students. Since first-generation status is often 

considered in the context of financial resources of students and their families, the continued 

importance of parents may be related to their ability to offer even minor financial support. These 

findings are especially important because an examination of sibling relationships in connection 

to first-generation status has, to my knowledge, not been looked at in previous studies. 

Also related are the concepts of social and cultural capital, and the possible survivor or 

achievement guilt felt by first-generation students. With regards to capital, first-generation 

students are limited in their access, which is why siblings with college experience 

understandably maintain more social and cultural capital around higher education than parents 

(Dukhan et al., 2012; Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003). This gives some insight into why 

siblings were found to offer so much more assistance in this population than among those who 

were non-first-generation. 

Achievement guilt and survivor guilt are similar in the sense that they both involve the 

intense conflict and shame that can be related to college attendance for first-generations students, 

because these students feel as though they are breaking, rather than continuing, family traditions 

(Somers, Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004). First-generation students are also more likely to feel 

guilty about their achievements in higher education because their family members do not have 

the same kind of access to college. This guilt and constant navigation between the two cultural 

worlds of academia and home can lead to further shame and depression (Covarrubias, Romero, 

& Trivelli, 2015; Jenkins et al., 2013). These conflicting identities may be one of the reasons that 

first-generation students are able to elicit slightly more support from their siblings, especially 
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when compared to parent support, than non-first-generation students. Their siblings, especially 

those who have attended college or are considering post-secondary education, are more likely to 

feel similarly about their own successes, and they may be able to better support one another in 

those accomplishments. 

Theoretical Implications 

 Examining this topic through the theoretical lens of life course comes naturally, because 

the life course perspective emphasizes the importance of familial relationships, life transitions, 

self-efficacy, and timing, all of which are implicitly and explicitly threaded throughout this 

thesis. Possibly the most significant connection to this thesis is the life course principle of linked 

lives. Regardless of whether it was only parents, only siblings, or a combination of both, 

participant connections with these individuals was crucial to their college decision-making 

processes. Having a sibling with college experience was clearly a strong influence for first-

generation college students, but parents were also found to play a significant role, despite their 

limited experience in the higher-education setting. 

 When it comes to timing, both historical time and place and timing in the life are 

significant for this study. Despite having no age limitations on who could participate in this 

study, the average age of participants was nearly 20 years old, indicating that a majority of the 

participants in this study were of traditional college age. This is significant because the number 

of “non-traditional” students seeking a college degree has become more common in recent years, 

with close to 75% of college students having characteristics not typically associated with the 

“traditional” college student, such as delaying college enrollment by a year or more, being 

financially independent, or having full-time employment (Ross-Gordon, 2011). For first-

generation students, though, these characteristics are normative of their college trajectory, since 
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they often must take a gap year or two to save money or assist family, have little family financial 

support, and must work in order to cover college and personal costs. 

For first-generation college students in particular, socio-historical factors like the Great 

Recession likely impacted their family and continues to have an effect on their experiences in the 

higher education system. Tuition costs have increased exponentially in recent decades, already 

making it difficult for first-generation, low-income students and their families to find the 

resources for college without amassing student loan debt, which is further compounded by the 

recession (Hemelt & Marcotte, 2011; Hilmer 2001). The life course has also become more 

instutionalized as societal norms regulate that in order to achieve success, individuals must 

pursue some form of higher education. With an increasing number of college attendees in 

general, it is not surprising that many of these students will be the first in their families to attend 

college and therefore may also be low-income. As the demographic landscape of college 

becomes more diverse, it will become more and more crucial for students of first-generation 

status to be identified early and provided the supports necessary to help them succeed.  

Limitations 

 This study had several limitations. A significant limitation was its cross-sectional and 

retrospective nature. Cross-sectional data only examines one point in time, making it difficult to 

establish true cause and effect. To truly understand how parents and siblings impacted the 

college decision-making processes of the participants, a longitudinal study that followed 

participants from pre-college preparations through their first or second year in college would 

offer more robust information. I would argue though that most current literature on college 

decision-making examines it only from the perspective of pre-college preparations, so the 
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retrospective nature of this study may also be a strength simply because it is one of the few, if 

not the only, that examines this topic from this perspective. 

Also, data were collected via a short, online self-report survey that could have been more 

detailed if it weren’t for time restrictions and a desire to prevent participant overload. Another 

limitation related to the online self-report nature of the survey was the extra course credit that 

was offered as an incentive for participation, which may have led to more rapid and less thought 

out responses. 

This survey also utilized only a small piece of a larger sibling relationship quality 

measure (Stocker et al., 1997; Lanthier et al., 2000). The original ASRQ measured conflict, 

rivalry, and warmth, but I chose only to incorporate the warmth scale into this study because of 

the literature around warmth as it relates to sibling support. In addition, because this was an 

exploratory study, I adjusted the warmth measure to ask broadly about participant relationships 

with their siblings as a whole. Ideally, asking participants to consider and respond about a single 

sibling would give more precise data, and could be expanded upon to include multiple responses 

about individual siblings. 

Similarly, the college decision-making matrix is a new measure developed for the 

purposes of this study. This is a limitation because it has not yet been validated and does not take 

into account all aspects of college assistance or the amount of time that each activity takes. For 

example, some activities, such as going on college visits, may take more time than completing 

the FAFSA. Also, many of the items included in this measure ask participants to consider who 

“helped” them with particular tasks, which could be further defined in the future. It might be 

beneficial to differentiate “help” by instrumental assistance as compared to financial assistance, 

to really get at what kind of help is taking place. Finally, for this study, a sum score of the 
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number of activities assisted with was an important in first step, but exploring each of the 

activities more in depth would be useful in the future.  

 Although participants for this study were recruited through two Difference, Power, and 

Discrimination (DPD) courses that increased the likelihood for a diverse group of participants, 

both classes were within Human Development and Family Studies (HDFS). Regardless of the 

DPD qualifications of each course, it is possible that there were selection effects related to 

students choosing an HDFS course for their Bacc-core requirement. For example, it’s possible 

that students who have generally warmer relationships are more likely to pursue HDFS as a 

major, since a majority of the curriculum focuses on the role of family in development. 

 For the most part, missing data were not an issue during analyses because it was less than 

5%, but the age variable contained an unusually large amount of missingness. In some 

populations, refusal to respond to age-related survey questions may be a common concern, but 

for a young adult population this was unexpected. This may have occurred due to formatting of 

the Qualtrics survey. The open-ended age question was at the top of a new page in the survey, so 

it is possible it was accidentally skipped over by participants during survey completion.  

Future Directions and Implications 

To my knowledge, this thesis is the first study to examine sibling relationships during 

college with a specific focus on the impact of first-generation status on college decision-making. 

The results of this exploratory study indicated that siblings may play a larger role in the college 

decision-making process of students than previously thought. College preparation programs and 

programs on college campuses that serve first-generation and otherwise underrepresented 

students could utilize this knowledge by specifically targeting students with siblings and giving 

them resources for helping those siblings better understand college.  
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In addition, some studies have examined the guilt that is experienced by students who go 

to college when their parents or other family members were unable to. As noted previously, 

Covarrubias & Fryberg (2015) examined the achievement guilt experienced by minority students 

and students who were the first in their family to attend college, and found that these students 

reported significantly more guilt about college attendance than their non-first-generation and 

White peers. Understanding this guilt in combination with the results of this study is important in 

being able to provide more comprehensive services to first-generation and minority college 

students. 

Similarly, first-generation, low-income, minority students often find themselves juggling 

their academic life and home life, which can create further emotional issues surrounding college 

achievement. Future studies should examine this navigation between two worlds further to 

determine if students compartmentalize their academic and home lives, and if so, how 

contradictory are they with one another? Does the conflict impact all students equally, or does it 

affect some more than others, and why? Families are undeniably complex which makes studying 

them difficult, but also leaves a lot of space for rich and rewarding research. 
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6. Conclusion 
 

A call for research on siblings in young adulthood has been made for decades, but the gap 

in the literature remains, and I sought to fill a small part of that gap with this study. This research 

provides insight into how sibling warmth and college attendance of siblings can play a role in the 

college aspirations of others in the family. It also highlighted the importance of siblings 

specifically for first-generation students, showing that while parents remain a significant source 

of support, siblings in these situations can be a critical resource.  

 During a time when first-generation student populations are increasing on college 

campuses across the country, this study provides an opening for further research and 

consideration of family influence other than parents. This study emphasizes the possible support 

for first-generation students that exists in siblings, and hopes to inspire the addition of siblings in 

future conversations around serving the needs of these students. 
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Appendix: Measures 
 

A. Demographics and Additional Survey Questions 
 

1. Do you consider yourself a “first-generation” college student? 
 a. Yes 
 b. No 
 

1a. Why or why not? ____________________ 
 
2. “Neither of my parents enrolled in college or university” 
By the above definition, are you a “first-generation” college student? 
 a. Yes 
 b. No 
 
3. “Neither of my parents finished college or university?” 
By the above definition, are you a “first-generation” college student? 
 a. Yes 
 b. No 
 
4. What is the ZIP code of your hometown? If outside the US, please state the country instead. 
_________ 
 
5. Do you identify as being of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin? 
 a. No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 
 b. Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, or Chicano 
 c. Yes, Puerto Rican 
 d. Yes, Cuban 
 e. Yes, another Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin _____________ 
 
6. What race do you identify yourself as? 
 a. White 
 b. Black, African American, or Negro 
 c. American Indian or Alaska Native 
 d. Asian Indian 
 e. Japanese 
 f. Native Hawaiian 
 g. Chinese 
 h. Korean 
 i. Guamanian or Chamorro 
 j. Filipino 
 k. Vietnamese 
 l. Samoan 
 m. Other Asian __________________ 
 n. Other Pacific Islander ________________ 
 o. More than one race _________________ 
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 p. Some other race _________________ 
 
For the following set of questions, the term “Parent 1” is used to refer to the adult that is (was) 
most responsible for raising you whereas the term “Parent 2” is used to describe the adult that is 
(was) the second most responsible for raising you.  
 
7. Please indicate your relationship with the person you will describe as “Parent 1” 
 a. Biological mother 
 b. Biological father  
 c. Stepmother 
 d. Stepfather 
 e. Grandmother 
 f. Grandfather 
 g. Other ______________ 
 
8. What is Parent 1’s marital status? 
 a. Single or unmarried 
 b. Widowed 
 c. Divorced 
 d. Married to someone other than biological mother or father 
 e. Married to biological mother or father 
 
9. What is the highest level of education completed by Parent 1? 
 a. Graduate school 
 b. College  
 c. Technical school or training 
 d. High school 
 e. Middle school 
 f. Elementary school or less 
 
10. Please describe in as much detail as possible the occupation of Parent 1: ______________ 
 
11. Please indicate your relationship with the person you will describe as “Parent 2” 
 a. Biological mother 
 b. Biological father  
 c. Stepmother 
 d. Stepfather 
 e. Grandmother 
 f. Grandfather 
 g. Other ______________ 
 
12. What is Parent 2’s marital status? 
 a. Single or unmarried 
 b. Widowed 
 c. Divorced 
 d. Married to someone other than biological mother or father 
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 e. Married to biological mother or father 
 
13. What is the highest level of education completed by Parent 2? 
 a. Graduate school 
 b. College  
 c. Technical school or training 
 d. High school 
 e. Middle school 
 f. Elementary school or less 
 
14. Please describe in as much detail as possible the occupation of Parent 2: ________________ 
 
15. What is your age? _________________ 
 
16. What is your gender? 
 a. Male 
 b. Female 
 c. Trans male/Trans man 
 d. Trans female/Trans woman 
 e. Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming 
 f. Different identity (please identify) ______________________ 
 
17. Do you have any siblings? 
 a. Yes 
 b. No 
 
18. What is your birth order? 
 a. Firstborn 
 b. Secondborn 
 c. Thirdborn 
 d. Fourthborn 
 e. Laterborn 
 
19. Did any of your sibling attend college (including currently attending)?  
 a. Yes 
 b. No 
 c. I do not have any siblings 
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B. Warmth Measure 
 

Adapted from the Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire – Short 
(Lanthier et al., 2000) 

 
Instructions and Basic Information 

 
This part of the questionnaire is concerned with your relationship with your siblings. If 
applicable, please choose the sibling that was most influential in your college decision-making 
process. Each question asks you to rate how often different behaviors and feelings occur in your 
relationship. Try and answer each question as quickly and accurately as you can. Try and answer 
the question as your relationship is now, not how it was in the past, nor how you think it might 
be in the future. 
 
We would like some information about your siblings. If you do not have as many siblings as 
there are spaces for, just skip over the extra spaces. 
 
1.-7. (Siblings 1-7): 
 Age: 
 Gender (male, female, etc.): 
 Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.): 
 Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.): 
 How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles): 
 
8. How much do you talk to your siblings about things that are important to you? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
9. How much do your siblings talk to you about things that are important to them? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
10. How much do your siblings try to cheer you up when you are feeling down? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
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11. How much do you try to cheer your siblings up when they are feeling down? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
12. How much do your siblings know about you? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
13. How much do you know about your siblings? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
14. How much do you discuss your feelings or person issues with your siblings? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
15. How much do your siblings discuss their feelings or personal issues with you? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
16. How much can you count on your siblings to be supportive when you are feeling stressed? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
17. How much can your siblings count on you to be supportive when they are feeling stressed? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
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 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
18. How much do you know about your sibling’s relationships? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
19. How much do your siblings know about your relationships? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
20. How much do you really understand your siblings 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
21. How much do your siblings really understand you? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
22. How much do you discuss important personal decisions with your siblings? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
23. How much do your siblings discus important personal decisions with you? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
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24. How much do you know about your sibling’s ideas? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
 
25. How much do your siblings know about your ideas? 
 a. Not at all 
 b. A little 
 c. Somewhat 
 d. A lot 
 e. Very much 
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C. College Decision-Making Matrix 
 

Instructions and Basic Information 
 

Please indicate each activity that your sibling(s) &/or parent(s) helped you with or did with you 
in regards to college preparation. 
 

 Sibling(s) Parent(s) 

Helped fill out the Free 
Application for Student Aid 

(FAFSA) 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Helped learn about financial 
aid and scholarships   

Went on college visits 
  

Helped with college 
applications   

Talked about college cost 
  

Discussed campus 
characteristics (for example, 

campus location, campus, 
size, campus safety, academic 

or social reputation, etc.) 

  

Helped find housing 
  

Helped apply for housing 
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D. Qualtrics Survey as Seen by Participants 
 

Sibling Relationships & College Decision-Making 
 
Q1 This is a confidential survey conducted to identify how sibling relationships might be 
associated with college decision-making.  
 
Q2 CONSENT FORM:    
WHY IS THIS RESEARCH STUDY BEING DONE?  The purpose of this research study is to 
understand parent and sibling influences on decisions about college.      
WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY?  You will be asked 
to fill out an online questionnaire with items about your relationship with your siblings and 
parents. The questionnaire will take approximately 15 minutes of your time.    
WHAT OTHER CHOICES DO I HAVE IF I DO NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?  
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at 
any time without penalty. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in 
the study. If you choose to withdraw from this project before it ends, the researchers may keep 
information collected about you and this information may be included in study reports. Your 
decision to take part or not take part will not impact your grades, your relationship with your 
professors, or your standing in the university.    
WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?  If you have any questions about this 
research project, please contact: Danielle Warner at warnerda@oregonstate.edu   If you have 
questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact the Oregon State 
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (541) 737-8008 or by email at 
IRB@oregonstate.edu 
 
Q3 Storage and Future use of data or samples:    
Your data will be stored electronically without identifiers. Students and faculty may use your 
data for future studies. Future use of your data will be for studies about transitions to college or 
sibling relationships. Because it is not possible for us to know what studies may be a part of our 
future work, we ask that you give permission now for us to use your personal information 
without being contacted about each future study. 
m You may store my information for use in future studies 
m You may NOT store my information for use in future studies 
 
Q4 By clicking "CONTINUE", you are agreeing to participate. 
m Yes, I am at least 18 years old and I consent to participate in this study. 
m No, I do not wish to participate in this study and understand that there is no penalty for not 

participating. 
 
Q5 Do you consider yourself a "first-generation" college student? 
m Yes 
m No 
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Q6 Why or why not? 
 
Q7 "Neither of my parents enrolled in college or university"By the above definition, are you a 
"first-generation" college student? 
m Yes 
m No 
 
Q8 "Neither of my parents finished college or university"By the above definition, are you a 
"first-generation" college student? 
m Yes 
m No 
 
Q9 What is the ZIP code of your hometown? If outside the US, please state the country instead. 
 
Q10 Do you identify as being of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin? 
m No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 
m Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, or Chicano 
m Yes, Puerto Rican 
m Yes, Cuban 
m Yes, another Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin ____________________ 
 
Q11 What race do you identify yourself as? 
m White 
m Black, African American, or Negro 
m American Indian or Alaska Native 
m Asian Indian 
m Japanese 
m Native Hawaiian 
m Chinese 
m Korean 
m Guamanian or Chamorro 
m Filipino 
m Vietnamese 
m Samoan 
m Other Asian ____________________ 
m Other Pacific Islander ____________________ 
m More than one race ____________________ 
m Some other race ____________________ 
 
Q12 For the following set of questions, the term "Parent 1" is used to refer to the adult that is 
(was) most responsible for raising you whereas, the term "Parent 2," is used to describe the 
adults that is (was) the second most responsible for raising you. 
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Q13 Please indicate your relationship with the person you will describe as "Parent 1" 
m Biological Mother 
m Biological Father 
m Stepmother 
m Stepfather 
m Grandmother 
m Grandfather 
m Other ____________________ 
 
Q14 What is Parent 1's marital status? 
m Single or unmarried 
m Widowed 
m Divorced 
m Married to someone other than biological mother or father 
m Married to biological mother or father 
 
Q15 What is the highest level of education completed by Parent 1? 
m Graduate school 
m College 
m Technical school or training 
m High school 
m Middle school 
m Elementary school or less 
 
Q16 Please describe in as much detail as possible the occupation of Parent 1: 
 
Q17 Please indicate your relationship with the person you will describe as "Parent 2" 
m Biological Mother 
m Biological Father 
m Stepmother 
m Stepfather 
m Grandmother 
m Grandfather 
m Other ____________________ 
 
Q18 What is Parent 2's marital status? 
m Single or unmarried 
m Widowed 
m Divorced 
m Married to someone other than biological mother or father 
m Married to biological mother or father 
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Q19 What is the highest level of education completed by Parent 2? 
m Graduate school 
m College 
m Technical school or training 
m High school 
m Middle school 
m Elementary school or less 
 
Q20 Please describe in as much detail as possible the occupation of Parent 2: 
 
Q21 What is your age: 
 
Q22 What is your gender? 
m Male 
m Female 
m Trans male/Trans man 
m Trans female/Trans woman 
m Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming 
m Different identity (please identify) ____________________ 
 
Q23 Do you have any siblings? 
m Yes 
m No 
 
Q24 What is your birth order? 
m Firstborn 
m Secondborn 
m Thirdborn 
m Fourthborn 
m Laterborn 
 
Q25 This part of the questionnaire is concerned with your relationship with your siblings. If 
applicable, please choose the sibling that was most influential to your college decision-making 
process. Each question asks you to rate how often different behaviors and feelings occur in your 
relationship.  Try and answer each question as quickly and accurately as you can.  Try and 
answer the questions as your relationship is now, not how it was in the past, nor how you think it 
might be in the future.  
 
Q26 We would like some information about your siblings. If you do not have as many siblings as 
there are spaces for, just skip over the extra spaces. 
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Q27 Sibling 1 
Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 

 
Q28 Sibling 2 

Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 

 
Q29 Sibling 3 

Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 

 
Q30 Sibling 4 

Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 

 
Q31 Sibling 5 

Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 

 
Q32 Sibling 6 

Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 
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Q33 Sibling 7 
Age 
Gender (male, female, etc.) 
Relationship (bio, step, twin, etc.) 
Birth Order (firstborn, secondborn, etc.) 
How far does this sibling live from you? (approximately, in miles) 

 
Q34 How much do you talk to your siblings about things that are important to you? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q35 How much do your siblings talk to you about things that are important to them? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q36 How much do your siblings try to cheer you up when you are feeling down? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q37 How much do you try to cheer your siblings up when they are feeling down? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q38 How much do your siblings know about you? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
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Q39 How much do you know about your siblings? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q40 How much do you discuss your feelings or personal issues with your siblings? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q41 How much do your siblings discuss their feelings or personal issues with you? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q42 How much can you count on your siblings to be supportive when you are feeling stressed? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q43 How much can your siblings count on you to be supportive when they are feeling stressed? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q44 How much do you know about your sibling's relationships? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
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Q45 How much do your siblings know about your relationships? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q46 How much do you really understand your siblings? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q47 How much do your siblings really understand you? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q48 How much do you discuss important personal decisions with your siblings? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q49 How much do your siblings discuss important personal decisions with you? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q50 How much do you know about your sibling's ideas? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
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Q51 How much do your siblings know about your ideas? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q52 Please indicate each activity that your sibling(s) &/or parent(s) helped you with or did with 
you in regards to college preparation. 

   
 Sibling(s) Parent(s) 

Helped fill out the Free 
Application for Student Aid 

(FAFSA) 
q  q  

Helped learn about financial 
aid and scholarships q  q  

Went on college visits q  q  
Helped with college 

applications q  q  

Talked about college cost q  q  
Discussed campus 

characteristics (for example, 
campus location, campus 

size, campus safety, academic 
or social reputation, etc.) 

q  q  

Helped find housing q  q  
Helped apply for housing q  q  
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Q69 Please indicate each activity that your parent(s) helped you with or did with you in regards 
to college preparation. 

  
 Parent(s) 

Helped fill out the Free Application for 
Student Aid (FAFSA) q  

Helped learn about financial aid and 
scholarships q  

Went on college visits q  
Helped with college applications q  

Talked about college cost q  
Discussed campus characteristics (for 

example, campus location, campus size, 
campus safety, academic or social reputation, 

etc.) 

q  

Helped find housing q  
Helped apply for housing q  

 
 
Q53 Did any of your siblings attend college (including currently attending)? 
m Yes 
m No 
m I do not have any siblings 
 
Q54 Do any of your siblings plan to attend college in the future? 
m Yes 
m No 
m I do not know 
m I do not have any siblings 
 
Q55 If your sibling(s) plan to go to college in the future, do you think that you inspired them to 
do so? 
m Yes 
m No 
m My sibling(s) do not wish to go to college 
m I do not have any siblings 
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Q56 How much do you think your sibling(s) impacted your decision to go to college? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q57 How much do you think your parent(s) impacted your decision to go to college? 
m Not at all 
m A little 
m Somewhat 
m A lot 
m Very much 
 
Q58 Did your sibling(s) attend OSU? 
m Yes 
m No 
m My sibling(s) did not go to/graduate from college 
 
Q59 Did your parent(s) attend OSU? 
m Yes 
m No 
m My parent(s) did not go to/graduate from college 
 
Q60 I would like to know about your decision-making process when it came to college 
 
Q61 Please reflect back and write about when you started to think about college 
 
Q62 Please reflect back and write about when it became clear that you were going to attend OSU 
 
Q63 Please reflect back and write about why you chose to attend OSU 
 
Q64 If applicable, in what ways did your status as a first-generation college student impact your 
decision to go to college? 
 
Q65 Did anyone else (besides parents and siblings) play a role in your decision-making process 
around college? If so, who? 
 
Q66 What was this person's role in your decision-making process?  
 
Q67 Is there anything else about the decision-making process related to going to college &/or 
your college choice that you would like to share? 
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Q69 Thank you for participating in this study and helping me to complete my thesis! Please 
follow this link and enter your information in order to receive your extra 
credit.   http://oregonstate.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_eP45dUqFOrtFxw9 

 
 


