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The Role of the Relationship Between Siblings and Adults with Intellectual Disabilitiy 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between the feeling of loneliness and life 

satisfaction in siblings of adults with intellectual disability, considering the potential role of the 

assessment of the quality of the relationship as a mediator and moderator of this relationship. 103 

siblings of persons with intellectual disability completed a set of questionnaires. The results indicated 

a significant relationship between the feeling of loneliness and life satisfaction, showed that the 

association between these variables is not direct and one of the factors that explains the association 

is the quality of the relationship with a sibling with a disability. Knowledge on these correlations may 

be used by professionals working with siblings of adults with intellectual disability. 
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Introduction  

In recent years, the role and experiences of siblings of people with intellectual disability have 

been the focus of research. The functioning of these siblings during childhood and adolescence has 

been relatively well documented, covering positive aspects such as the psychosocial development of 

typically developing siblings, warmth, and engagement in relationships. Conversely, negative aspects 

have been explored within a deficit model, which assumes that having a brother or sister with a 

disability poses a risk factor for the child's healthy adjustment (Stoneman, 2001; Zaidman-Zait et al., 

2020). Much less research has been conducted among the siblings of adults with intellectual 

disability, despite the importance of these ties for mental well-being (Sommantico et al., 2020). 

Research shows that young adult siblings of individuals with I intellectual disability spend time 

together with their brothers or sisters with intellectual disability engaging in a wide range of activities 

and describe their relationships as of high quality (Travers et al., 2020). While people with intellectual 

disability and their parents become older, relations between siblings gain a new context that is based 

on caring and taking the role of a primary support by a non-disabled brother or sister (Avieli et al., 

2019). The new challenges related to caregiving and supporting siblings with intellectual disability, 

tasks formerly undertaken mainly by parents, overlap with many other roles carried out in adulthood 

(Coyle et al., 2014; Tomeny et al., 2017). Non-disabled siblings need to include a new task of caring 

for their adult brother or sister with an intellectual disability and their aging parents (Lee et al., 2019; 

Saxena et al., 2019). The extended range of life activities creates a unique quality of their life and 

relations with their brother or sister with a disability, incomparable to those characteristics of their 

peers with non-disabled siblings (Burbidge & Minnes, 2014). Sommantico, Parrello, and De Rosa 

(2020) suggested that adult siblings of people with intellectual disability show a less positive attitude 

towards their relationship with their brother or sister, more severe depression and anxiety, and a 

lower life satisfaction (compared to peers with non-disabled siblings). This is especially true of 

relationships with siblings with severe intellectual disability and greater needs for support (Neely-

Barnes et al., 2008). However, little do we know about the broader quality of these siblings’ social 



relationships and their importance for the overall assessment of their quality of lives. Certain social 

circumstances may strengthen the psychosocial functioning of adult siblings without disabilities or 

weaken them leading to a feeling of loneliness and alienation in the context of their life tasks 

(Jurkiewicz, 2017). 

 

The Feeling of Loneliness and Life Satisfaction 

Empirical findings of prior research indicate that the feeling of loneliness is directly and 

indirectly related to life satisfaction: a higher sense of loneliness is associated with higher 

helplessness, greater intensity of psychological distress, which in turn are associated with lower 

psychological well-being and life satisfaction (Chipuer et al., 2003; Goodwin et al., 2001; Szcześniak et 

al., 2020). With regard to the links with helplessness and depressive symptoms, loneliness is 

considered to be one of the most important factors explaining a lower assessment of one’s own life 

(Beutel et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). The feeling of loneliness is subjective and arises as a result of 

the perceived discrepancy between the desired and the possessed social relationships. Thus, a 

person can be lonely regardless of having a large social network (Perlman, 2004). Satisfaction with 

life, in turn, is understood as a cognitive process in which a person assesses their satisfaction against 

selected preferred criteria (Bucher et al., 2018). Both the feeling of loneliness and life satisfaction are 

significant elements of subjective well-being. The relationship between the sense of loneliness and 

life satisfaction can be explained using the theory of social determination which states that life 

satisfaction is related to the need to have close and meaningful relationships with others. Unfulfilled 

relational needs may lead to loneliness, negatively affecting the assessment of life satisfaction 

(Bucher et al., 2018). To our knowledge, the relationship between the feeling of loneliness and life 

satisfaction in siblings of adults with intellectual disability has not been analyzed so far. 

Siblings of adults with disabilities, due to their involvement in care and support at earlier 

stages of development, have a well-established biography and identity of a ‘guardian’, with a kind of 

moral obligation to care for their brother or sister (Leane, 2019). Greater involvement of adult 



siblings (as compared to children and youth) in caregiving responsibilities for their brother or sister 

with a disability may be a source of satisfaction and joy, but also tension, stress, frustration, and an 

additional burden (Rossetti & Hall, 2015; Saxena et al., 2019). The siblings report struggling with the 

dilemma of choosing between autonomy and the duty resulting from kinship, the feeling of guilt and 

harm while revealing empathy (Leane, 2019), increased anxiety about the care-realted duties (Chou 

et al., 2007), and problems in balancing the caring role with others life roles, all of which significantly 

increases their sense of loneliness (Lee & Burke, 2018). This sense of loneliness is treated as one of 

the most important elements of adaptation to new developmental requirements, including 

reformulating communication between siblings and developing appropriate forms of participation of 

non-disabled siblings in various activities of their brother or sister with an intellectual disability 

(Roberts, 2021). Interestingly, Jurkiewicz (2017), who revealed a high sense of loneliness in people 

who have adult siblings with intellectual disability, suggested that it is not only the new breakthrough 

period of life related to reconciling many life roles that may be a potential source of a feeling of 

loneliness in non-disabled siblings. Susceptibility to loneliness could have been shaped in earlier 

developmental periods. Research shows that non-disabled siblings often report feeling like an 

outsider among other family members involved in raising their brother or sister with a disability. The 

feeling of isolation, a feeling of being aloof/different from peers, experiencing negative attitudes of 

peers, such as teasing or misunderstanding due to having a sibling with a disability (Avieli et al., 2019; 

Jurkiewicz, 2017) could create a basis for closing in and working alone through matters related to 

their adult sibling with a disability. The experience of being a sibling of an adult with an intellectual 

disability is most often described as a combination of benefits and challenges, significantly influenced 

by social stigma attached to devalued social identity (Paul et al., 2021). 

 

Quality of the Relationship With a Sibling With a Disability 

One of the most important social relationships for siblings of people with intellectual disability 

is the one with their brother or sister with a disability. It is similar to a sibling relationship between 



non-disabled persons, but may involve a variety of unique interactions and circumstances that 

influence the nature of the relation / relationship (Doody et al., 2010) that are associated with the 

greater involvement in providing support and care (Dew et al., 2008). This relationship is often 

hierarchical because siblings with disabilities are more dependent on their non-disabled brother or 

sister and require emotional, instrumental, and practical support. In addition, siblings with disabilities 

have less social life (Circirelli, 2013). One of the characteristics of this relationship analyzed in the 

research is its quality. Relationship quality is determined by indicating closeness and frequency of 

contact, as well as overall positive, satisfying engagement in mutual interactions, and the expression 

of positive feelings towards this relationship (Burbidge & Minnes, 2014; Niedbalski, 2023). 

Research indicates different results regarding the quality of sibling relationships in which one 

has an intellectual disability. It has been found that these relationships are close (Burbidge & Minnes, 

2014; Hodapp et al., 2010; Tomeny et al., 2017) and positive in the majority of siblings (Rossetti et al., 

2020; Rossetti & Hall, 2015), along with the declaration of the non-disabled siblings that these 

relationships are significant and strong for them, despite the passage of time and subsequent life 

challenges (Rossetti & Hall, 2015). Researchers also emphasize the complex determinants of the 

quality of these relationships, including the importance of different daily contacts when the sibling 

with an intellectual disability: a) lives in the same house or a short distance away (Rossetti & Hall, 

2015) or in a nursing home (Jacobs & MacMahon, 2016); b) has a sister or brother who have their 

own family or when they live alone (Saxena et al., 2019). Hence, the relationships between adults 

and their siblings with intellectual disability are intricate and influenced by various factors, as 

indicated by Avieli et al. (2019). 

The quality of the relationship translates into various aspects of the lives of both siblings, 

including current and planned care and general well-being (Rossetti & Hall, 2015). Previous research 

has revealed a positive correlation between the quality of the relationship with the sibling with an 

intellectual disability and the willingness to take care of them (Lee et al., 2019), greater responsibility 

in terms of provided care (Burke et al., 2012), increased support and life satisfaction (Tomeny et al., 



2017), and better well-being (Hodapp et al., 2010). On the other hand, the quality of the relationship 

has been found to be negatively correlated with the severity of depressive symptoms, stress 

(Tomeny et al., 2017), and guilt (Shivers, 2019). Siblings assessing the relationship with their brother 

or sister with an intellectual disability as a close one reported more benefits, and positive aspects 

from the experience of being a sibling of a person with a disability (Doody et al., 2010). More 

psychosocial benefits from the relationship with siblings with intellectual disability are emphasized 

by adults acting as caregivers and in a closer relationship than siblings not involved in caring (Lee et 

al., 2019).  The durability of the relationship and the responsibility related to caring determine its 

constant emotional impact on the functioning of non-disabled siblings. As a result, the quality of this 

relationship is an important factor influencing life satisfaction of adult siblings with intellectual 

disability (Hall & Rossetti, 2018; Sommantico et al., 2020). Thus, the assessment of this relationship 

by adult non-disabled siblings is of key importance in the analysis of how they assess their quality of 

life in general. However, it has not been analyzed so far in relation to the feeling of loneliness and life 

satisfaction. 

Referring to the results of previous studies, we assumed there is a significant relationship 

between sense of loneliness and life satisfaction in siblings of adults with intellectual disability (H1). 

We also formulated two hypotheses about the role of sibling relationship quality in explaining the 

correlation between these variables. H2: Quality of the relationship mediates the associations 

between sense of loneliness and life satisfaction among siblings of adults with intellectual disability. 

H3: Quality of the relationship moderates the link between sense of loneliness and life satisfaction 

among siblings of adults with intellectual disability. 

 

Method 

Participants  



The sample consisted of siblings of adults with intellectual disability. The authors sent invitation letters 

proposing participation in the research to 20 institutions, foundations, and associations in Poland that 

employ people with disabilities or provide support to individuals with intellectual disability and their 

families. Of these, 17 distributed the questionnaires to eligible adults who consented to participate in 

the project. The participation in the study was voluntary and the respondents did not receive 

compensation for their involvement. The authors certify that all applicable institutional regulations 

concerning the ethical use of human volunteers were followed during the course of this research. A 

total of 103 siblings of people with intellectual disability participated in the study. Only single 

respondents were included in the study. Such a selection was made considering the results of previous 

studies which showed that single people (living alone) showed higher levels of loneliness and lower 

life satisfaction compared to partnered adults, regardless of whether their partnerships are romantic 

or non-romantic (Bucher et al., 2019). This inclusion criterion was adopted to standardize the sample 

in terms of marital status. 

The sample consisted of 91 women (88.35%) and 12 men (11.65%). More than half of 

respondents were city residents (88-85.44%), 15 people (14.56%) were rural residents. Their age 

ranged from 19 to 46 years (M = 29.06, SD = 9.21). Education attainment of respondents was as 

follows: primary education (3-2.91%), vocational (21-20.39%), high school (32-31.07%), postgrad high 

school (21-20.39%), university (26-25.24%). The remaining respondents (31-30.1%) declared being a 

student. Most respondents (89-86.41%) had permanent employment. The average assessment of 

respondents’ financial situation was 3.50 (SD = 0.68, scale range: 1-5). 

The respondents have adult siblings with intellectual disability of both sexes, 77 people 

(74.76%) have a brother, 25 respondents (24.27%) have a sister, and one respondent reported having 

both a brother and a sister. The mean age of siblings with intellectual disability was M = 27.27 (SD = 

17.04). The respondents indicated the degree of disability of their siblings: mild (19-18.45%), 

moderate (41-39.80%), severe (27-26.21%), and profound (16-15.53%). 



The assessment of the quality of their relationships with siblings with disabilities was 

relatively high (M=3.59; SD=0.63 on a 1-5 scale, where 1 is very low and 5 is very high). Most 

respondents (89-86.41%) stated they lived with their siblings with disabilities.  

 

Measures  

The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) by Diener et al. (1985), in the Polish adaptation by Juczyński 

(2010). It is a 5-item scale used to determine the general feeling of life satisfaction. Respondents 

assess on a scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree) to what extent each statement 

applies to their life so far. The Polish version of the scale has satisfactory psychometric properties. 

The reliability index in this group of respondents is Cronbach's α = .89. 

The UCLA Loneliness Scale by Russell et al. (1980), in the Polish adaptation by Rembowski (1992). 

The scale consists of 20 items: 10 of them are negative statements describing dissatisfaction with 

social contacts, and the remaining 10 are positive statements measuring satisfaction with 

interpersonal relationships. The scale includes three subscales that relate to different dimensions of 

the feeling of loneliness: a) sense of lack of close relationships (SLC); b) subjective sense of broken 

social ties (SBT); c) sense of belonging to a social group (SBG). Higher scores in subscales: SLC and SBT 

and lower score in subscale SBG indicate an increased general sense of loneliness. Reliability for 

individual subscales in this group of respondents is satisfactory (SLC - Cronbach's α = .67; SBT - 

Cronbach's α = .76; SBG - Cronbach's α = .77). 

The quality of the relationship with siblings with intellectual disability (QRS) was measured using one 

question: How do you assess the quality of the relationship with your brother / sister with an 

intellectual disability? Respondents rate their satisfaction with their relationship with a sibling with a 

disability on a scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). 

Statistical methods  



First, we calculated descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for all the variables 

and performed correlational analyses to explore associations among sense of loneliness, the quality 

of the relationships and life satisfaction. Second, to examine whether the quality of the relationship 

mediates the relationship between sense of loneliness and life satisfaction, regression-based 

mediation analyses were conducted using the Process macro for SPSS (Model 4, Hayes, 2018). Finally, 

to test whether the quality of the relationship moderated the relationship between sense of 

loneliness and life satisfaction, a set of moderation analyses using the Process macro for SPSS was 

used (Model 1, Hayes, 2018). 

 

Results 

 Table 1 shows descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for all variables: sense 

of loneliness, the quality of the relationship and life satisfaction, and intercorrelations (Pearson’s r) 

between analyzed variables.  

[Insert Table 1 Here] 

Data indicate that all dimensions of the feeling of loneliness significantly correlate with both 

life satisfaction and the quality of the relationship with the sibling with a disability in respondents. 

The feeling of a lack of close relationships with other people and the feeling of broken social ties 

negatively correlates with the quality of the relationship and life satisfaction. In turn, the sense of 

belonging to a social group creates positive correlations with both the quality of the relationship and 

life satisfaction. Moreover, the quality of the relationship is positively related to life satisfaction in 

the examined siblings of adults with intellectual disability. 

In the next step of the analysis, we checked whether the quality of the relationship was 

mediated by the relationship between sense of loneliness and life satisfaction. Three mediation 

models were created: three dimensions of loneliness as predictors, quality of the relationship as a 

mediator and life satisfaction as an outcome variable (Figure 1).  



[Insert Figure 1 Here] 

The regression analysis showed that lower loneliness manifested in lower sense of lack of 

close contacts with others is associated with a higher assessment of the quality of the relationship 

with the sibling with a disability in respondents (B = -.48; p < 0.001), which in turn is associated with 

higher life satisfaction (B = .21; p < 0.01). The indirect effect between these variables, with the 

assessment of the relationship quality as a mediator (IE = .21; 95% CI (-.14, -.03)) was significant. We 

also found that a lower sense of loneliness in the form of a decreased sense of broken social ties is 

associated with a higher assessment of the quality of the relationship with the sibling with an 

intellectual disability (B = -.43; p < 0.001), which in turn correlates with higher life satisfaction in 

respondents (B = 1.34; p < 0.001). A significant indirect effect of the relationship quality in the 

relationship between this dimension of the sense of loneliness and life satisfaction (IE = .38; 95% CI (-

.56, -.02)) was revealed.  

The third dimension of the sense of loneliness: the sense of belonging to a social group was 

not significantly related to the assessment of the quality of the relationship (B = .11; p = 0.167), 

which was positively associated with life satisfaction in respondents (B = 1.76; p < 0.01). The indirect 

effect was not significant (IE = .07; 95% CI (-.21, .73)). All three mediation models were statistically 

significant and accounted for 38 to 43% of the variance in life satisfaction. They revealed a significant 

relationship between the feeling of loneliness and life satisfaction, with the mediating contribution of 

the assessment of the quality of the relationship with the sibling with an intellectual disability. 

         To test whether quality of the relationship moderates the relationship between sense of 

loneliness and life satisfaction, we used a set of moderation analyses. Moderation models were 

proposed with dimensions of sense of loneliness as predictors, life satisfaction as an outcome 

variable, and quality of the relationship as a moderator. All three moderation models were significant 

and accounted for 28 to 39% of the variance in life satisfaction, but only one interaction was 

significant. 



        The analysis revealed no interactive effect of the dimension of loneliness: the sense of lack of 

close contact with others and the quality of the relationship with the sibling with an intellectual 

disability on life satisfaction (B = 0.05; 95% CI (-0.33; 0.11)). In the case of the second dimension of 

the sense of loneliness: the sense of the lack of social ties and the quality of the relationship no 

interaction was found with life satisfaction (B = 0.10; 95% CI (-0.09; 0.26)). The analysis showed the 

interactive effect of the third dimension of the sense of loneliness: belonging to a social group and 

the quality of the relationship on life satisfaction in respondents (B = .12; 95% CI -0.43; -0.21), ΔR2 = 

0.04). The sense of belonging to a social group positively correlated with life satisfaction in 

respondents with a high (B = 0.12; 95% CI (0.11; 0.37)) and average (B = 0.14; 95% CI (0.09; 0.28)) 

assessment of the quality of the relationship with their sibling with an intellectual disability, but not 

with a low (B = -0.04; 95% CI (-0.12; 0.25) assessment of this relationship. 

 

Discussion 

 The aim of the present research was to test the relationship between the feeling of 

loneliness and life satisfaction in siblings of adults with intellectual disability, considering the 

potential role of the assessment of the quality of the relationship as a mediator and moderator of 

this relationship. The results of our research confirmed a significant relationship between the feeling 

of loneliness and life satisfaction, and showed that the relationship between these variables is not 

direct. These conclusions are consistent with previous findings (Szcześniak et al., 2020; VanderWeele 

et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2018). The level of life satisfaction in siblings of adults with intellectual 

disability can be better explained with the use of intermediate variables. The research revealed that 

the quality of the relationship with siblings with intellectual disability may be considered more as a 

mediator than a moderator of the relationship between the feeling of loneliness and life satisfaction 

in this group of respondents. 

Confirming our first hypothesis, loneliness was negatively related to life satisfaction. A higher 

sense of lack of close contact with others and a higher sense of lack of social ties were associated 



with lower life satisfaction. On the other hand, a higher sense of belonging to a social group 

corresponded to higher life satisfaction in siblings of adults with intellectual disability. These results 

are consistent with previous findings pointing to an important predictive role of the feeling of 

loneliness in lowering overall life satisfaction (Demeter & Rad, 2020; Mellor et al., 2008). As shown, 

the sense of limited relationships with others and the related lack of commitment to fulfil various 

social roles, resulting in a weakening of emotional exchange, is associated with a deterioration of 

well-being and reduced life satisfaction (Zhang et al., 2018). Other studies have revealed that higher 

levels of loneliness are associated with higher psychological distress and lower psychological well-

being, which in turn translates into a lower assessment of various aspects of one’s life 

(Bhagchandani, 2017; Bramston et al., 2002; Goodwin et al., 2001). Loneliness can induce feelings of 

insecurity, adopting a defensive, overly alert attitude in contact with others leading to social 

withdrawal. Thus, it may strengthen the tendency to negatively perceive one’s everyday life and life 

in general (Segel-Karpas & Ayalon, 2020). Research by Senese and colleagues (2021) confirmed a 

strong relationship between loneliness and psychological maladjustment in adults. The positive 

relationship revealed in our study between belonging to a social group (one of the measured 

dimensions of the sense of loneliness) and life satisfaction is also consistent with previous research 

results. Research conducted so far underscores the significance of satisfying the need for belonging 

for the assessment of one’s everyday life and life in general (Mellor et al., 2008) and shows that 

single individuals report higher levels of loneliness and lower life satisfaction compared to people 

living in partner relationships (Bucher et al., 2019). People living alone, engaged in the absorbing role 

of a permanent primary support of a brother or sister with an intellectual disability, in the absence of 

adequate family or institutional support, may feel particularly lonely in the implementation of many 

daily tasks (Jurkiewicz, 2017). This in turn translates into their assessment of their own quality of life 

(Múries-Cantán et al., 2022). 

Our second hypothesis, verified in the research, has also been confirmed. The quality of the 

relationship with a sibling with an intellectual disability appeared to be an important mediator of the 



relationship between the two dimensions of the sense of loneliness (the sense of lack of close 

contact with other people and the sense of broken social ties) and life satisfaction. A lower sense of 

lack of close contact with other people and a lower sense of broken social ties were associated with a 

higher assessment of the quality of the relationship with the sibling with an intellectual disability, 

which in turn was associated with respondents’ greater life satisfaction. Thus, lower sense of 

loneliness, indicating satisfactory social contacts and satisfaction of relational needs (Stein & Tuval-

Mashiach, 2015) is almost naturally associated with the tendency to evaluate one’s relationships 

higher and appreciate their value. The positive relationship found in our study between the quality of 

the relationship with an adult sibling with an intellectual disability and life satisfaction is consistent 

with other researchers’ findings. As emphasized by Heller and Arnold (2010), since relationships with 

siblings with disabilities are long-term ones, with age they become more caring and supportive, 

translating into an overall assessment of everyday life. Researchers draw attention to the 

uniqueness, increasing emotional closeness and the special importance of this relationship in 

adulthood in comparison with younger developmental stages (Orsmond et al., 2009; Tomeny et al., 

2017) mainly because the adopted new caring role not only changes existing relationships, but also 

affects various aspects of the life of non-disabled adult siblings (Coyle et al., 2014). It has been shown 

that siblings of people with developmental and intellectual disability who report satisfactory 

relations with their brother or sister also report good health and see the benefits of having a sibling 

with a disability (Hodapp & Urbano, 2007). Therefore, considering the results of our study and 

research by other authors, the quality of the relationship with adult siblings with intellectual 

disability can be considered a path leading from the severity of loneliness to life satisfaction. 

The research presented here also revealed that for correlations of the third dimension of the 

sense of loneliness considered here: belonging to a social group, with life satisfaction, we should 

consider not the mediating but moderating role of the quality of the relationship with the sibling with 

an intellectual disability. The feeling of belonging to a social group was positively associated with life 

satisfaction, but only in adult siblings of people with an intellectual disability, who indicated high and 



average quality of the relationship between them. No such relationship was found in respondents 

who assessed their relationship with their sibling with a disability as low. Thus, the hypothesis 

concerning the moderating role of the quality of sibling relations in the relationship between the 

sense of loneliness and life satisfaction has been confirmed only in relation to this particular 

dimension of the sense of loneliness. This means that for people who assess their relationship with 

their adult sibling with an intellectual disability at least at an average level, the sense of belonging to 

a wider social group, providing emotional exchange and support, becomes an important element of 

overall life satisfaction. These results correspond with other findings indicating that the lack of good 

relationships, and not satisfying the need to belong to a social group may increase the feeling of 

loneliness, contributing to the deterioration of well-being and life satisfaction (Mellor et al., 2008). 

In conclusion, our findings show that the quality of relationships with adult siblings with 

intellectual disability plays a complex role in mediating the relationship between the feeling of 

loneliness and life satisfaction. It can be considered as a mediator in the analysis of the relationship 

between such dimensions of the sense of loneliness as: the sense of lack of close contacts with other 

people and the sense of the lack of social ties, and satisfaction with life. In turn, when explaining the 

relationship between the so-called positive indicator of the sense of loneliness: the sense of 

belonging to a social group, and life satisfaction, the quality of the relationship with the sibling can 

play a moderating role. 

The current study provides interesting results, expanding the existing, still not very in-depth 

analyses of the psychosocial functioning of siblings of adults with intellectual disability. However, 

some limitations of the study should be considered in future research. Firstly, the tested mediation 

model in the cross-sectional study cannot be used to clearly prove the assumed relationships. 

Although the results are important and interesting cognitively, they should be confirmed in 

longitudinal studies. Second, the study only included singles caring for adult siblings with intellectual 

disability. In future research, it would be worth testing these connections also among siblings who 

have their own families and act as a primary support for their brother or sister with a disability. Third, 



in this study, the quality of sibling relationships was established with just one statement. In 

subsequent studies, it is worth using a more complex tool to measure this variable. Fourth, it should 

be emphasized that in this study, the quality of sibling relationships was analyzed solely from the 

perspective of individuals without disabilities. It would be worthwhile, using other tools and methods 

such as observation, to understand the quality of these relationships from the perspective of siblings 

with intellectual disability. Fifth, the obtained percentage of the explained variance in mediation 

models (38-43%) and the moderation model (28-39%) suggests the importance of other variables 

(not included here) for the analysis of the relationship between the sense of loneliness and life 

satisfaction in adults with siblings with intellectual disability. To reduce potential confounding effects 

from varying relationship dynamics, we limited the sample to single siblings. However, despite this 

effort, we were unable to recruit a group with entirely similar demographic characteristics, which 

may still introduce some variability. Subsequent analyses could also verify the role of social support 

provided to individuals acting as primary support of their adult brother or sister with an intellectual 

disability. 

Despite the indicated limitations, the present study provides valuable cognitive conclusions. 

The relationship between the sense of loneliness and life satisfaction in adult siblings of people with 

intellectual disability is not direct, it can be explained to a greater extent through the mediation and 

moderation models. The relationship between these variables can be explained by an important 

factor: the quality of the relationship with a sibling with a disability. At the same time, its 

contribution differs depending on the considered dimension of the feeling of loneliness. Higher life 

satisfaction in adult siblings of people with intellectual disability can be seen as a result of the 

association with a lower sense of loneliness affecting a higher assessment of the quality of sibling 

relations. Moreover, with a high and medium assessment of this relationship, the sense of belonging 

to a social group and the lack of loneliness correspond to higher life satisfaction in adult siblings of 

people with intellectual disability. 



The study also offers some practical implications worth considering. Understanding that the 

quality of the relationship with a sibling with a disability plays a crucial role in mitigating loneliness 

and enhancing life satisfaction suggests that intervention strategies, such as mental health 

counselling, family counselling and support groups targeting the enhancement of these sibling 

relationships, could be beneficial. This knowledge could also inform the development of educational 

initiatives aimed at raising awareness among parents, caregivers, and siblings about the significance 

of nurturing quality relationships between siblings.  

Additionally, policymakers should take into account the implications of these findings for 

resource allocation and service provision, potentially necessitating increased funding for programs 

that promote positive relationships with siblings with disabilities. Considering that the results of this 

study align with those obtained in other countries, these programs could extend beyond the national 

borders.  

In summary, the results underscore the importance of supporting positive sibling 

relationships, particularly in the context of disability, which can greatly impact mental well-being and 

overall life satisfaction. Recognizing and addressing the value of these relationships can lead to more 

comprehensive and effective support systems for families navigating these challenges. 
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Figure 1 

Mediation Model of Dimensions of Sense of Loneliness on Life Satisfaction Using Quality of the 

Relationship as a Mediator 
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Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics and Pearson's Correlations between Sense of Loneliness, Quality of 

Relationship and Life Satisfaction  

Variables  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1.SLC 18.42 4.76 -     

2.SBT 14.42 2.01 -.61*** -    

3.SBG 19.14 2.90 -68*** -.67*** -   

4.Quality of the relationship 4.10 1.12 .29* -.38*** .40*** -  

5.Life satisfaction 20.55 5.57 -.48** -.43*** .41*** .31** - 

Note. SLC- sense of lack of close relationships, personal and intimate contacts with other people; SBT - subjective 

sense of broken social ties; SBG - sense of belonging to a social group; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001  
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