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ONE

INEQUALITY STARTS AT HOME

An Introduction to the Pecking Order

Let me start with a story.

Once upon a time a future president was born. William Jefferson Blythe IV entered the world one month premature but at a healthy six pounds and eight ounces. At twenty-three, his mother, Virginia, was young by today's standards, but perhaps a touch old for Arkansas in the 1940s. She was a widow, so times were tight during Bill's early years. In fact, times would be tough during all of Bill's childhood. Nonetheless, he seemed destined for great things. According to family lore, in second grade Bill's teacher “predicted that he would be President someday.”1

His mother eventually married Roger Clinton, but that didn't make life any easier for Bill. Roger was a bitterly jealous alcoholic who often became physically abusive to his wife. Bill cites the day that he stood up to his stepfather as the most important marker in his transition to adulthood and perhaps in his entire life. In 1962, when Bill was sixteen, Virginia finally divorced Roger, but by then there was another Roger Clinton in the family, Bill's younger half brother.

Though Bill despised his stepfather, he still went to the Garland County courthouse and changed his last name to Clinton after his mother's divorce from the man—not for the old man's sake, but so that he would have the same last name as the younger brother he cherished. Though they were separated by ten years, were only half siblings, and ran in very different circles, the brothers were close. The younger Roger probably hated his father more than Bill did, but he nonetheless started to manifest many of the same traits as he came of age. He was a fabulous salesman: at age thirteen, he sold twice as many magazines as any of his classmates for a school project, winning a Polaroid camera and a turkey for his superior effort. He also had an affinity for substance abuse: by eighteen, he was heavily into marijuana. During Bill's first (unsuccessful) congressional campaign in 1974, Roger spent much of his time stenciling signs while smoking joints in the basement of campaign headquarters.

As Bill's political fortunes rose, Roger's prospects first stagnated and then sank. He tried his hand at a musical career, worked odd jobs, and eventually got into dealing drugs. And it was not just pot; in 1984, then-governor Bill Clinton was informed that his brother was a cocaine dealer under investigation by the Arkansas state police. The governor did not stand in the way of a sting operation, and Roger was caught on tape boasting how untouchable he was as the brother of the state's chief executive. Then the axe fell. After his arrest, Roger was beside himself in tears, threatening suicide for the shame he had brought upon his family—in particular, his famous brother. Upon hearing this threat Bill shook Roger violently. (He, in truth, felt responsible for his brother's slide.)

The next January, Roger was sentenced to a two-year prison term in a federal corrections facility in Fort Worth, Texas. Bill describes the whole ordeal as the most difficult episode of his life. David Maraniss— the author of First in His Class, the most comprehensive biography of Clinton to date—summarizes the family situation as follows:


How could two brothers be so different: the governor and the coke dealer, the Rhodes scholar and the college dropout, one who tried to read three hundred books in three months and another who at his most addicted snorted cocaine sixteen times a day, one who could spend hours explaining economic theories and another whose economic interests centered on getting a new Porsche? In the case of the Clinton brothers, the contrasts become more understandable when considered within the context of their family history and environment. They grew up in a town of contrast and hypocrisy, in a family of duality and conflict. Bill and Roger were not so much opposites as two sides of the same coin.2



If asked to explain why Bill succeeded where Roger failed, most people will immediately point to genetic differences. After all, they were only half siblings to begin with. Others will pin it on birth order, claiming that firstborns are more driven and successful. But both of these accounts rely on individual explanations—ones particular to the unique biology or psychology of Bill and Roger—and both are incomplete. Was Bill more favored and more driven because he was a firstborn? My research shows that in families with two kids, birth order does not really matter that much. In fact, just under one-fourth of U.S. presidents were firstborns—about what we would expect from chance. The fact is that birth position only comes into play in larger families. But what about genes: was Bill simply luckier in the family gene pool? That may be so, but it still does not explain why sibling disparities are much more common in poor families and broken homes than they are in rich, intact families. In fact, when families have limited resources, the success of one sibling often generates a negative backlash among the others.

Sure, if one kid is born a mathematical genius and the other with no talents whatsoever, their respective dice may be cast at birth. But for most of us, how genes matter depends on the social circumstances around us. A child in one family may be born with innate athletic talent that is never nurtured because the parents in that family value reading ability over all else. Yet in another family, the fit between the individual talents of a particular child—say spatial reasoning—and the values of the parents may be perfect, and those abilities are realized. Finally, what kind of rewards talent brings depends entirely on the socioeconomic structure of the time. Fifty years ago, musical talent might have led to a decent living. Today—in an economy that rewards the most popular musicians handsomely at the expense of everyone else—innate musical ability is more often a route to financial struggle.

In Bill Clinton's case, he obviously had good genes—which contributed to his sharp mind, quick wit, tall stature, and verbal charisma— but there was not much advantage to being the firstborn. What really made a difference in his life was the good fit between his particular talents, the aspirations of those around him, and the political opportunities in a small state like Arkansas. This good fit combined with his family's lack of economic resources to generate an enormous sibling difference in success. However, had Virginia had money, she might not have had to put all her eggs—all her hopes and dreams—in Bill's basket. She might have been able to actively compensate for Bill's success by giving Roger extra financial and nonfinancial support—sending him, for example, to an elite private school when he started to veer off track. Instead, Bill's success seemed to come at the expense of Roger's—particularly when it led Roger to a false sense of invincibility.

On the surface, it may seem that the case of the Clintons is atypical. And, of course, a pair of brothers who are, respectively, the president and an ex-con is a bit extreme. But the basic phenomenon of sibling differences in success that the Clintons represent is not all that unusual. In fact, in explaining economic inequality in America, sibling differences represent about three-quarters of all the differences between individuals. In other words, over half of all inequality is within families, not between them.3 Sibling differences in accumulated wealth (i.e., net worth) are even greater, reaching almost 90 percent.4 What this means is that if we lined everyone in America up in rank order of how much money they have—from the poorest homeless person to Bill Gates himself—and tried to predict where any particular individual might fall on that long line, knowing where that person's sibling was on the ladder would narrow down our uncertainty by about 25 percent (in the case of income). In other words, the dice are weighted by which family you come from, but you and your siblings still have to roll them. For example, if you come from a family that ranks in the bottom 5 percent of the income hierarchy, then you have a 40 percent chance of finding yourself in the lowest 10 percent, a 21 percent chance of making it to somewhere between the 30th and 70th percentile, and only a one in a thousand chance of making it to the top 10 percent. If you come from the richest 5 percent of families in America, then your odds are flipped. And if you start at the dead middle of the American income ladder, then you are about 63 percent likely to end up somewhere in that 30th- to 70th-percentile range, with a 4 percent chance of ending up either in the top or the bottom 10 percent.5 A similar pattern holds for educational differences. For example, if you attended college there is almost a 50 percent chance that one of your siblings did not (and vice versa).6

What do sibling disparities as large as these indicate? They imply an American landscape where class identity is ever changing and not necessarily shared between brothers and sisters. Taken as a whole, the above statistics present a starkly darker portrait of American family life than we are used to. We want to think that the home is a haven in a heartless world. The truth is that inequality starts at home. These statistics also pose problems for those concerned with what seems to be a marked erosion of the idealized nuclear family. In fact, they hint at a trade-off between economic opportunity and stable, cohesive families.

While it may be surprising to realize how common sibling inequality is on the whole, my analysis of national data shows that Americans are quite aware of sibling disparities within their own families. For instance, when given a choice of fourteen categories of kin ranging from parents to grandparents to spouses to uncles, a whopping 34 percent of respondents claimed that a sibling was their most economically successful relative. When the question is flipped, 46 percent of respondents report a sibling being their least successful relative. Both these figures dwarf those for any other category.7 When respondents were asked to elaborate about why their most successful relative got that way, their most common answer was a good work ethic (24.5 percent); when we add in other, related categories like “responsible, disciplined,” “perseverance, motivation,” or “set goals, had a plan,” the total is well over half of all responses. Contrast that with the 22.6 percent that covers all categories of what might be called socioeconomic influences, such as “inheritance,” “coming from a family with money,” “marrying money,” and so on. When accounting for the success of our kin, individual characterological explanations win out.

The pattern becomes even more striking when we flip the question to ask about the misfortune of the least successful relative. Only 9.6 percent of respondents cite social forces like poverty, lack of opportunity, or the pitfalls of a particular field as an explanation. Meanwhile, a whopping 82.4 percent cite individualistic reasons—having a “bad attitude” or “poor emotional or mental health.” The single largest category was “lack of determination.”8

That shows us how harsh we are on our brothers and sisters. Are we fair when we pass this kind of judgment, or terribly biased? I think the latter. In this book I challenge the perceived split between individual personality-based explanations for success and failure, and sociological ones. I argue that in each American family there exists a pecking order between siblings—a status hierarchy, if you will. This hierarchy emerges over the course of childhood and both reflects and determines the siblings’ positions in the overall status ordering in society. It is not just the will of the parents or the “natural” abilities of the children themselves that determines who is on top in the family pecking order; the pecking order is conditioned by the swirling winds of society, which envelop the family. Gender expectations, the economic cost of schooling in America, a rising divorce rate, geographic mobility, religious and sexual orientations—all of these societal issues weigh in heavily on the pecking order between siblings. In other words, in order to truly understand the pecking orders within American families, you cannot view them in isolation from the larger economy and social structures in which we live. The family is, in short, no shelter from the cold winds of capitalism; rather it is part and parcel of that system. What I hope you end up with is a nuanced understanding of how social sorting works—in America writ large, and in your family writ small. And just maybe—along the way—we will all have a little more sympathy for our less fortunate brothers and sisters.

Who Gets Ahead?

Books about siblings debate why children raised by the same parents in the same house under the same circumstances turn out differently— sometimes very differently. They offer genetic explanations, or focus on birth order or the quality of parenting. The Pecking Order takes all these issues into account, but, based on years of research with three separate studies, it now moves us beyond those factors. Why is there a pecking order in American families, and how does it work? The reasons go way beyond relationships between family members. Americans like to think that their behavior and their destiny are solely in their own hands. But the pecking order, like other aspects of the social fabric, ends up being shaped by how society works.

In fact, siblings serve merely as a tool by which I hope to shed light on why some of us are rich and others poor; on why some are famous and others in America are anonymous. However, in figuring this all out, we do not gain much traction by comparing Bill Clinton with Joe Q. Public, Bill Gates with the average reader of this book, or any pair of randomly associated people. Some books tell you that the best way to understand why one person succeeds and another does not is to examine big amorphous categories like class or economics or race. I say the best way to do it is to examine differences within families, specifically to compare siblings with one another. Only by focusing in on the variety of outcomes that arise within a given family can we gain a real understanding of the underlying forces, of the invisible hands of the marketplace, that push each of us onto our chosen (or assigned) path in life. Siblings provide a natural experiment of sorts. They share much of their genetic endowment.9 They also share much of the same environment. So it's logical to ask: how and why is it that some siblings end up in radically different positions in life? If we find an answer to that question, I think we will understand something very fundamental to American life.

Of course, no study can hope to explain each individual family. Pluck and luck have a lot to do with where we find ourselves. But there are systematic patterns that emerge when we compare siblings. These relationships are not simple and straightforward. It is just not true that firstborns are richer than secondborns, or that boys do better than girls, full stop.

The family is not a sorting machine. It goes through economic ups and downs; it grows and contracts (with birth, death, divorce, to name a few such transitions); and its many changes are stamped upon the children it rears. You may grow up in the same house—even the same room—as your brother or sister and yet have very different memories of those who raised you. Fifty-three percent of sibling pairs do not remember their father's education similarly; 46 percent remember their mother's education differently. Twenty-one percent of siblings differ on whether their mother worked for a year or more during their childhood. Twenty-five percent even disagree about how old their parents are.10 Clearly, American siblings remember—and thus experience— their families differently.

Previous accounts of who succeeds in America have focused on either one of two important issues: between-family differences or within-family differences. So-called academic and intellectual discussions of economic opportunity, race, poverty, welfare, education, and almost any other issue of public policy or social concern compare the circumstances of one family with another (such as what parents do for a living); this is what I call cross-family stratification. The question of how within-family differences—such as gender or birth order—affect us is left to the realm of pop psychology and self-help books; this dimension I call intra-family stratification. But the two axes are not independent—they affect each other dramatically. So in order to gain a complete picture of how social sorting works in America, we need to consider both.

About the Study

A word on how I gathered the information and statistics that fill this book. The Pecking Order represents the culmination of several studies that together peel back the veneer of family life in America. They include three national surveys and a series of in-depth interviews. First of all, I rely on the U.S. Census. Previous scholars have generally ignored the census as a means to study how kids turn out, since there is no way to link parents and their adult children. However, I have devised a way to measure how kids are doing while they are still at home, thus avoiding this problem (for details, see the appendix). I examine a measure of parental investment in children—whether or not each sibling goes to private school. Of course, many families cannot afford to send any of their offspring to private school; but when children do attend, it is very instructive to study which siblings tend to go and which do not. Of course, a particular sibling may be sent to private school because she is excelling—and therefore the parents put their eggs in her basket—or because she is lagging, and the parents invest more in her schooling as a compensatory measure. I also examine a measure of academic success for the siblings: whether or not each child has been held back a grade in school. Together these measures help paint a portrait of which siblings receive more parental financial resources and which thrive in the school system—the first step to long-term socio-economic success, since education has become increasingly important to the economic security of Americans as we have moved from an industrial to an information economy.11

Since the census allows me only to examine educational measures, I use other data to examine other outcomes, like occupational prestige and earnings. The second national survey I examine—called the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), run out of the University of Michigan—has been following the same five thousand families each year since 1968.12 Every time a child is born, a family breaks up, or someone moves in or out, they are tracked. The result is something like a thirty-five-year family tree that now includes more than sixty thousand individuals. It is considered the preeminent survey of the economic and social status of families in America. The economists’ estimates of sibling resemblance in earnings that were mentioned earlier come from this study, as do my own results regarding net worth, income, occupational prestige, and education. The third national survey—run out of the University of Chicago—is called the General Social Survey (GSS) and has been the standard tool for gauging demographic, socioeco-nomic, and attitudinal trends in America every year since 1972. A special supplement to the 1994 GSS survey—called the Study of American Families (SAF)—surveyed the siblings of the GSS respondents, asking many of the same questions and more. With the GSS-SAF dataset we can compare sibling responses on social attitudes, political positions, and lifestyles. These differences can then be compared with siblings’ relative socioeconomic positions.

Finally, these survey studies are complemented by the actual voices of siblings themselves as part of an ongoing, five-year study conducted by myself and a staff of researchers, interviewers, and administrators at New York University's Center for Advanced Social Science Research. If the statistical analyses of national data provide the skeleton for this book, the interview transcripts provide the flesh and blood of the narrative. They give us a glimpse into the black box of the American family so that we can see how the gears of household relations generate disparate outcomes among offspring. In all cases we have interviewed multiple siblings from the same family. In some instances, we have interviewed the parents as well.

I present the interview findings differently than do other, more “academically written” works of sociology. I have tried to foreground the stories and background the commentary. Basically, this strategy represents the opposite approach of what most sociological studies do. I think this manner of presentation makes the material much more engaging to the reader, an important step—I believe—for bringing what sociology has to offer to a wider community. Except where otherwise noted, I present the case studies as a single narrative distilled from the accounts of multiple siblings, rather than as a “he said, she said” back and forth between competing visions. Though siblings often experienced their childhoods differently, there was a remarkable degree of consensus on critical moments in the history of the family, turning points for their respective life paths, and about the particular roles each occupied within the family constellation. Where there is conflict over family history or interpretation, I have tried to draw that disagreement out; otherwise, I have presented a case history as a judge would in rendering his or her opinion: after having reviewed all the testimony and evidence from a variety of sources, and after having brought his or her own legal (or in my case, sociological) expertise to bear on the case. (Likewise, in the interest of a readable and dramatic narrative, a lot of the citations and discussions of the relevant research debates have been presented in the end notes; anyone interested in the intellectual history and development of the ideas presented here should be sure to read the accompanying notes as well as the appendix.)

In addition to fleshing out the quantitative results, these interviews also help us to understand dynamics that cannot be adequately addressed by survey-type studies—for example, how outside influences and special circumstances affect one sibling and not the others, how siblings react differently to family changes like death or divorce, or how sensitive issues like sexual orientation, religious belief, or legal problems set in motion upward or downward mobility. These sorts of issues cannot be gotten at by national surveys since they are often intimate in nature and, more importantly, cannot be adequately anticipated by questionnaires that are meant to take as little time as possible to complete. (Names, places, and other identifying features have been changed to protect the confidentiality of the study subjects and their families.) In combination, these diverse sources of data provide a textured portrait of how American families navigate the economic landscape, how siblings react to their unique positions in the household order, and how sibling differences in success are managed and mediated while the family keeps its bonds intact. More information about how the interviews and quantitative analyses were conducted can be found in the appendix.

Family Background(s)

Every parent with more than one child has heard the question in one form or another: Who do you love most? Among many families there is a scripted answer: Why, I love all of you equally, of course. My interviews show, however, that this spoken norm is by no means universally true. Many families are forced to implicitly—sometimes explicitly— bet on one kid at the expense of another. The novel Sophie's Choice dramatizes this in the most terrible terms of all: a mother is made to choose which child will survive and which will die in a Nazi gas chamber. In modern America, the choices parents make are less dramatic, but no less real. When parents have enough “class” resources to go around—time, money, social connections—kids turn out more similarly since parents don't have to choose and can actively compensate for inequities among their kids.13

However, when parental resources are stretched thin due to financial hardship, large family size, short spacing between kids, single parenthood, minority racial status, and so on, kids tend to drift apart. This is both because the internal competition between siblings becomes more intense and more critical, and because parents are more likely to have to bet all their resources on one kid to make it against adverse circumstances. For example, children of parents who are poorly educated are much more likely to have unequal outcomes in terms of attending college or not themselves. In other words, they are more likely to have one attend at the expense of the others. Likewise, in families that lack a business to absorb less talented or motivated offspring, or liquid assets that can pay for schooling or finance extended job searches, or even social connections that will ease the transition from school to work by providing the right introduction to a potential employer, kids are left more on their own to make it (or not). When things are really tight in a household, siblings may even be called upon to sacrifice their goals for the sake of the greater good and survival of the family—as was the case for someone like Evan.

Evan always dreamed of becoming a lawyer but, as the eldest, always had to work throughout high school to help his single mother pay the bills for himself and his three younger siblings. When he turned eighteen, he could not even think about college as there were still three kids at home relying on him and his mother. So he joined the Army, sending home the major portion of his checks to help out. He stayed in the military for twenty years, having long given up the dream of college, law school, and being “his own boss.” However, his sacrifice is appreciated by his siblings and especially his mother, who wonders how she would have ever gotten the remaining three kids fed, raised, and out of the house if it had not been for Evan's monthly contributions. His siblings, all of whom did go to local commuter colleges, now work at various well-paying office jobs, the youngest having worked his way up to the position of regional manager of a large financial firm. While their mother is well aware of the sacrifices that Evan made, his younger brothers and sisters do not see his life choices as critical to their successes. They're wrong.

My research tells me decisions like Evan's are fairly common when families are not particularly well off. If one child of a mother who herself did not attend college does complete all four years, the chances are about 47 percent that any other given child ofthat mother also attains a bachelor's degree. Compare that with the 76 percent likelihood that a given child of a college graduate will complete college if his or her sibling did (of course, the chances that any finish college are also higher).14Low levels of financial, social, and intellectual capital in a family mean that small differences between siblings get blown up into big ones, whether through the fact that fewer of the children “make it” overall or because of actual sibling sacrifices—as in Evan's case.

His situation stands in stark contrast to that of Carl and Joey. The boys’ father owned an electronics company in Massachusetts. He provided his children with everything. When Carl, Joey's older brother, wanted to go to an expensive private college, his dad told him, “Don't even think about the money.” When he wanted to go on to get a graduate degree, Carl approached his father for a loan. “Can I work out a payment plan over about five years?” he asked.

“You don't have to pay it back,” his dad responded. “This is my pleasure, to see you continue with your schooling.” (He himself had never finished college and had made his fortune as an independent entrepreneur.)

Joey, by contrast, did not want to go to college. He had always been the rebel of the family—the black sheep. He started fights with his older brother, got suspended at school, stayed out late. Perhaps all this was because he felt unloved and unwanted by his mother. The rest of the family confirms that this was, sadly, true (though which came first, his behavior or his mother's, is an open question). Joey dropped out of high school for a year but eventually finished. He did try out a local commuter college for a semester but hated it. Time passed, and he continued to languish. Then his father put him to work in his own company as a salesman, and loaned him money to get his own place. After Joey had been on the job a couple of years, his father made him the sales manager. Everyone in the family—including Joey himself— says they think he might have been homeless and on welfare had it not been for the job provided by his father. The family may or may not have made Joey into the black sheep, but it certainly used its resources to bring that black sheep back into the flock.

John Edgar Wideman lives the life of an academic superstar—as an award-winning author, MacArthur Fellow, and distinguished professor at the University of Massachusetts. His brother, meanwhile, is doing hard time: a life sentence for murder.

Jay works for a pharmaceutical company on the West Coast earning a middle-class income while his sister lives back in New York, in their mother's house in the projects. Jay and his sister haven't spoken for several years. He does not approve of her “lifestyle” of illicit activity and welfare dependence.

Both the Widemans and Jay's family are black. Their stories of sibling divergence are not atypical. With respect to college graduation, the similarity of African-American siblings is about half what it is for non-black siblings.15 For occupational prestige, sibling similarity is also about half as strong for blacks as it is for non-blacks.16 (Occupational prestige is calculated by survey researchers who get respondents to rank order jobs based on their social status, from “food service preparation and service occupations” on up to medical physicians.17 There is a remarkable degree of consistency across time and place regarding the status hierarchy of occupations.)18 As was the case with respect to parental class status, these effects are partially due to the overall lower education and prestige levels of blacks vis-ä-vis whites—so if one kid makes it through college or lands a high-status job, he or she is more likely to be alone in that regard. In short, racial or class disadvantage means that inequality rears its head even at home; families that are racially and economically advantaged do not have to face hard choices and divergent outcomes as frequently.

Who Gets Ahead?

Of course, all of these findings lead to the $64,000 question: when there are disparities between siblings, what predicts which siblings will or will not succeed, and why? In The Nurture Assumption, psychologist Judith Harris argues that the influence of parents on children has been overstated and that genetics and peer influences are of much greater salience (and thus might explain sibling differences). I am sympathetic to such arguments, but wary. Harris takes the 50 percent sibling similarity and chalks it up to genetics; then she takes the remaining 50 percent and chalks it up to genetics and peer groups. She spins a convincing argument that other than providing their genes, parents have little effect on their kids. For example, she points out that children of the British upper class were at one time raised almost exclusively by working-class nannies. They spent very little time with their parents and were soon sent off to boarding school. Harris points out that with almost no “quality time” to instill parent-child socialization, these kids still came out speaking exactly like their parents and not like their less educated governesses. Why? According to Harris, it did not make much difference who was doing the day-to-day raising of these kids, since they learned how to talk from one another. Strike one against the importance of parents.

Another powerful testament to the noninfluence of parents, Harris claims, is the case of immigrants. If immigrant children arrive before the approximate age of thirteen, then they adopt the syntax and accent of their peers in their adopted country, leaving their parents to speak in broken sentences and thick accents for the rest of their lives. Harris takes this as evidence that peers, not parents, teach us how to speak. Strike two for parents.

However, if I read Harris’ examples in another way, they show the enormous power of parents—albeit not through the direct socialization process that she decries. Why do British elites speak like their parents (and often reproduce their parents’ class status)? Because of their parents: their parents exercise their class resources to send their children to a select boarding school where they encounter other kids from similar environments, where highly trained teachers instruct their offspring in the “proper” way to speak. In short, while these parents may not have read to their children every night, they do a lot to ensure that they are not disappointed with their offspring. The same is true for immigrant parents. Could there be a more important choice, one that affects the life course of their children more, than their decision to immigrate? They are, indeed, the reason that their children speak differently, though the mechanism is not direct socialization.

In both these cases, parents set up an institutional structure to presumably generate good socioeconomic outcomes for their kids. Clearly, parents do matter.19

Siblings also affect one another's level of success and failure. I find that they affect one another's likelihood of success in school, and the further away from the parents the siblings are in birth order, the more strongly they influence each other. For example, the similarity of the likelihood of being held back a grade between the secondborn and thirdborn is three times as strong as the similarity between the firstborn and secondborn—indicating that as the family grows, the influence of siblings on one another grows and the effect of parents probably becomes diluted.20

In fact, what all my research shows is that the family is a complex network of affiliations stewing over with the potential for politics and intrigue. Usually the tensions inherent in these interdependent relationships are safely ensconced within the rhetoric of intra-family equality and universal love (Share; No, it's his turn; Hitting isn't nice). Other times they spill out into bitter, often lifelong fights: think of sibling battles for large inheritances. The family is a tangled web.

So nothing about it is simple. Therefore, nothing about why one sibling succeeds and another doesn't is reducible to one clear and present factor. Sometimes even simple variables like birth order are difficult to pin down. How do we classify the birth order of Justin, who was born second but never knew his older brother since he died when Justin was an infant? What do we say about Ray, whose older sibling died when he was ten? What about Selena, whose mother's second marriage was to a man with two kids of his own (ä la The Brady Bunch), thus causing Selena, at age five, to go from being the first of two to the third of four?

Besides, is overall birth order the pivotal factor in success and failure, or is it gender-specific birth order that is most important? Naturally, the answer varies depending on the family. There may be such gender-specific specialization that the only real reference group worth talking about is those siblings of the same sex. For instance, being the last-born boy of five is a lot different when the first four children are also boys than when they are girls.

Even defining who is in the family and who is out can be difficult sometimes. Who really has an impact on children? Is it only those who raise them? With one-third of all births to unmarried parents, kids do not always have two parents.21 Take the case of Malik and Jim. Malik is the product of a relationship his mother had with a Black Panther wanna-be while in high school. His father has, in addition to Malik, four other sons and two daughters with other women. His half brother Jim is the result of a brief marriage their mother had to another man. Jim's father now has three other sons. Jim had some contact with his father growing up—leading a relatively stable life, he would come to important life events like graduations. But, having received enough small doses of his dad over the course of his childhood, Jim's father did not figure so large in his psyche or life history. Jim did his own thing and today is an accountant in San Diego.

By contrast, Malik did not have any contact with his father until he looked him up during his freshman year of college at Stanford. Having won the state championship in debate, he was the shining jewel of his extended family in Bakersfield, California. He was able to go to Stanford due to a combination of loans, work study, and scholarship money. Though the proverbial apple initially fell quite far from the tree in Malik's case, it soon rolled right beside the trunk. In an attempt to establish the relationship he had always craved with his father, he moved in with him for a year in Oakland, which caused quite a bit of trouble for him. By the middle 1980s, his father had developed a heroin habit, and so Malik also began to use the drug. At first he tried to commute to Stanford and take care of his schoolwork while snorting (never shooting) heroin at night as he and his father hit the jazz clubs of San Francisco and the East Bay. Soon, however, the double life proved too difficult and he withdrew from college for a time.

After six years—and tens of thousands of dollars of student debt— Malik eventually finished his degree, but the experience with his father threw him off kilter in a way that—though he no longer uses drugs at all—affects his career path even today. After he finished college he still wanted to emulate his dad and so spent several years trying to found and manage a jazz record label with a couple of friends. After two and a half years of sleeping on couches and mounting arrears on his student loans, the company finally sputtered out. Since then Malik has worked a series of office jobs, interspersed with periods of unemployment. Though he still dreams of politics or big business, he has never fulfilled the promise that he showed back when he aced his SATs and marched triumphantly onto the sun-drenched Stanford campus. Ironically, his father had a much greater impact on his life through his absence than did Jim's dad with his occasional presence.

What constitutes a family? Do we count Malik's or Jim's father as family members even though they didn't raise their children? Malik's absent father turned out to be the seminal influence in his life.

And what about divorce and adoption? They certainly throw family composition into disarray and affect sibling success and failure. Today, slightly more than half of all divorces involve couples with children under age eighteen. In a given year, about 1.7 percent of American children experience a marital disruption—this rate has risen three-fold since 1960.22 As for adoption, rates have also risen in recent decades. In 1944—the earliest year for which reliable data are available—there were about 50,000 adopted children. That figure peaked in 1970 at about 175,000 and has since stabilized at somewhere between 100,000 and 120,000.23 The result is that today, about 2 percent of children are adopted. One consequence of the transformation of the American family is that the transmission of class status from one generation to the next is a lot messier thanks to complicated kinship relations.

Take Kara and Kathy. They were both adopted by a couple who had tried for years to have their own biological children. The girls themselves are not biologically related, a fact that probably made it easier for their mother to label them as differently as she did. From the start, Kara was seen as the smart, capable daughter. Kathy was relegated to being the dumb, incompetent one—but she was also treated as prettier and more socially adept. While it may be true that Kara was actually somewhat smarter and Kathy was somewhat prettier, it was their parents’ response to that perceived difference that really mattered. For example, they could have chosen to compensate for what they took to be the differences between the two girls, pushing Kathy academically and encouraging Kara's social self-confidence. Instead, they drew out the differences between the two sisters, making them more, rather than less, important. Her mother labeled them as binary opposites not only in her subtle behaviors, but to their faces as well. She tried to convince Kara that she was not interested in boys, while she gave Kathy the green light to date. She would also tell Kara that she was closer to her than she was to Kathy, thus emotionally obligating Kara to spend most of her free time with her mother rather than socializing with her peers.

Of course, labeling of some sort occurs in most families no matter what the intentions of the parents. However, in this case, a particularly manipulative mother combined with the girls’ status as adoptees exacerbated the labeling. Neither child was allowed to touch the walls, for fear of dirtying them. They could not sit on the edge of the bed for fear of eroding the support of the mattress edge. Cleaning rituals often took hours, and having been labeled the competent one, Kara bore the brunt of the chores. In the end, however, it was Kara who escaped the household. She is now a professor; meanwhile, Kathy barely graduated high school. Her self-confidence and belief in her own abilities eroded, Kathy continued to live at home until she was twenty-five, at which time she married a man in his fifties who works as a movie usher.

Two adopted daughters of no relation to each other but raised by the same parents. How do we know what made one successful and the other marginal? We can never know for sure how much the labeling is responsible for their divergent outcomes and how much was, say, genes.

But even full siblings only share 50 percent of their genes. And genes can play themselves out in many different ways. However, the rhetoric of genetic difference makes it much easier to recognize, accentuate, and even create differences in adoptees than in children of the same parents.

In other families, the siblings are more “related” than most of us are to our siblings. I am speaking of identical twins. What better way could there be to explore the question of whether genetics determines sibling success and failure? Of course, identical twins are as alike as you can get genetically, but they also occupy a unique social position. This is well illustrated by the twins Pauline and Esther Friedman—better known as (Dear) Abby and Ann Landers. The Friedman twins’ mother made them dress alike and do the same things. Ann Landers later wrote, “There was no opportunity for quiet introspection and honest self-appraisal. Granted, the ‘togetherness’ was great fun, but it denied us the opportunity to develop as individuals. We would never escape the image of the sister act. … [All the same,] we traded on our twinship shamelessly. …” She went on in her advice column to instruct the mother of twins specifically not to dress them alike and to make an active effort to treat them differently.

Twins—long held up by scientists as the lab rats of human genetics—are, however, just as susceptible to social pressures as the rest of us. Genetics cannot be seen in isolation from the social context of family relations. Twinness can just as easily turn the other way, where twins actively work to distinguish themselves from each other. Despite their obvious similarities, Ann Landers and Abby went for many years not speaking to each other after a bitter, public fight. Sometimes being a twin can be too close for comfort.

While in their case their divergence was one of social relations, in other cases twins can separate in more socioeconomic ways as well. For instance, though Laura and Lynne always looked very much alike, Laura was always slightly thinner than Lynne. When they got to high school, this turned out to make a big difference; Laura always garnered much more interest from boys. Always being second choice slowly worked itself under Lynne's skin. Her self-esteem plummeted and her weight rose; her weight rose and her confidence sank further. This critical time in adolescence has affected each of their life trajectories. Today, the unemployed Lynne barely leaves her house while Laura holds down a management position in a large nonprofit organization. They try to remain close socially despite the different paths their lives have taken, but they no longer have as much in common to talk about as they once did. Laura's busy schedule also drives them apart.

So is genetics the key? In the next chapter, I'll explore more twins’ stories. That's the best way to put to rest the nature-nurture red herring that plagues most of our assumptions about how and why siblings turn out differently with respect to success.

If not genetics, then is it birth order that explains which brothers and sisters succeed and which do not? Birth position is a subject of intense debate among psychologists. But whether or not birth order matters for personality is largely irrelevant to how it matters for sibling differences in socioeconomic success. For our purposes, family size is what really matters; parental time, attention, and money are somewhat fixed pies and each additional slice means less for everybody. Child-dominated households may also be less intellectually stimulating— think of the chaos of a family with five children as compared with two. But the number of children in a household changes over the life span of a family. Birth order comes into the picture as a stand-in for the number of siblings with whom an individual shares his or her parents over the course of childhood. Firstborns spend at least some of their time as only children. Last borns do as well (if elder siblings leave). However, middle borns experience the crunch of sibling competition for parental resources both coming and going. Chapter 3 fleshes out theories of birth order and family size, offering a unique way to measure the impact of the birth of additional siblings on sibling outcomes.

Not only is coming from a large family a disadvantage overall; it also generates more disparate outcomes among siblings. Bigger families generate wider spreads among any given pair of siblings than do families that are smaller. This is due to the fact that resources are spread more thinly, forcing parents to make choices on child investment. It is also due to the reduced parental influence and control in large, child-dominated families.

Birth order also affects how siblings experience family trauma. Chapter 4 explores trauma in the lives of children—illness, death, parental desertion. When a family disruption occurs, not all siblings are created equally. First of all, kids who have escaped the household by the time family tragedy strikes often fare the best. They may escape largely unscathed from the deleterious economic consequences of negative events. They also see less of the family grieving firsthand. Last, but by no means least, they are less often forced into taking on adult responsibilities in lieu of a missing or incapacitated parent, as are some of the siblings who remain. Among the siblings who do remain, however, it is often the eldest who bears the biggest burden, and suffers for it. This is particularly true for elder girls, who are more likely to be forced into the role of caretaker for younger brothers and sisters when the remaining single parent has to work to support the family.

Chapter 4 also deals with the variable impact of divorce on siblings’ success. American families have gone through a revolution in the last four decades. Increasingly, romantic relationships are severed from childrearing arrangements; the old model of lifelong monogamy and clear gender roles is dead in many sectors of U.S. society. This is a result of many factors, ranging from reproductive technologies (such as the pill and in vitro fertilization) to economic changes (like increased female labor force participation) to demographic shifts (like declines in average family size, increases in the age at first birth, and longer life expectancies). There has been much highly charged debate in academia and in the media about what these changes are doing to the fabric of American families in general and the lives of children in particular. In this debate, divorce is seen either as universally bad for offspring or universally harmless. Ignored in divorce research and in the media is the fact that—like trauma—family disruption impacts siblings differently depending on their age and family position. For the most part, divorce follows the same age-related patterns as other family traumas.

Occasionally, however, if the desertion or divorce represents relief from a highly conflictual or otherwise extremely negative situation, it is the siblings still at home who thrive as a result of new and better circumstances, particularly when the remaining parent remarries a higher Status partner. Chapter 5 addresses how upward mobility affects siblings differently, whether as a result of remarriage, parental careers taking off, or even a change of location.

Chapter 6 investigates how gender plays out within families. Girls face different challenges than boys do. In some families traditional gender roles are expected (and enforced), generating male advantages over sisters, while in other families girls are expected to achieve as much as boys. Having a mother who worked while the kids were growing up actually attenuates such gender disparities. In other words, female role models matter for girls. In addition to battling different expectations in some families, girls have other gender-specific issues to deal with as well. For example, physical attributes such as attractiveness and weight often predict which sister will attain greater socioeconomic success. This is less true for brothers. Of course, as with all social patterns, there are important exceptions that prove the rules.

While forces like family size, economic class, and gender can explain to a certain extent which siblings succeed and which do not, there is always “luck.” Writing thirty years ago, Christopher Jencks found that family background—in other words, the corresponding status of our siblings and parents—explained only about half of ability and success. The other half he chalked up to luck. But even what we call luck has its own logic and patterns. Luck, it turns out, is what the survey designers forgot to ask about (or what is not possible to anticipate and categorize). Chapter 7 examines luck in some detail. The in-depth interviews reveal some interesting patterns with respect to the garbage pail category of “other” influences—which may have remained obscured in large-scale survey research. These unique circumstances that make some siblings radically diverge from their brothers and sisters can be divided into two camps. Some factors bestow “outsider” status upon an individual. Examples of this include being gay or being highly religious. Of course, in one context, being highly religious may make you an outsider vis-a-vis the rest of your family, but in another household, you might be an outsider if you are not particularly pious. The same can be said—though to a lesser extent—for sexual orientation (which often makes someone an outsider in any heterosexual family). What is even more interesting is the fact that the consequences of outsider status often vary as well. When an individual comes from a high-class family background, being an outsider to that world can be a disadvantage. It often bars that sibling from truly enjoying all the resources and advantages that the family provides other siblings. Shaun is the firstborn, gay son of a wealthy attorney who—by virtue of his sexuality—never really gained acceptance by his dad. Hence it was his straight brother who was groomed to be the heir to the prestigious Atlanta law practice that his father had built with two partners. On the other hand, when a family has lower status, being gay can often trigger upward mobility. Drew's story is typical of so many gay men: he left his homophobic, working-class hometown of one thousand people in order to discover the sexual freedom and satisfaction of the big city (in this case, San Francisco). This sexuality-inspired geographic mobility led to upward socioeconomic mobility for Drew as well. In San Francisco, not only did he encounter the liberation of drag queens and Queer Nation, he also got hooked up with the high-tech industry as a programmer. He has so far survived the dot-com bust and earns several times what his working-class siblings do back in Oklahoma.

Religion, it seems, works in much the same way. If the rest of your family is highly religious, then it does not mark you as distinct in any important way. But if you are much more religious than your family, it can work just like sexual orientation: as a barrier to resources or as a protective shield. Of course, it is not always so easy to distinguish cause and effect. For instance, did Jean's deep religiosity develop to serve as a source of inner strength and identity in the face of her lack of material success vis-ä-vis her siblings? Or was it the religiosity that stopped her from pursuing a secular education with as much vigor as her sisters? In other cases it is not so difficult to disentangle: Richard was born deaf, so his outsider status obviously was not caused by his bookish behavior or his upward mobility. Disabilities or special talents can often trump all other considerations. For example, children who are born premature or of low birth weight (less than five and a half pounds) are up to 75 percent less likely than their siblings to graduate from high school in a timely fashion (which, in turn, strongly affects later economic success).24

The other type of “luck” comes from the outside—yet is no less problematic with respect to causality. While some individuals enjoy (or suffer from) outsider status, others have their lives shaped differently from those of their siblings, by outside influences. Like outsider status, outside influences can have positive or negative ramifications. Some kids are lucky enough to find a mentor or to get bused to a different school than their siblings. (Again, we do not know for sure what is cause and what is effect here.) More often I heard stories of an unfortunate turn of events that triggered a downward spiral for a particular sibling. Others had legal or health problems. Here, it would appear that causality is more certain, since the random events can be thought of as external and unpredicted. However, it could also be the case that siblings are using these events to “pass blame” for their socioeconomic plight that might have occurred even without the terrible “luck” they experienced. With all these contingencies and caveats it is no wonder that researchers throw up their hands and call it all “luck” or “chance.” However, a truly random roll of the dice it is not.

With families experiencing an increasing amount of social and geographic mobility in contemporary U.S. society, how do the varying class positions of adult siblings affect family relations in America? In other words, do large class disparities weaken family structures, making extended kin (i.e., the uncles and aunts that these siblings become to one another's children) less relevant than they once were? Or do reciprocal helping arrangements and other forms of family connection persist over sibling disparities in social status? What kinds of tensions arise between siblings of different class statuses with respect to obligations to, for example, ailing parents? How do social attitudes and social networks differ when sibling socioeconomic status diverges? The conclusion sheds some light on the social consequences of these sibling disparities for family life in America, placing them within a larger historical sweep. It also makes explicit many of the policy choices that have been implicit up till now.

Endnotes: Categorical Confusion, Nervous Parents, and Only Children

While I will provide many answers here and demonstrate how the family pecking order cannot be viewed in isolation from hierarchies of the wider society, no research study can explain every case. The best we can hope for is to explain overall patterns in society—the average case. There is no simple instruction manual for who succeeds and who does not. Anyone who tells you that they are going to explain your personality, your marriage, your career, or anything else about you with one factor—gender, birth order, income, or astrological sign—might as well be selling you a bottle of snake oil.25 There are as many explanations for particular family pecking orders as there are families. Furthermore, the patterns surrounding race, gender, family size, and so on that I describe here are in constant flux. About the only thing I can guarantee is that if you read this twenty years after I write, the particulars— regarding, for example, the role of mothers working or the particular crunch that secondborns feel—will probably no longer apply. That is because the very rules of the game are always changing. If you take anything away from this book, however, I hope it is a new way of viewing the way family pecking orders emerge. As much as we would like it to be, the family is not a haven in a harsh world. It is part and parcel of that world, rat race and all. Inequality, after all, starts at home.

We have only reached the end of the first chapter, yet parents of more than one child may already be fretting over their family history and parenting decisions—did I favor my son over my daughter in grade school? Did my middle child get short shrift? Is my divorce responsible for the poor grades of my eldest? Those that have one child may suddenly decide that one kid is quite enough lest they face the kind of anxieties that come from the sibling differences in success that invariably emerge. While data do show that only children excel on average, we do not know whether that is because of being the only kid in the family, or because of the types of parents that tend to stop after just one kid. What we can say for sure, however, is that only children do not have to experience the same sort of tensions, perceived inequities, sibling struggles, and intra-family stratification that those with brothers or sisters do. About the only way to guarantee not engendering intra-family stratification is to stop at just one. But for most of us, kids are irresistible like potato chips—we can't stop at one.


TWO

BUTTERFLIES IN BIALYSTOK, METEORS IN MANILA

The Nature-Nurture Red Herring

Polish brothers Jan and Jacek Nodotek grew up in an atmosphere where they happily did “everything” together all the way through school, were treated equally by their parents, and shared the same group of friends. Both attended a special high school for athletes in their hometown of Bialystok, in northeast Poland, but do not report any particular competitiveness; rather, they describe a supportive relationship that even included covering for the other when he hadn't done his homework. Though they always went to the same schools and had the same group of friends, they still demonstrated some important differences. Jan was more socially assertive and thus enjoyed an early string of girlfriends. Jacek was more introspective and sensitive to his own moods and feelings, as well as those of others. The brothers describe this difference as stemming from the different personalities of their parents: they both agree that Jan is more like their father—confident, strong willed, and exacting; Jacek is more like their mother—warm and emotional.

The key moment in their mutual life histories appeared to occur right after high school. Jacek attended school for another year to knock off the prerequisites for an accounting program (seemingly an odd choice, given that Jan believes he is the more detail-oriented of the two). Jan, meanwhile, went to Great Britain to study English intensively. This time apart proved crucial to their future trajectories. After Jan had gained fluency in that oh-so-important lingua franca of world business, he returned to Poland for
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