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Abstract
Birth order has long been proposed as a significant factor in personality development, with early theorists suggesting that children develop distinct psychological traits based on their position within the family hierarchy. These ideas have remained influential in both academic psychology and popular culture. However, contemporary empirical research has produced mixed findings regarding the strength of birth order effects on personality. This literature review examines theoretical foundations and recent empirical studies investigating the relationship between birth order and personality development. Drawing from research in personality psychology, behavioral genetics, and family systems theory, the review evaluates whether birth order meaningfully contributes to stable personality traits. Evidence from large-scale population studies indicates that birth order differences in personality are minimal when measured across diverse samples. Instead, factors such as genetic influences, nonshared environmental experiences, and broader social contexts appear to play a more substantial role in shaping personality development across the lifespan. Although birth order may influence family roles and individual perceptions of identity within the household, it does not appear to function as a primary determinant of personality traits. Implications for developmental psychology and counseling practice are discussed, particularly regarding the importance of examining family narratives and relational dynamics without relying on deterministic birth order stereotypes.
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For more than a century, psychologists have been interested in understanding how family structure influences human development. One of the most widely discussed ideas within developmental psychology is the theory that birth order plays a meaningful role in shaping personality. Early theorists proposed that children occupying different positions within the family hierarchy develop distinct behavioral tendencies and psychological traits (Adler, 1927/2013; Sulloway, 1996). These ideas have remained influential not only in academic psychology but also in popular culture, where birth order stereotypes continue to shape perceptions of personality and family dynamics (Salmon & Daly, 2020).
The theoretical foundations of birth order research are often traced to the work of Alfred Adler, who argued that psychological development is strongly influenced by social relationships within the family system (Adler, 1927/2013). According to Adler’s perspective, children adapt to their perceived position within the family by developing unique strategies for gaining attention, achieving recognition, or establishing identity. Firstborn children, who initially receive exclusive parental attention, may develop traits associated with responsibility and leadership, whereas later-born children may develop traits related to creativity, adaptability, or social negotiation as they attempt to differentiate themselves within the family environment (Sulloway, 1996; Salmon & Daly, 2020).
Despite the intuitive appeal of these ideas, empirical research examining the relationship between birth order and personality has produced inconsistent findings. Early studies often relied on small sample sizes and anecdotal observations, limiting their ability to draw reliable conclusions (Rohrer et al., 2015). Advances in personality psychology and statistical methodology have allowed contemporary researchers to examine birth order effects using large-scale population datasets and standardized personality measures (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). These modern studies frequently find that birth order differences in personality are minimal or statistically insignificant when examined across diverse populations (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015).
The persistence of birth order theory may therefore reflect the distinction between family roles and stable personality traits. Individuals often compare their behaviors and responsibilities relative to siblings within the household environment, which can create the perception that birth order strongly influences personality. However, these perceived differences may not translate into consistent personality traits across broader social contexts (Denissen et al., 2020; Bleidorn et al., 2022).
This literature review examines contemporary research investigating the relationship between birth order and personality development. Drawing from recent empirical studies and theoretical perspectives in developmental psychology, the review evaluates whether birth order represents a meaningful influence on personality formation or whether its perceived effects primarily reflect family role dynamics. Particular attention is given to large-scale empirical studies and methodological critiques that challenge traditional assumptions about birth order. Contemporary research therefore reflects an ongoing debate regarding whether birth order represents a meaningful determinant of personality or merely a contextual influence within family systems.
Historical Foundations of Birth Order Theory
The idea that birth order influences personality development originated within early twentieth-century psychological theory. Alfred Adler was among the first psychologists to propose that children develop distinct psychological strategies based on their position within the family hierarchy. Within Adler’s framework of individual psychology, personality development was understood as deeply embedded in the social environment of the family. Rather than viewing development as purely biological, Adler emphasized that interpersonal relationships within the household shape how children interpret their role and identity (Adler, 1927/2013).
Adler argued that firstborn children occupy a unique developmental position because they initially receive exclusive parental attention. When younger siblings are born, the firstborn child may experience what Adler described as a form of “dethronement,” in which parental attention becomes divided among siblings. According to Adler, this transition may encourage firstborn children to adopt traits associated with responsibility, authority, and achievement as they attempt to maintain their perceived status within the family system (Adler, 1927/2013). These early experiences were theorized to contribute to personality characteristics that persist into adulthood.
In contrast, later-born children develop within a different social environment. Because older siblings have already established behavioral expectations within the household, younger children may adopt alternative strategies to differentiate themselves within the family structure. Adler suggested that these strategies often involve traits such as creativity, sociability, or humor as younger siblings attempt to gain recognition within the family system. From this perspective, birth order shapes personality development through the child’s efforts to adapt to the social dynamics of the household (Sulloway, 1996).
Adler’s theoretical framework influenced several decades of psychological thought regarding family dynamics and personality development (Adler, 1927/2013). However, early research attempting to test these ideas often relied on small samples and anecdotal observations, limiting the ability of researchers to draw reliable conclusions. As psychological research methods evolved throughout the twentieth century, scholars began to question whether birth order effects could be reliably demonstrated using empirical data (Damian & Roberts, 2015).
A major resurgence of interest in birth order theory occurred with the publication of Frank Sulloway’s Born to Rebel(1996). Sulloway expanded Adler’s ideas by proposing that sibling competition plays an important role in shaping personality development. According to Sulloway’s evolutionary interpretation, siblings compete for parental resources and attention, leading them to develop different behavioral strategies that maximize their chances of gaining recognition within the family system (Sulloway, 1996).
Sulloway argued that firstborn children tend to align with parental authority and social norms because their early position in the family hierarchy encourages conformity and responsibility. In contrast, later-born siblings may be more likely to challenge authority or adopt unconventional ideas as a strategy for distinguishing themselves within the family environment. Sulloway further suggested that these differences may influence broader patterns of behavior, including openness to innovation and willingness to challenge established social structures (Salmon & Daly, 2020; Sulloway, 1996).
Although Sulloway’s work generated renewed interest in birth order theory, it also sparked significant debate within the psychological community. Critics argued that many of the historical patterns cited by Sulloway could be explained by alternative factors such as cultural context, educational opportunities, or socioeconomic conditions. As a result, researchers increasingly emphasized the need for large-scale empirical studies capable of examining birth order effects across diverse populations.
Advances in personality measurement and statistical methodology during the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries allowed psychologists to revisit birth order hypotheses using more rigorous empirical approaches. The development of standardized personality frameworks, such as the Big Five model, provided researchers with reliable tools for measuring personality traits across large populations. These methodological advances enabled psychologists to examine whether birth order differences observed within families could be detected consistently across broader samples (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015).
As empirical research expanded, many scholars began to question whether birth order exerted a meaningful influence on personality traits at the population level. Large-scale studies increasingly found that birth order differences in personality were extremely small and often statistically insignificant when examined across diverse populations (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). These findings challenged long-standing assumptions about birth order and prompted researchers to reconsider the mechanisms underlying personality development.
Consequently, contemporary discussions of birth order often distinguish between family roles and stable personality traits. While siblings may adopt different roles within a particular family environment, these roles may not translate into consistent personality differences across the lifespan. This distinction has become central to modern debates regarding the relevance of birth order theory within developmental psychology.
Modern Personality Frameworks and Measurement
Advances in personality psychology during the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries significantly changed how researchers study personality development. Earlier investigations of birth order often relied on anecdotal observations or loosely defined personality categories, which made it difficult to evaluate theoretical claims empirically. As personality research matured, psychologists increasingly adopted standardized models of personality that allowed for more reliable measurement across large populations. Among these frameworks, the Big Five personality model has become the most widely used structure for examining individual differences in personality traits (Denissen et al., 2020).
The Big Five model conceptualizes personality as consisting of five broad trait dimensions: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. These dimensions represent relatively stable patterns of behavior, emotion, and cognition that emerge across the lifespan (Denissen et al., 2020). The development of standardized personality inventories based on the Big Five framework allowed researchers to compare personality traits across individuals and populations using consistent measurement tools. As a result, psychologists gained the ability to evaluate long-standing developmental theories, including birth order hypotheses, with far greater methodological rigor than had previously been possible (Bleidorn et al., 2022; Denissen et al., 2020).
Research using the Big Five framework has also contributed to a broader understanding of personality stability and change over time. Longitudinal studies suggest that personality traits exhibit moderate stability across adulthood, though meaningful changes can occur in response to life events, social roles, and developmental transitions (Bleidorn et al., 2022). These findings highlight the importance of examining personality development within broader social and environmental contexts rather than attributing personality traits solely to early family experiences (Bleidorn et al., 2022).
In addition to improved personality measurement, advances in behavioral genetics have further complicated attempts to attribute personality differences to birth order. Twin and family studies suggest that a substantial proportion of personality variation is influenced by genetic factors rather than shared family environments. Estimates of heritability for major personality traits frequently range between 40% and 60%, indicating that genetic predispositions play a substantial role in shaping individual differences (Plomin & von Stumm, 2018; Zietsch & Sidari, 2020). These findings suggest that birth order, as a purely environmental factor, may exert only a limited influence on personality development relative to genetic contributions.
Environmental influences outside the family also play an important role in shaping personality development. Peer relationships, educational experiences, and cultural contexts all contribute to the formation of personality traits across the lifespan (Denissen et al., 2020). As children and adolescents increasingly engage with social environments beyond the household, the relative influence of family dynamics may diminish. Consequently, even if birth order affects early family interactions, its long-term influence on personality traits may be overshadowed by broader developmental experiences.
The development of large-scale population datasets has further transformed personality research. Modern studies frequently analyze thousands or even hundreds of thousands of individuals, allowing researchers to detect even very small statistical relationships between variables (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). These large datasets provide a powerful tool for testing birth order hypotheses. If birth order meaningfully influenced personality traits, consistent differences should be observable across large populations when measured using standardized personality frameworks.
However, empirical findings from large-scale personality studies increasingly suggest that birth order differences are extremely small when examined across individuals from different families. Although siblings within a specific household may appear to exhibit different behavioral tendencies, these differences often disappear when personality traits are measured across broader populations (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). This discrepancy between perceived family differences and population-level findings has become a central issue in contemporary birth order research.
As a result, many modern psychologists argue that birth order may influence perceived family roles rather than stable personality traits. Children within the same household often occupy different social positions relative to their siblings, which may shape their responsibilities and expectations within the family environment. However, these roles may not correspond to enduring personality characteristics that persist across different social contexts.
Consequently, the application of modern personality measurement frameworks has significantly reshaped the birth order debate. Rather than confirming strong birth order effects, contemporary empirical research has largely demonstrated that birth order contributes little to explaining individual differences in personality when compared to broader genetic and environmental influences. This shift in empirical evidence has encouraged researchers to reevaluate the role of birth order within broader models of personality development.
Empirical Research on Birth Order and Personality
Empirical research examining the relationship between birth order and personality has expanded significantly over the past several decades. As psychological research methods have improved, scholars have increasingly relied on large datasets and standardized personality assessments to test birth order hypotheses. These methodological advances have allowed researchers to examine whether personality differences associated with birth order can be detected consistently across diverse populations.
One of the most influential large-scale studies investigating birth order and personality was conducted by Damian and Roberts (2015). Using data from more than 377,000 high school students participating in the Project Talent study, the researchers examined whether birth order predicted differences in personality traits and intelligence. Personality was measured using the Big Five framework, allowing the researchers to evaluate multiple dimensions of personality across a large and nationally representative sample. The results indicated that firstborn individuals scored slightly higher on conscientiousness and intellectual self-confidence. However, the observed differences were extremely small, with effect sizes close to zero for most personality traits. These findings suggest that although birth order may produce minor statistical differences, the magnitude of these effects is unlikely to have meaningful practical implications.
Similar conclusions were reached in another large-scale investigation conducted by Rohrer, Egloff, and Schmukle (2015). Using datasets from the United States, the United Kingdom, and Germany, the researchers examined whether personality differences between siblings could be detected across multiple cultural contexts. Their analyses found little evidence that birth order significantly influenced personality traits such as extraversion, agreeableness, openness, or emotional stability. Although firstborn children showed slightly higher scores on intelligence measures, personality differences between birth positions were negligible. These findings further challenge the assumption that birth order exerts a substantial influence on personality development.
Subsequent research has attempted to explain why birth order differences appear so convincing within individual families yet remain difficult to detect in population-level studies. One explanation involves the distinction between within-family and between-family comparisons. Individuals often evaluate their behavior relative to siblings within the household environment. As a result, differences in responsibilities or expectations within families may be interpreted as personality differences even when these patterns do not generalize across broader populations (Denissen et al., 2020).
Research examining sibling dynamics also suggests that family roles may play an important role in shaping perceptions of birth order differences. Within many families, older siblings are expected to assume greater responsibility or leadership roles, while younger siblings may experience fewer expectations and greater behavioral flexibility. These role differences can influence how siblings perceive their identity within the family system. However, such role-based behaviors may not necessarily translate into stable personality traits across different social contexts (Suitor et al., 2021).
Further complicating the interpretation of birth order research are findings from behavioral genetics. Studies examining the genetic basis of personality traits suggest that a substantial portion of personality variation is attributable to heritable factors rather than shared family environments (Plomin & von Stumm, 2018; Zietsch & Sidari, 2020). These findings imply that birth order effects may be overshadowed by genetic influences that shape personality development independently of family structure.
Taken together, contemporary empirical research provides limited support for strong birth order effects on personality traits. Although siblings within a particular family may appear to exhibit distinct behavioral tendencies, large-scale studies consistently find that birth order explains very little variance in personality when examined across populations. These findings have led many psychologists to conclude that birth order may influence family dynamics and social roles rather than stable personality characteristics.
Methodological Critiques in Birth Order Research
Although birth order theory has remained influential in both academic psychology and popular culture, many contemporary researchers argue that earlier studies examining birth order effects suffered from significant methodological limitations. As statistical methods and personality measurement tools improved, scholars began to recognize that several common research practices may have exaggerated the apparent influence of birth order on personality development. These methodological critiques have become central to modern debates regarding the validity of birth order theory.
One major issue involves the distinction between within-family comparisons and between-family comparisons. Early birth order studies often examined differences among siblings within the same household. While such comparisons may reveal behavioral differences within families, they do not necessarily demonstrate that birth order influences personality across broader populations. Modern researchers argue that valid tests of birth order hypotheses must compare individuals from different families while controlling for factors such as family size, socioeconomic status, and parental education (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). When these variables are accounted for, birth order effects on personality traits frequently disappear.
Another important methodological concern involves what psychologists refer to as the reference group effect. Individuals typically evaluate their personality traits relative to those of people within their immediate social environment, particularly siblings. As a result, firstborn children may perceive themselves as more responsible or achievement-oriented when compared with younger siblings, even if their behavior is similar to that of individuals outside their family. This perception can create the illusion that birth order strongly influences personality when objective comparisons across populations reveal minimal differences (Denissen et al., 2020).
Sample size has also played a significant role in shaping the conclusions of birth order research. Many early studies relied on relatively small samples, which limited the statistical power of the analyses. Small samples increase the likelihood that random variation will appear as meaningful differences between groups. In contrast, contemporary studies frequently analyze datasets containing tens or even hundreds of thousands of participants. These large-scale datasets allow researchers to detect even very small statistical relationships between variables. When birth order hypotheses are tested using such datasets, the resulting effect sizes are typically extremely small, suggesting that birth order explains little variation in personality traits (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015).
Another challenge in birth order research involves the complexity of family environments. Families differ widely in terms of cultural norms, parenting styles, socioeconomic conditions, and family size (Suitor et al., 2021). These factors may influence children's developmental experiences in ways that are difficult to isolate statistically. For example, firstborn children may experience different parenting styles simply because parents are less experienced when raising their first child. Later-born children may grow up in households that have already adapted to the demands of parenting. Such variations in parenting practices may influence developmental outcomes independently of birth order itself (Suitor et al., 2021).
Behavioral genetics research has further complicated attempts to attribute personality differences to birth order. Studies examining the heritability of personality traits consistently find that genetic factors account for a substantial portion of individual differences in personality. Estimates suggest that between 40% and 60% of variation in major personality traits can be attributed to genetic influences (Plomin & von Stumm, 2018; Zietsch & Sidari, 2020). These findings suggest that birth order, which represents an environmental factor within the family, may play a relatively minor role compared to genetic influences.
Finally, researchers have increasingly recognized that birth order effects may be confounded with family size effects. Larger families naturally include later-born children, and family size itself may influence developmental experiences such as parental attention, resource distribution, and sibling interaction patterns. When statistical analyses control for family size, many apparent birth order effects become weaker or disappear entirely. This suggests that earlier studies may have inadvertently attributed developmental differences to birth order when they were actually related to broader family structure variables.
Taken together, these methodological critiques have significantly reshaped the scientific understanding of birth order effects. While earlier theories suggested that birth order plays a central role in personality development, modern empirical research increasingly indicates that such effects are minimal when examined using rigorous methodological designs. As a result, many contemporary psychologists view birth order not as a primary determinant of personality but rather as one of many contextual factors that may influence family dynamics and individual development.
Alternative Explanations for Personality Development
Although birth order has historically been proposed as an influential factor in personality development, contemporary psychological research increasingly emphasizes the role of multiple interacting influences that shape individual differences across the lifespan. Rather than viewing personality as the product of a single environmental variable such as birth order, modern developmental psychology conceptualizes personality development as the result of complex interactions among genetic predispositions, social experiences, and environmental contexts (Denissen et al., 2020). Within this framework, birth order represents only one potential component within a much broader developmental system.
One of the most influential perspectives shaping contemporary personality research is behavioral genetics, which examines the relative contributions of genetic and environmental influences to psychological traits. Twin and family studies consistently demonstrate that genetic factors account for a substantial proportion of variance in major personality traits. Estimates of heritability for traits within the Big Five framework commonly range between 40% and 60%, suggesting that inherited biological factors play a significant role in shaping personality differences among individuals (Plomin & von Stumm, 2018; Zietsch & Sidari, 2020). These findings indicate that genetic influences may overshadow environmental factors such as birth order when explaining individual differences in personality.
In addition to genetic influences, developmental psychologists increasingly recognize the importance of nonshared environmental experiences in shaping personality development. Nonshared environments refer to experiences that differ among siblings within the same household, including peer relationships, educational opportunities, and individual life events. Research suggests that these unique experiences often contribute more strongly to personality differences than shared family environments (Denissen et al., 2020). Consequently, siblings raised within the same household may develop distinct personality traits even when exposed to similar parental influences.
Peer relationships also represent a powerful influence on personality development during childhood and adolescence. As children spend increasing amounts of time interacting with peers in school and social environments, these relationships can shape behavioral tendencies, social skills, and emotional regulation. Peer groups often reinforce certain personality traits while discouraging others, contributing to the development of stable behavioral patterns that extend into adulthood (Bleidorn et al., 2022). Because peer interactions frequently occur outside the family environment, they may exert a stronger influence on personality development than birth order dynamics within the household.
Life course transitions further illustrate how personality traits can evolve in response to social roles and life experiences. Longitudinal studies examining personality development across adulthood demonstrate that personality traits continue to change in response to major life events such as entering the workforce, forming romantic relationships, or becoming parents (Bleidorn et al., 2022). These findings challenge the assumption that early childhood experiences alone determine personality outcomes. Instead, personality development appears to be shaped by ongoing interactions between individuals and their changing social environments.
Family systems theory provides an additional framework for understanding how personality development occurs within relational contexts. Rather than focusing solely on birth order, family systems approaches emphasize patterns of interaction among family members, including communication styles, conflict resolution strategies, and emotional support networks (Cox & Paley, 2020). From this perspective, sibling relationships represent only one component of a broader network of family dynamics that influence psychological development.
Taken together, these perspectives suggest that birth order is unlikely to function as a primary determinant of personality traits. Instead, personality development emerges through the interaction of genetic predispositions, individual experiences, and social environments that extend beyond the family structure. Consequently, contemporary developmental psychologists increasingly view birth order as one of many contextual influences rather than a dominant explanatory factor in personality formation.
Implications for Counseling Psychology
Although contemporary research suggests that birth order has minimal influence on stable personality traits, the concept of family roles remains highly relevant within counseling and clinical psychology. Individuals often construct personal narratives about their identity based on their perceived role within the family system (Suitor et al., 2021). These narratives may influence how clients interpret their relationships, responsibilities, and sense of self. Consequently, even if birth order does not strongly determine personality traits, it may still shape how individuals understand their developmental experiences within the family context.
From a counseling perspective, exploring sibling relationships can provide valuable insight into family dynamics and interpersonal patterns. Family systems theory emphasizes that individual behavior cannot be fully understood without considering the relational context in which it develops (Cox & Paley, 2020). Within this framework, siblings often occupy complementary roles that contribute to the overall functioning of the family system. These roles may influence patterns of communication, expectations of responsibility, and perceptions of fairness among family members.
For example, firstborn children may internalize expectations related to responsibility, leadership, or caregiving within the family. These expectations can influence how individuals approach achievement, relationships, and self-evaluation in adulthood. Similarly, later-born siblings may perceive themselves as needing to differentiate their identity within the family structure, which can influence their social behavior or career choices. While these patterns do not necessarily represent fixed personality traits, they may shape clients’ interpretations of their life experiences.
At the same time, clinicians must be cautious not to rely on rigid birth order stereotypes when conceptualizing clients. Contemporary research demonstrates that birth order alone explains very little variance in personality traits when examined across large populations (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). Overreliance on birth order categories may therefore lead clinicians to overlook more meaningful influences on personality development, such as trauma, cultural background, attachment patterns, or social environment.
Instead, birth order may be most useful in counseling as a starting point for exploring family narratives rather than as a deterministic explanation of personality. Discussing sibling relationships can help clients reflect on how family expectations shaped their early experiences and identity development (Cox & Paley, 2020). These discussions may reveal patterns of responsibility, rivalry, or emotional roles that continue to influence interpersonal relationships later in life.
In this way, birth order can serve as a tool for understanding family dynamics rather than as a predictor of personality traits. By focusing on the relational patterns that emerge within families, counselors can help clients develop greater insight into how early experiences influence their perceptions of themselves and others. This approach aligns with contemporary developmental psychology, which emphasizes the interaction between individual experiences and broader social contexts in shaping psychological development.
Conclusion
Birth order theory has remained one of the most recognizable ideas within developmental psychology for more than a century. Early theorists proposed that children occupying different positions within the family hierarchy develop distinct personality traits as they adapt to the social dynamics of the household. These ideas have persisted in both academic discourse and popular culture, often shaping how individuals interpret their own family experiences.
However, contemporary empirical research increasingly challenges the assumption that birth order plays a significant role in determining personality traits. Large-scale studies consistently demonstrate that birth order differences in personality are minimal when measured across diverse populations (Damian & Roberts, 2015; Rohrer et al., 2015). These findings suggest that birth order may influence family roles and interpersonal expectations rather than stable personality characteristics.
Advances in personality research further support this conclusion by highlighting the importance of genetic influences, nonshared environmental experiences, and broader social contexts in shaping personality development. Behavioral genetics studies indicate that a substantial portion of personality variation is influenced by inherited factors (Plomin & von Stumm, 2018; Zietsch & Sidari, 2020), while longitudinal research demonstrates that personality traits continue to evolve in response to life experiences and social roles throughout adulthood (Bleidorn et al., 2022).
Taken together, the evidence suggests that birth order should be understood as one contextual element within a complex system of developmental influences. While sibling dynamics may shape perceptions of identity and family roles, they do not appear to exert a strong influence on stable personality traits.
Future research may benefit from shifting the focus away from birth order as an isolated variable and toward broader examinations of family interaction patterns, sibling relationships, and environmental experiences that contribute to personality development. Such approaches may provide a more comprehensive understanding of how individuals develop their unique psychological characteristics across the lifespan.
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