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Competing With Your Brother and Your Sister: 

Estimating and Explaining Differences within Families in Educational Outcomes 

 

Research on educational inequalities has mainly concentrated on differences between 

families. Less attention is paid to inequalities which arise within families. Some research has 

analyzed the effects of specific family characteristics such as family size (e.g. Blake 1989), 

sibship sex composition (Conley 2000), birth spacing (Powell and Steelman 1993), birth order 

(Härkönen 2013), maternal age (Kalmijn and Kraaykamp 2005), and parental separation 

(Sandefur and Wells 1999) on educational outcomes. Furthermore, there are some studies 

which provide descriptive measures of sibling correlations in educational outcomes (e.g. De 

Graaf and Huinink 1992; Sieben et al. 2001; Schnitzlein 2014). However, there are only two 

studies which look at how sibling correlations vary with social background and both are 

limited to the US (Conley et al. 2007; Conley and Glauber 2008). Furthermore, research 

which tries systematically to explain how differences between siblings are brought about and 

how this process differs between lower and higher SES families is nearly missing. 

This paper aims to contribute to these two questions. I use data on siblings from the 

German Socio-Economic Panel Study (Wagner et al. 2007). First, I provide descriptive 

estimates of the importance of within- and between-family characteristics in creating 

educational inequalities. This is done by looking at sibling correlations in measures of 

educational performance and attainment. In addition, I test whether the role of between- and 

within- family factors differs with social origin by comparing sibling correlations between 

social groups. Second, using family fixed effects models I test which mechanisms bring about 

educational inequalities within families and how the impact of these mechanisms differs with 

social origin. The mechanisms I look at include birth order, gender, birth spacing, maternal 

age, and parental separation. 

I find that within-family differences play an important role in bringing about 

educational inequalities. Especially inequalities in performance are largely produced within 

families. There are no systematic differences in the amount of inequality produced within 

families between social classes. However, I find that the mechanisms which bring about 

inequalities between siblings do have a stronger effect on upper track attendance 

(Gymnasium) for lower SES families. 



Michael Grätz, European University Institute (michael.gratz@eui.eu) 

Application German Socio-Economic Panel User Conference 2014 

2 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Blake, J. (1989). Family Size and Achievement. University of California Press: 

Berkeley, CA. 

Conley, D. (2000). Sibship sex composition: effects on educational attainment. Social 

Science Research, 29, 441-457. 

Conley, D., and Glauber, R. (2008). All in the family? Family composition, resources, 

and sibling similarity in socioeconomic status. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 

26, 297-306. 

Conley, D., Pfeiffer, K., and Velez, M. (2007). Explaining sibling differences in 

achievement and behavioral outcomes: the importance of within- and between-family factors. 

Social Science Research, 36, 1087-1104. 

De Graaf, P., and Huinink, J. (1992). Trends in measured and unmeasured effects of 

family background on educational attainment and occupational status in the Federal Republic 

of Germany. Social Science Research, 21, 84-112. 

Härkönen, J. (2013). Birth order and educational attainment in West Germany. 

European Sociological Review, DOI: 10.1093/esr/jct027. 

Kalmijn, M., and Kraaykamp, G. (2005). Late or later? A sibling analysis of the effect 

of maternal age on children’s schooling. Social Science Research, 34, 634-650. 

Powell, B., and Steelman, L. (1993). The educational benefits of being spaced out: 

sibship density and educational progress. American Sociological Review, 58, 367-381. 

Sandefur, G., and Wells, T. (1999). Does family structure really influence educational 

attainment? Social Science Research, 28, 331–357. 

Schnitzlein, D. (2014). How important is the family? Evidence from sibling correlations 

in permanent earnings in the US, Germany and Denmark. Journal of Population Economics, 

27, 69-89. 

Sieben, I., Huinink, J., and de Graaf, P. (2001). Family background, and sibling 

resemblance in educational attainment: trends in the former FRG, the former GDR and the 

Netherlands. European Sociological Review, 17, 401-430. 

Wagner, G., Frick, J., and Schupp, J. (2007). The German Socio-Economic Panel Study 

(SOEP): scope, evolution and enhancements. Schmollers Jahrbuch, 127, 139–169. 


