The Glass Sibling

Understanding the world of children who have a sibling with a serious illness or
disability.

A Reality for Many Whanau

A "glass sibling" can feel as though their parents are looking right through them, their focus fixed on the child with complex needs. This experience is
quietly shared by a significant number of children across Aotearoa.
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tamariki (children) in New Zealand under 15 are identified as having a disability, meaning many siblings are growing up in this unique family
dynamic.

The Emotional Landscape A Heavy Backpack: The Balancing Act

Glass siblings often navigate a complex mix of powerful emotions.
While every experience is unique, many report feeling a heightened household chores. They frequently take on roles as caregivers,
sense of responsibility alongside feelings of guilt or isolation. This chart emotional pillars, and mediators, adding significant weight to their daily
shows a common distribution of these feelings. lives.

The responsibilities of a glass sibling often extend far beyond typical
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How to See and Support Them

Providing support doesn't have to be complicated. It's about creating small, consistent moments of
connection and acknowledgement that reinforce their individual worth and allow them to just be a kid.

Carve Out Dedicated Time

Schedule regular one-on-one time that has
nothing to do with their sibling. A trip for ice
cream, a walk in the park, or just 20
minutes of uninterrupted chat can make
them feel seen and valued.

Encourage Outside Interests

Support their involvement in hobbies,
sports, or clubs. These activities provide a
crucial outlet and a space where they can
be the center of their own story.

The Long-Term Outlook

Acknowledge Their Feelings

Create a safe space for them to express
difficult emotions like jealousy, anger, or
guilt without judgment. Phrases like, "It's
okay to feel that way" can be incredibly
validating.

Provide Information

Explain their sibling's condition in age-
appropriate terms. Understanding what is
happening can reduce fear and anxiety,
empowering them instead of leaving them
to imagine the worst.

The glass sibling experience shapes a person for life. While it can
present significant challenges, many also develop extraordinary
strengths. A majority report that their experience ultimately fostered a

deep sense of resilience and empathy.

Praise the Person, Not the Role

Recognize them for their own unique
talents, interests, and qualities, not just for
being a "great helper" or "so mature." This
helps them build an identity outside of their
family role.

Connect with Peers

Look for support groups or programs
specifically for siblings of children with
special needs. Connecting with others who
"get it" is a powerful reminder that they are
not alone.

A Legacy of Strength

Though the path can be challenging, glass siblings often grow
into exceptionally compassionate, independent, and insightful

adults.

Their capacity for empathy and understanding is a testament
to their unique journey. Recognizing their struggles and
celebrating their strength is essential for their well-being and
honours the invisible weight they carry with grace.
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Infographic created to raise awareness and support for glass siblings and their families.



