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There is a good deal of literature in the field of communication regarding sibling relationships and their maintenance.  Despite the breadth of investigations available, there seems to be little evidence of something I find to be vital to the health of sibling relationships:  humor.  This essay will briefly examine the literature available on sibling communication in general and then focus on why interactive humor is significant to and evident in healthy sibling relations.  

Sources on this topic suggest that there are several typical typologies for relational maintenance behaviors.  Most agree that the best or most frequently used typology is the one developed by Stafford and Canary (1994).  Stafford and Canary argue that there are five different behavioral patterns used by romantic partners to maintain their relationship.  These are positivity, openness, sharing tasks, assurances, and networks.  More recently, Stafford, along with Dainton and Haas (2000), add conflict management and advice to the original five behaviors.  These seven behavioral patterns are relevant to our exploration here because some research like that of Myers (2001) suggests that siblings also utilize them.   Despite this similarity, however, sibling relationships distinguish themselves from other types of relationships because of the unique family dynamic.  For example, siblings frequently engage in competition – for family resources (Goetting, 1986), for preferential treatment from parents (Stocker & McHale, 1992), or for alliances with other siblings.  Also unique to the sibling relationship is its duration.  Ponzetti & James suggested in 1997 that the sibling relationship is the longest lasting relationship for most individuals.  As far as maintaining sibling relationships beyond the scope of Stafford and Canary’s five original behaviors, only Scott Myers has conducted substantial research.  

Myers conducted several studies since the late 90s regarding sibling relational maintenance behaviors.  In 2004, he hypothesized that “sibling use of relational maintenance behaviors will be directly related to siblings’ liking, commitment, and trust.”  Myers employed the Measure of Sibling Relational Maintenance Scale, a consolidation of scales from Rubin (1970), Stafford and Canary (1994), and Larzelere and Huston (1980).  The Measure of Sibling Relational Maintenance Scale asked participants to rate one particular sibling according to the frequency use of the following behaviors:  confirmation, social support, family visits, escape, aggression, and humor.  Myers collected data that supported his hypothesis.  Verbal aggression did not correlate with liking, commitment, and trust.  Positive correlations were found between confirmation, social support, family visits, escape, humor and siblings’ degree of liking, commitment, and trust.  
The humor aspect of Myers study on the positive correlation between humor and liking, commitment, and trust in sibling relationship is likely only the tip of the iceberg.  My own personal experience with siblings, as the oldest of five children, is extensive.  All other factors being equal, I often find the five us of joking in order to maintain our relationships.  During family dinners (the time when we are most frequently all together), we quote comedic movies, poke fun at relatives, or laugh about our day’s experiences.  
A specific recent example took place at our annual Thanksgiving reunion.  Each holiday, my father’s side of the family meets in a particular town for Thanksgiving dinner.  Our immediate family usually huddles together holding our paper plates full of turkey, dressing, and other pot-luck side items.  Everyone must notice our exclusivity and our conversations usually lead to less than politically correct humor about our adjacent relatives.  Since we are the youngest family in the group and because we find little in common with everyone in attendance, we find solace in poking fun at the eccentricities of aunts, uncles, and cousins who cannot remember our names.  Each year it is the same because, even though the jokes may not be new, re-telling stories from years past are just as funny.  
Laughing together seems to create a sense of unity and closeness.  Though the boys usually act more humorous than the girls do, everyone takes their turn at contributing a humorous comment to the discussion.  Each humorous moment shared by siblings creates a sense of belonging and identification – shared laughter builds common experience.    There is a mutual positive reinforcement on each of these occasions.  Therefore, by implication, these instances of humor will be remembered and can be brought up days, months, years later, again as “humorous” reinforcement.  A broader conclusion might be that there is a substantial amount of platonic attraction to people with an evident sense of humor.  
Most would agree that it is common sense to associate humor with positive relational maintenance.  However, the effectiveness of humor in maintaining sibling relationships does appear to have its limitations.  Humor is no longer a positive correlative when one sibling makes fun of another in the presence of others.  Humor then essentially becomes a form of verbal aggression.  Additionally, humor is less appropriate (less necessary?) in one-on-one communication with siblings.  While enjoyable and effective in a group setting (of three or more), one-on-one communication seems to be more serious and subdued but also more relaxed.  Group settings, like sharing a meal together, facilitate “performing” humor.  In other words, given the acceptability of humor among my siblings, it is possible that each of us feels a subconscious pressure to be funny and therefore, the humor may not be as genuine as other relational behaviors.  In contrast, one-on-one communication is a much better forum to be yourself or to let your guard down.  
Another conclusion may then be drawn.  Humor, while healthy to maintaining sibling relationships, is only effective if used in moderation or in collaboration with other behaviors as indicated by other scholars.  In my opinion, there is a good deal more information to be collected and studied on the topic of sibling relational maintenance and its correlation to humor.  Humor is increasingly important and evident to this and other generations.  While humor, to a great degree, is determined in the mind of the beholder, Myers’ research and personal experience makes a strong case that humor is inherently positive in shaping relationships.  
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