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Assessing actual and psychological birth order SEERDOFELENENL & LIEA72FEANELL O FEAH

Although the contributions of birth order to the Life Style may be assessed through discussions
about the family constellation or the completion of a genogram, we discuss it separately here because
it is probably the most misunderstood variable of all those that influence the Life Style. Birth order
is an important consideration in the Life Style assessment because it can powerfully affect the ways
children seek to fit in, find significance, and attempt to belong within their families. Because the
family comprises the first real social group that children encounter, finding a place among one’s
siblings can affect how people attempt to assume roles in extra-familial contexts.
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The problem with the birth order construct is that some practitioners may make inferences about
clients’ Life Styles or personalities by relying on stereotypical descriptions of the first, middle,
youngest, and only child that have developed over time and have been published in works such as
Leman’s(1985) Birth order book or through the rote and uncritical application of the Individual
Psychology literature. Given Adler’s emphasis on how people use creative and constructive processes
to find a way to belong, the perceived or psychological birth position in the family is more clinically
significant than the exclusive consideration of actual position. In this regard Adler states:

AEAENENL OBES ORI AL, —HOBEMED . Rl 2 22 TR S L. b~ (1985) @ [REANERLOD
K 7 EOFEMRITR SN TE 2, B THF. R BIMTFICET 527 VA2 1 ZHY7R50R KL
LT, 7247 2 b OAFEFRASHAS I OWTHERR 21T WREMED D 2 T3, £72. EALHFOICHR
Ze BRI CHEHI I TICE A T 2 7 — A BRI TT, 7 K7 =75, Aﬁﬂam%ﬂO@&@ﬁ7
REREAWCHRT DA RO 5 Z LICEREENTWD X512, FIENOFEAENEN DL - 38
AR 7R L, EBROFEANAO M) 2 ZE LD SRRMICEERERZFHLE T, ZORIZHONT
7RI —FRD X IR TWETS



There has been some misunderstanding of my custom of classification according to position in the
family. It 1s not, of course, the child’s number in the order of successive birth which influences his
character, but the situation into which he is born and the way in which he interprets it. (Ansbhacher
and Ansbacher 1956:377)
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A client’s actual birth order represents a starting point in determining the perceived or
psychological role that he or she occupied in the family of origin. Adlerian therapists with experience
in this area may be able to observe the client’s behavior in sessions and put this together with the
actual birth order and reports of the client’s roles and responsibilities in the family of origin to
ascertain the perceived position (Jordan, Whiteside and Manaster 1982). Alternatively, clients can be
asked to indicate the position they felt they occupied in their families or to choose a birth position
name (first, middle, youngest, only, second,etc.) or a family experience that describes the essence of
their role (Lohman, Loman and Christensen 1985, Pulakos 1987). These methods for assessing birth
order effects and roles rely largely on clinical experience and judgement.
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A quantitative measures of psychological birth order exists in the White-Campbell Psychological
Birth Order Inventory (PBOI; Stewart, Stewart and Campbell 2001, Stewart and Campbell 1998,
Campbell, White and Stewart 1991, white, Campbell and Stewart 1995, White et al. 1997). The PBOI
contains forty-six yes-or-no items that describe the ways that people may experience themselves (I.E.
behaviors, attitudes, feelings) in their families of origin. The items generate four scales that
correspond to first, middle, youngest, and only child. The psychological ‘first’ scale measures the
experiences of leading, directing, and achieving among siblings as well as pleasing adults. The ‘middle’
scale taps themes of feeling rejected, neglected, or otherwise not fitting into one’s family. The ‘youngest’
scale assesses experiences of being an initiator, charmer, or manipulator as well as being popular and
outgoing. Finally ,the ‘only’ scale assesses perceptions of being scrutinized, controlled, or intruded on

by the family, especially by parents. The PBOI items and directions for its administration and scoring



appear in Appendix 1.
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The items for the PBOI were developed on the basis of Adlerian theory concerning the prototypical
experiences of persons within each of the four birth positions (first, middle, youngest, and only child).
The initial content of the scales was reviewed and agreed on by a panel of experienced Adlerian
therapists. The PBOI also has been validated empirically through studies that related psychological
position to actual position (Campbell, White and Stewart 1991), to Life Style themes (White, Campbell
and Stewart 1995), and to career interests (White et al. 1997). Stewart and Campbell (1998)
demonstrated the PBOI’s construct validity as well as the stability of its four constituent factors. The
PBOI'’s 3-week test-retest reliabilities ranged from 0.84 to 0.94 and 8-week reliabilities ranged from
0.81 to 0.95 (Stewart and Campbell 1998). Because men ad women responded differently to the PBOI
items, perhaps due to the interaction of gender role with one’s family role, the PBOI scales are scored
separately for each gender (Stewart 1994).
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