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Have you got any siblings? What is your
position in the family?
How often do you visit your parents?
Do your parents prepare anything special for
your arrival (e.g. food, clothes, party, etc.)?

1.

2.
3.

DISCUSS



WHAT IS THE MEANING OF 'PRODIGAL
SON'?
DO YOU AGREE THAT ALL FAMILY
MEMBERS HAVE CERTAIN ROLES?
WHAT DO THEY DEPEND ON?
WHAT WAS YOUR ROLE AS A CHILD?
DO YOU HAVE ANY ROLES NOW?
DO YOU THINK THAT PARENTS PICK
THEIR FAVOURITE CHILDREN?

1.

2.

3.

4.

My siblings and I always knew when our middle brother
was coming to visit my parents: my mother would put out
little bowls of prawn cocktail, as a special starter. "Prodigal
son," we would protest, slightly miffed that the rest of us
never had this kind of privileged treatment. The official
explanation was that he didn't come over for Sunday
lunch as often as the rest of us.

In truth, despite the prawn cocktail, I did not think my
parents had any favourites. I grew up as one of six siblings
in a working-class family in north London. Of course, my
brothers, sister and I all had different roles in the family.
As the youngest, for example, I was always the one to go
fetch things for my parents, maybe because they thought
I had lots of energy anyway. My sister was usually the one
to go shopping, because she could drive.  I wondered how
people in other families experience these dynamics, and
how they might shape us in the long run even if we're not
fully aware of them. 

READ THE INTRODUCTION AND DISCUSS THE
QUESTIONS BELOW.



Research suggests that parental favouritism is surprisingly common – and rather than being a
quirk of family life, can be very harmful. It occurs in around 65% of families, and has been identified
and studied across many different cultures. As widespread as it is, it can damage children's well-
being across their lifespan. It is considered such an important factor in a range of emotional
problems that psychologists have a name for it: "parental differential treatment" (PDT).

However, siblings in the same family may disagree over whether their family is even affected by it.
That's because feeling less favoured can be subjective, says Laurie Kramer, a professor of applied
psychology at Northeastern University. "It is the experience people have that a parent prefers
another child to them," she says. "This could be by devoting more time, attention, praise, or
affection. Possibly asserting less control, so that they may enjoy fewer restrictions, be subject to
less discipline or even punishment."

For the person who feels like they are treated as second-best, the consequences can be profound.
Research suggests that from an early age, children are aware of differential treatment, such as
parents showing more warmth to one sibling than another. Such perceived parental favouritism
has been associated with low self-esteem in children, as well as childhood anxiety, depression, and
behavioural problems.

The mental health impact may persist into adulthood, with maternal favouritism for example being
associated with higher depression scores in adult children. The bias itself may also continue in later
life, with parents still playing favourites with their adult children. And while the parents rather than
the siblings bear the responsibility for this, favouritism can harm the sibling bond over the life
course and increase tensions and conflict between siblings.

READ ABOUT FAVOURITISM AND FIND THE ANSWERS
TO THE QUESTIONS BELOW.

WHAT IS THE PERCENTAGE OF
FAMILIES AFFECTED BY
FAVOURITISM?
WHAT DOES 'PDT' STAND FOR?
DO ALL CHILDREN EXPERIENCE
FAVOURITISM THE SAME?
WHAT ARE THE SHORT- AND
LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES
OF DIFFERENTIAL TREATMENT?

1.

2.
3.

4.
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READ THE TEXT AGAIN AND MATCH THE UNDERLINED
WORDS TO THEIR DEFINITIONS.

_________: THE LENGTH OF TIME THAT
AN ORGANISM EXISTS.
_________: DEEP OR SIGNIFICANT.
_________: A PREJUDICE OR
INCLINATION TOWARDS OR
AGAINST A PARTICULAR PERSON
OR IDEA.
_________: UNUSUAL OR PECULIAR
BEHAVIOUR.
_________: PERSONAL OPINIONS OR
EXPERIENCES INFLUENCED BY AN
INDIVIDUAL'S EMOTIONS OR BIASES.
________: A CONNECTION.

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

6.



How can parents avoid
favouritism?
Can parents stop picking a
favourite child?
Why do parents pick a
favourite child?

1.

2.

3.

DISCUSS



Kramer's research on adolescents and their parents has shown that families don't tend to talk about
favouritism. "If these situations were addressed in a sensitive manner, you can have more open
conversations on all sides to understand. Parents could, for example, ask why the child feels they
prefer a sibling. If a parent listens [and] provides a reason for the differential behaviours, that can
work wonders." The child may realise that there is a practical reason and that it's not about the sibling
being loved more.

Megan Gilligan, an associate professor of human development and family science at the University of
Missouri, worked on the Within-Family Differences Study in the US. The project has tracked different
families for two decades to better understand the relationships between the generations.

As part of the study, the researchers asked mothers and fathers a direct question about favouritism –
for many, it was the first time they were asked about it at all. The question was: "To which of your
children do you feel the most emotional closeness?" After a slight deliberation, a high proportion of
mothers (75%) named one of their children. The rest chose none or said they felt equally close to all of
them. They were also asked who they felt more disappointed with. The answer had consequences
across the lifespan, with the child picked early on as "disappointing" and then also treated that way
later on.

Birth order played a role in some aspects of favouritism, but perhaps not as much as is often
assumed. Specifically, my guess that the first-born would naturally be picked as the "golden child" is
not backed up by scientific research. For emotional closeness, last-born children are more likely to be
chosen than the middle or first child, Gilligan says. But the strongest predictor for emotional
closeness were the parent's feelings of the child being similar to them.

READ THE REST OF THE ARTICLE AND CHECK THE
ANSWERS TO THE PREVIOUS QUESTIONS.
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READ THE ARTICLE AGAIN AND CHOOSE THE
BEST ANSWER (A, B, C, OR D) TO THE QUESTIONS.

QUESTION 1: ACCORDING TO KRAMER'S RESEARCH, HOW CAN FAMILIES ADDRESS
FAVOURITISM?
A) IGNORE THE ISSUE AND HOPE IT GOES AWAY.
B) TALK OPENLY ABOUT FAVOURITISM WITHOUT SENSITIVITY.
C) ENGAGE IN OPEN CONVERSATIONS AND PROVIDE REASONS FOR DIFFERENTIAL
BEHAVIOURS.
D) PUNISH THE CHILD WHO FEELS LESS FAVOURED.

QUESTION 2: WHAT PERCENTAGE OF MOTHERS COULDN'T NAME ONE OF THEIR
CHILDREN AS THEIR FAVOURITE?
A) 25%
B) 50%
C) 75%
D) 100%

QUESTION 3: WHAT IS A SIGNIFICANT CONSEQUENCE OF A CHILD BEING LABELLED AS
"DISAPPOINTING" BY THEIR PARENTS? 
A) THE CHILD BECOMES MORE COMPETITIVE.
B) THE CHILD BECOMES MORE EMOTIONALLY DISTANT.
C) THE CHILD MAY BE TREATED AS DISAPPOINTING THROUGHOUT THEIR LIFE.
D) THE CHILD BECOMES THE FAVOURITE.

QUESTION 4: WHAT DOES THE TEXT SUGGEST ABOUT THE ROLE OF BIRTH ORDER IN
FAVOURITISM?
A) FIRST-BORN CHILDREN ARE ALWAYS CONSIDERED THE "GOLDEN CHILD."
B) LAST-BORN CHILDREN ARE NEVER CHOSEN FOR EMOTIONAL CLOSENESS.
C) MIDDLE CHILDREN ARE ALWAYS THE MOST EMOTIONALLY CLOSE TO THEIR PARENTS.
D) BIRTH ORDER PLAYS A ROLE, BUT EMOTIONAL CLOSENESS IS INFLUENCED BY OTHER
FACTORS.

QUESTION 5: WHAT FACTOR HAD THE STRONGEST INFLUENCE ON PARENTS' EMOTIONAL
CLOSENESS TO THEIR CHILDREN?
A) BIRTH ORDER OF THE CHILDREN.
B) THE CHILD'S ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENTS.
C) THE PARENT'S PERCEPTION OF THE CHILD'S SIMILARITY TO THEM.
D) THE CHILD'S GENDER.
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ANSWERS



Group A: Think of the reasons why
parents may favour (or not) their

first-born "golden child".

Group B: Think of the reasons why
parents may favour (or not) their last-

born child.

Exchange ideas and decide whether it is more common
for parents to choose the oldest or the youngest child

as their favourite. Give examples from your experience
to support your argument.


