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Handout for Week 14 Lecture: Stepfamilies

Stepfamily patterns:

The empirical material that follows is drawn from Haskey, J. 1994. ‘Stepfamilies and stepchildren in Great Britain’, Population Trends 76: 17-28.

[See Ferri and Smith, 1998, and Ferri, E. 1984. Stepchildren: A National Study. Windsor: NFER-Nelson. In addition, Clarke, L. 1996. ‘Demographic Change and the Family Situation of Children’ {in Brannen, J. and O’Brien, M. (eds) Children in Families: Research and Policy. London: UCL Press} contains information on trends in the family situations of children. See also Ermisch, J. and Francesconi, M. 2001. ‘The Increasing Complexity of Family Relationships: Lifetime Experience of Lone Motherhood and Stepfamilies in Great Britain’, European Journal of Population 16.3: 235-249].

For qualitative empirical material on (British) stepfamilies, see Allan et al. (2011), which also contains material relevant to various themes discussed later in this handout.
During the 17th to 18th centuries 5% of children were stepchildren (largely following the death of one or both parents).

Shift of emphasis:

(i) (from) remarriage as an economic necessity for economic security (including for children)

(ii) (to) remarriage for companionship (not emphasising children)

(iii) (but) Children Act 1989 (welfare of children paramount)

[See Dimmock, B. 1992. A Step in Both Directions? The Impact of the Children Act 1989 on Stepfamilies. London: Stepfamily Association.]

Stepchildren are not solely a by-product of remarriage (repartnering), since they can also reflect the marriage (or cohabitation) of single/unmarried lone parents.

Data from the OPCS Omnibus Survey and the General Household Survey show that for 1990-2:



6.7% of families with dependent children were stepfamilies



7.9% of children lived within stepfamilies



Of these:



4.4% lived with stepfathers



1.4% lived with stepmothers



2.1% lived with both biological parents but had step-siblings

About a third of stepchildren lived in cohabiting stepfamilies rather than married stepfamilies. A much higher proportion of the children of cohabiting couples consisted of stepchildren than is the case for married couples.

Stepfamilies were on average about half a child larger in size. (However, for families ontaining one step-parent the difference was about one quarter of a child; for families containing two step-parents the difference was over one and a half extra children).

The proportion of people who experience being a stepchild was estimated using 1991-2 data as 6 to 7%.

[Some recent findings based on the 2001 Census can be found on the photocopied handout. See also: Office for National Statistics (Smallwood, S. and Wilson, B. (eds)) 2007. Focus on Families. Basingstoke: Palgrave (Her Majesty’s Stationery Office) for some other empirical findings relating to stepfamilies].
Data from OPCS 1993. General Household Survey 1991. London: HMSO.

Table 2.33 (p29)

Housing: Renting from local authority or housing association/New Town


Stepfamilies 38%, Other families 17%

Housing: Terraced house


Stepfamilies 45%, Other families 29%

Housing: Persons per room = 1.0+


Stepfamilies 30%, Other families 20%

Table 2.34 (p29)

Usual gross weekly income no more than £200


Stepfamilies 23%, Other families 15%

Table 2.36 (p30)
[Similar figures can be found for the 1998 and 2000 GHS]

Type of stepfamily:


Children from woman’s previous marriage/cohabitation:

86% 


Children from man’s previous marriage/cohabitation:

6%

 
Children from both partners’ previous marriages/cohabitations:
6%


Lone parent with child(ren) from a former partner’s






previous marriage/cohabitation:
1%

Table 2.37  (p30)

Further children since couple’s marriage:


None: 47%
One or more: 53%

Table 2.38 (p31)

Characteristics of stepchildren:

Now:

Under 10: 27%     10-18: 56%     19 or more: 18%

Initially:
Under 10: 72%     10-18: 25%     19 or more: 2%

Stepfamily problems:

· Financial

· Custody

· Relationship with biological children

· Relationship with stepchildren (mythologies of step-parenthood)

· Relationships between step-siblings

· New children?

· Relationship between the partners (especially in the light of previous relationships)

See Ganong and Coleman (1994) for a number of chapters relating to the various relationships within stepfamilies; see also Pasley and Ihinger-Tallman (1987).

Macdonald and DeMaris (1995) tested the hypothesis that marital conflict was more frequent in stepfamilies than in biological families. They found that this was not necessarily the case.

Note the relevance to stepfamily ‘problems’ of heterogeneity with respect to different paths to remarriage/marriage after single parenthood. More generally, Stewart (2007) highlights the diversity of stepfamilies (in the US), in relation to pathways to stepfamily formation and also (for example) the extent to which they are ‘multi-household’. (Sweeney, 2010, also highlights  the diversity and complexity of – US – stepfamilies.)
Tillman (2007; 2008) examines the relevance of the origins and composition of stepfamilies for the extent of academic disadvantage to children in stepfamilies (focusing among other things on the presence of half-siblings). See also Lampard (2007).
Hughes (1991):
· Stepfamilies exist in the context of family-related ideologies

· Family reconstitution can be seen as a ‘solution’ and a means to ‘normal’ family life

· However, it can also appear a ‘second best’ solution to lone parenthood

· The role of a stepparent can seem ambiguous and badly-defined

· Stepmothers have to strive to appear not to be ‘wicked’

· Stepmothers work within the framework of the various ideologies of motherhood, while stepfathers are less affected by public mythologies and, while their role is an ambiguous one, they have more flexibility and choice in its definition.

· Stepparents generate ‘myths’ about their stepchildren and about the children’s non-custodial parents, in part as a coping mechanism

· Destructive myths about ex-partners in part reflect unresolved conflicts and the adversarial nature of divorce

· The way in which professionals interact with stepfamilies is often contingent on the stereotypical poor image

Burgoyne and Clark (1984) summarised negative, mixed and positive ‘images’ of stepfamilies visible in the work of earlier authors (see photocopied lecture handout). On the basis of their empirical study, they also developed a typology of images of family life among stepfamilies:

(i) ‘Not really a stepfamily’ (young children)

(ii) ‘Looking forward to the departure of their children’ (older children)

(iii) The ‘progressive’ stepfamily (‘the positive value of differentness’)

(iv) The largely successful conscious pursuit of an ordinary family life together

(v) The conscious pursuit of an ordinary family life frustrated

One might reflect on the extent to which this ‘heterogeneity of perspective’ is tied to heterogeneity in the routes into stepfamily situations and to heterogeneity in how ‘successful’ stepfamily life is. 

Robinson and Smith (1993) refer to seven myths presented by Visher:

· stepmothers are wicked

· love happens instantly

· a stepfamily can replicate a biological family

· children of divorce and remarriage are permanently damaged

· children adjust more easily if their non-resident parent withdraws from contact

· stepfamilies which follow death are easier to integrate than those which follow divorce

· stepfamilies can integrate quickly

Note that adherence to a cultural norm of the ‘nuclear family’ is tied to the third of the preceding myths and gives impetus to the fifth of the preceding myths. Robinson and Smith also point out the potential for ‘divided loyalties’, both on the part of stepparents and on the part of stepchildren.

Chapter 6 of Ganong and Coleman (1994) and Robinson (1991) consider theoretical frameworks for looking at stepfamilies, with particular reference to a systems theory approach and the process of development of stepfamilies. 

Both Robinson and Smith (1993) and Gorell Barnes et al. (1997) reflect the possibility of intervention into stepfamily life, with the former being orientated in part to people working with stepfamilies and containing reflections on legal issues, and the latter reflecting on stepfamilies from (among other angles) clinical/systems theoretical perspectives within a retrospective, life-story-based study of the long-term ‘effects’ of being a stepchild. Edwards, Bäck-Wiklund et al. (2002) consider the perspectives on step-fatherhood both of stepfathers themselves and also as embedded within social policies at a national level. 
See Allan et al. (2000) for material on stepfamilies and the construction of kinship. There are usually a number of guides to successful stepfamily life on the market, such as: 

Williams, M. 1995. Stepfamilies: How to build a stable, happy stepfamily. Oxford: Lion.

Some material focusing on the step-parent/step-child relationship:

“A striking feature of this research was the lack of enduring commitment that many step-parents and step-children expressed towards one another … relationships with step-children were seen as largely contingent on the relationship between the couple.” (Allan et al., 2000: 10).

“Respondents in more recently formed step-families were generally clear that the step-parent was not - and should not be – attempting to replace the non-residential ‘natural’ parent in any direct fashion.” (Allan et al., 2000: 7).
“… the working class step-fathers did not see a close emotional relationship with children as dependent on biological status … In contrast, the British middle-class step-fathers were concerned with the link between fatherhood and biology. They regarded blood ties between parents and children as resulting in more intense and enduring emotional relationships.” (Edwards et al., 2002: 6.2-6.8).
“The men’s perceptions of responsibility were often accompanied by their tendency to see and treat the stepchildren as their own. They varied considerably, however, in their willingness to lay claim to children in this way.” (Marsiglio, 2004: 27). Factors affecting the existence/degree of ‘paternal claiming’ (Marsiglio, 2004: 34-36): identification with the stepchild, stepfather’s personality, birth mother’s involvement, stepchildren’s perceptions and reactions, biological father’s presence and involvement.

“We wondered, given recent arguments about the individualisation and democratisation of contemporary family life, whether people in step-families … would still be making families by drawing upon similar images to those used in the late 1970s? It appears that they are. … Furthermore, they preferred to think of themselves as a family, rather than a step-family. … We had also wondered whether Burgoyne and Clark’s (1984) finding that their step-couples did not put much emphasis on romance and coupledom would still hold in the light of claims that romantic love is now the individualised centre of contemporary couple relationships. … Rather than individual happiness in a couple relationship being pursued at the expense of responsibilities towards children, the parents and step-parents asserted and took for granted that children took priority. … [The] strong social class difference in our interviewees’ understandings of how to make a (step-)family is one aspect of deep-rooted social divisions evident in our data, leading us to question the extent to which individualisation and fluidity have taken hold in contemporary society in relation to how people understand their (heterosexual) family lives. It also raises issues around how far step-families are, in fact, different from other families. …Creative and plural lifestyle possibilities were not much in evidence in our step-families. … For others, however, the rise in individualisation is regarded as having made social class obsolete in social explanation …our finding that our working-class interviewees were more concerned with parenting as social practice within the (step-)family, in contrast to our middle-class interviewees’ emphasis on biological parenthood across households, finds resonance with other in-depth studies of step-family life in other national contexts (Ribbens McCarthy et al., 2003: 130-133).

More generally…
Experiences of being a ‘parent’ in relation to a stepfamily situation continue to be a focus of research, for most or all combinations of three parental statuses: biological/step, resident/non-resident and ‘mother’/’father’ (see, for example, King 2006, 2007, 2009; Hart 2009; Henry and McCue 2009; Weaver and Coleman 2010; Cartwright 2012; Meyer and Cancian 2012). For material relating to stepchildren’s (varying) perspectives, see Ganong et al. (2011).
