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Introduction

In the 1960s and early 1970s it was assumed that remarriage signified a recovery from the hurts of divorce and “broken homes”.  However, clinicians working with stepfamilies in the USA were quickly coming to understand the special difficulties facing adults and children as they attempted to live in this “new family form”.

From these early beginnings, both stepfamily clinicians and researchers have tended to place less emphasis on the parent-child relationship compared to both the couple and stepparent-child relationship. Early stepfamily therapists saw the couple’s relationship as the key relationship in stepfamily development.  Emphasis was also placed on the importance of developing the stepparent-child relationship (Mills, 1984; Whiteside, 1982).  Maintenance of the parent-child relationship was often not named as a developmental task.  Considerable concern was demonstrated for the position of the stepparent, the “relative stranger” in the stepfamily who was seen as have an “outsider” position. Then in 1984, Crosbie-Burnett challenged the clinical emphasis on the couple’s relationship with her finding that the stepparent-child relationship was more “central” to stepfamily adjustment.  Her study highlighted the urgent need for research into the stepparent-child relationship. 

Following on from this, there has been a lack of primary research focus on residential parent-child relationships in stepfamilies (Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Solomon, 1995). In this paper, I argue that this lack needs to be addressed, as there is evidence that the parent-child relationship comes under considerable stress when parents repartner or remarry; that children are faced with loss of time and attention as the parent develops the new partnership; that parents and children struggle with loyalty issues, and that children can perceive a loss of parental commitment towards them.  The qualitative studies discussed in this paper suggest that children and adolescents can in fact experience an outsider position within the “buzzing confusion” that is the new stepfamily.

Our most in-depth understanding of what happens in parent-child relationships comes from the longitudinal studies carried out in the USA. Hetherington and Clingempeel (1992), for example, found that parenting by mothers was disrupted in the first two years after remarriage (compared to parenting by mothers in established sole-parent and non-divorced families) and was characterised by increased negativity and decreased positivity of mothers towards their children.  Parenting by mothers recovered after two years.  However, greater difficulties (compared to non-divorced families) are experienced again during adolescence (Bray & Kelly, 1998; Hetherington & Kelly, 2002).  Hetherington and Kelly (2002) concluded in their twenty year follow-up of the Virginia Longitudinal Study of Divorce and Remarriage that children in stepfamilies experience (at least) two sustained periods of disrupted parenting associated with parental separation and parental remarriage; and also, that authoritative parenting, usually associated with positive child outcomes, is less common in stepfamilies.

Qualitative Studies of Parent-Child Relationships in Stepfamilies
This paper presents a brief overview of findings from 5 qualitative interview studies, conducted in New Zealand. These studies focused on understanding more about parent-child relationships in stepfamilies.  

1.
Therapist Study:  Interviews with 9 therapists experienced in working with stepfamilies (Cartwright, 2003).

2.
Young Adult Study:  Group interviews with 28 young adults who grew up in stepfamilies (Cartwright & Seymour, 2002).

3.
Multiple Case Study: Individual interviews with 7 mothers-child pairs (pre- to early adolescents, 4 girls and 3 boys) living in a stepfamily household (Cartwright, 2005).

4.
Vignette Study: A questionnaire study using a stepfamily vignette completed by 65 late adolescent/young adult participants from range of family backgrounds (Moore and Cartwright, 2005).

5.
Life Stories Study: Life story interviews with 40 young adults of divorce, 18 of whom lived in a stepfamily as children (Cartwright, 2006). 

Stepfamily therapists often talk about the losses that children sustain through divorce and remarriage.  An oft-repeated theme emerging across all of the studies is the potential loss of time, attention and focus that children can experience when parents develop a new love-relationship and repartner.  

Because you parent and stepparent are getting to know each other, you don’t become nearly as, well in your own eyes, as important.  I definitely felt a bit isolated especially going from a household with one parent to two.  There’s a lot less attention from anyone really. (Female, Young Adult Study)

For some, it may feel as if they are losing the parent.

How dare he come and steal our, what we had, because we became really close us three girls and Simon and Mum .. and how dare Mum think she needs someone else (Female, Life Stories Study).

Participants in the Vignette Study came from a range of family backgrounds.  When asked what children in the stepfamily vignette (boy aged 13 years and girl aged 11 years) would want from the mother following remarriage, the participants talked about: Love, reassurance and support; The mother being the same towards the children as before: and, Time and attention.  Their rationales demonstrated that they expected the children to feel threatened by the mother’s relationship with the stepfather; and, that the mother needed to counteract this sense of threat through her actions, and, thereby, demonstrate commitment to the children.

More time, and children are used to having mother all to themselves before marriage.  So after marriage they may feel a bit unwelcome, isolated or unwanted, as Mum would also be preoccupied with the stepfather. (Vignette Study)

Similarly, when asked what parents can do to help children, the young adults from stepfamilies talked about parents taking care over the transition into stepfamily living; the importance of parents giving time and attention to children (aside from stepfamily time); and reassuring them of their importance to them.  Hence, common themes across the studies relate to the warmth and support dimensions of parenting, with therapists, adult children of stepfamilies, and children talking about the importance of parents maintaining these roles, especially given the sense of insecurity that children can experience and the difficulties associated with the changes.

As has been found in many other stepfamily studies (Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Ganong & Coleman, 1994), discipline issues also emerged as having a strong impact on child and adolescent experiences of relationships with both stepparents and parents.  Many of the young adults and children spoke about their dissatisfaction with stepparental attempts to discipline them and also the parent’s responses to this.  Participants in the studies recalled being upset, angry or feeling betrayed when: a parent allowed or encouraged a stepparent to take on a disciplinary role; a parent consistently supported a stepparent during conflict; and in more extreme cases, when a parent was perceived as not protecting them from abuse or perceived abuse.

One of the worst things is thinking that your stepparent is somehow turning your own parent against you.  It’s just the whole betrayal thing again. It just feels wrong. At times I felt that because I wasn’t being stuck up for, I’d even start to side with my stepbrothers against him (father). (Male, Young Adult Study)

Similarly, over three-quarters of the participants in the Vignette Study thought that the mother ought to have primary responsibility for discipline.  

Anne.  They are her children.  Thomas may be married to Ann but that gives him no right to discipline the children.

Disciplining is her (the mother’s) role in the family, which should not change.  Or the children may be affected by the upheaval of family structure. 

However, not all children and young adults talked about difficulties with stepparental discipline. Some had stepparents who did not attempt to take on a disciplinary role and were friendly or supportive; and 2 of the young women described mothers as having personal difficulties and expressed a preference for support and guidance from stepfathers who were seen as calmer or more balanced.

In line with stepfamily therapists (Papernow, 1993; Visher & Visher, 1996) and researchers (e.g. Bray, 1999; Hetherington & Kelly, 2002) results from these qualitative studies support the notion that children and adolescents generally (there are exceptions, as discussed above) prefer parents to maintain the disciplinary role and experience distress when parents encourage or support stepparents to take on this role.  They can interpret parental support of stepparent discipline as a lack of parental loyalty to them.

Finally, the Vignette Study examined the question of parental priority.  Based on the first three studies, it was hypothesized that children want parents to give them priority within the stepfamily household.  Participants were asked who the mother ought to give priority to, if anyone, out of her husband and children. The hypothesis was partially supported. Only 2 out of 65 participants thought that the mother ought to give priority to her husband.  The remainder of the participants were equally divided between those who said that the mother ought to give both priority, and those who said that the mother out to give priority to the children.  

Children first.  They should always be her first priority because they are only children and need more help and support and she has made the choice to marry, not them, so she must make it easier for the kids.

No, the mother should treat everybody equally.  The children are going through a difficult stage in their life, adolescence, and need their mother’s love and support. Thomas also needs her love and support as he may be seen as somewhat of an intruder in the family.

This finding is in sharp contrast to guidance given by some stepfamily therapists, as evidenced by the quote below. 

Clinicians must of focus their efforts on helping a newly married couple assist young children in the family.  In-laws and older children obviously also have an impact on the development of a remarriage.  It is important that boundaries be developed quickly. … One cornerstone is that couples must repeatedly emphasise to those around them the importance and primacy of the marital relationship.  Through this action, couples make the statement that if other try to put them in the position of choosing between family members and their spouses, they will align with their spouses (Martin & Martin, 1992).

Conclusions

These qualitative studies demonstrate that parent-child relationships can lose focus and attention within the newly formed stepfamily.  Some stepfamily therapists and researchers have in some ways reproduced this lack of focus.  This is despite evidence that parent-child relationships come under considerable stress following remarriage. Children in stepfamilies greatly influence the stepfamily household; and unhappy, angry or rebellious children create quite extreme difficulties for parents.  It can be argued that one of the main reasons children rebel is that they experience a sense of threat to the relationship with the resident parent and that children can experience an outsider position.  They can be jealous or resentful of the stepparent’s presence and this is exacerbated if they perceive that the parent is giving loyalty and commitment to this newly arrived family member rather than to themselves.  Given the importance of parent-child relationships to child wellbeing, it seems essential that this relationship is given increased centrality both in research and in stepfamily therapy conceptualisations. 
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