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Introduction


The divorce rate has been steadily increasing in the United States for many years.  According to the US Bureau of Census (2004), as cited in the Stepfamily Foundation website, as many as one out of every two marriages will end in divorce.  However, many of these families end up in a re-constituted family consisting of stepparents and/or stepsiblings.  In fact, according to the Stepfamily Foundation (2007), seventy five percent of all divorcees remarry.  As to the percentage of families with children who are affected, it is stated that over fifty percent of all United States families are remarried or re-coupled.  The effects are staggering.  Even those who are not from a re-constituted family are affected.  Many of these children have many friends who are from re-constituted families.


A lot of research has been done on the effects of divorce on children.  However, it seems that the research regarding the effects of re-constituted families is not prominent.  It seems the effects a stepparent may have on a child are often dismissed, since the focus tends to be on the original divorce.  Nonetheless, with over fifty percent of children in the United States being affected by remarriage, the research is beginning.  Many of these stepparents have daily interaction with their stepchildren.  Conversely, many do not.  However, despite the amount of time a stepparent may have to interact with their step-child, there is a strong psychological effect on the child.  


My interest with stepparents comes from personal experience.  I have had a step-mom since I was seven years old.  My relationship with my step-mom has never been positive.  I felt that she had changed my father into a completely different person.  I also felt like she didn’t like me, and therefore I felt no need to try and bond with her.  I know that this holds true with almost all of my friends who are also from re-constituted families.  However, I have discovered that the dislike for stepparents often occurs only if a child is too young to understand what is going on.  From my own personal experience, it seems that the older a child is the less severe the impact of a stepparent is.  The focus in my paper is to discover the true effect of a stepparent on a child.

Research


Reassigning of Family Roles: Families who experience divorce go through a period where they are part of a single-parent household.  During this time, the roles of the family are reassigned.  Many of the children tend to assume a more adult-like role during this time.  They are expected to help around the house and with simple daily chores more often than children in a nuclear family.  These children tend to assume more responsibility and power in the family.  The introduction and inclusion of a stepparent after this period of time often diminishes these roles and responsibilities.  The family is subject to a reassignment of roles once more.


This can be related to the second birth in a family.  During this period of time, the oldest child tends to have the full attention of his or her parents.  When the second child is born, the first born loses their throne, so to speak.  The same holds true for children in re-constituted families.  These children tend to feel that they have been knocked off of their pedestal.  All of the sudden, the full attention and responsibility allotted to them is taken away by this new family member.  In fact, according to research, the more harmony there is in the new marriage, the more animosity between stepparents and stepchildren.  This is due to the need for romantic bonding between the two parents.  This tends to detract from the time with the children.  However, this is not always true.  In some cases, the attention received from the new stepparent can help a child feel less of the lessened attention from the biological parent.


Gender:  Gender affects almost everything in nearly every relationship.  However, the gender dynamics in a stepparent stepchild relationship are obvious.  Each dyad has a different need.  In general, girls are more likely to be less well-adjusted in a remarriage.  In a study conducted by Clingempeel, Brand, and Ievoli they discovered that “the major finding of this research is that stepparent-stepdaughter relationships in both stepmother and stepfather families were more problematic than stepparent-stepson relationships” (Clingempell, Brand, & Ievoli, 1984, p.471).  In the case of a stepmother, stepdaughter relationship the relationship seems to typically be poor.  If a daughter is living with the father, the addition of a new mother figure is often threatening.  These daughters tend to perceive that their importance to the father is diminished by this new woman.  

However, the consequences seem to be even greater if the daughter is living with the mother.  “Stepmothers who are more positive in their marriages may be perceived as more threatening to hopes of parental reconciliation and the re-establishment of close mother-daughter ties” (Brand & Clingempeel, 1987, p. 144).  Stepmothers also tend to attempt to become a mother figure earlier than stepfathers, leading to conflict with the stepparent and the stepchild.  Often the stepdaughter feels as though this is a betrayal of her own biological mother.  Due to this tension between stepdaughters and stepmothers, marital conflict between a daughter’s biological father and her stepmother creates a positive reaction.

The opposite is true of stepsons.  The more harmony between either biological mother and stepfather or biological father and stepmother, the more well adjusted the son becomes.  This may be due to a perceived sense of support coming from a harmonious relationship.  During the single-parent phase, many young boys develop a buddy like system with their single-parent.  “Consequently, a more positive marital relationship may be perceived as an additional support system rather than as a greater encroachment upon the father-son relationship” (Brand, et al, 1987, p. 145).  In the study done by Brand and Clingempell, it was found that sons tended to see their non-resident parent more often than daughters did.  This could relate to the diminished feeling of imposition by another parent and thereby the betrayal of the biological parent.

Interaction with nonresident parent:  Studies have found that a positive relationship is more likely to occur when a child has a higher access to the non-resident parent.  In other words, a child who lives with his/her mother and stepfather is more likely to have a positive relationship with the stepfather if they are able to visit their biological father more often.  “An ongoing relationship with the nonresident parent may could reduce children’s fears that the stepparent is a parent replacement and result in more positive stepparent-stepchild relationships and better outcomes for children” (Clingempeel & Segal, 1986, p. 475).  This can help lead to a more relaxed view of the stepparent allowing a more positive interaction and bond to occur.

However, this interaction with the nonresident parent can also result in a negative relationship between stepchild and stepparent.  In divorces where the biological parents do not maintain a positive relationship, even if solely for the benefit of the child, the visits from the nonresident parent may result in heightened feelings of animosity between both the biological resident parent and the stepparent.  In these cases, children may feel pressured to pick a parent or set of parents.  They may also be told negative things about the new stepparent, which of course results in a distrust and dislike.  This seems to be especially true in stepdaughter-stepmother relationships.  Increased visits from a biological mother result in higher aggression and lower inhibition (Clingempeel & Segal, 1986, p. 481).  This may be due to the low amount of children placed in the sole custody of a father.

Time:  Time also has a strong affect on the stepparent-stepchild relationship.  It seems the longer a re-constituted marriage lasts, the more polarized the results become.  In the case of a stepson, the longer a marriage lasts, the more adjusted the son will become.  His aggression levels will go down and his inhibition will also go down.  However, with stepdaughters, the longer the relationship continues, there is an increased amount of animosity between the stepdaughter and the stepparent.  This could be due to the negative general relationship with stepdaughter and stepparent.

This negative growth in relationship can also be attributed to the stepparents continued influence on the stepchild’s life.  The longer a stepparent lives with a stepchild, the more of a parental figure they become.  With stepsons, this is a positive influence.  They view the new parental figure as an additional support system, not a challenge to the already existing support systems.  On the other hand, stepdaughters seem to view this parental figure as an intrusion on their life.  They feel threatened by the presence of a third parent regardless of sex.  However, if the stepparent is female, the intrusion is even more severe.  They feel that their biologically mother’s place in their life is being challenged by this other authority figure.  They also often feel that they must choose between their own biological mother and their new stepmother.  Another aspect of the stepdaughter relationship is the removal of the daughter from the primary position in the father’s life.  Often these daughters feel that this new woman has taken their place in the eyes of their father.  This is another challenge to their authority, which ends in a negative stepparent-stepchild relationship.
Conclusion


The stepparent and stepchild relationship is complicated.  It is affected by many different factors and is different in almost every family.  The truth is that there are many different outcomes of a stepparent-stepchild relationship.  They 
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