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Abstract

The current qualitative research study enhances the understanding of step-
parent roles on transition day for researchers and clinicians who focus on
marriage and family issues. Thirteen family members (parents, stepparents)
who were in various stages of stepfamily formation were assessed. The cur-
rent study explicated three themes of the stepparent role on transition day.
The themes were: stepparent role and authority, stepparent role and ambi-
guity, and lastly, stepparent role and single to having children. By gaining a
more in-depth understanding of stepparent roles during days of transition,
immediate assistance may be provided to families who encounter transition
difficulties. Useful approaches for current and future stepfamilies are dis-
cussed.
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1. Introduction

The purpose of the current study was to determine the roles of stepparents on
transition days. The Pew Research Center on adults in America [1] noted that
42% (95.5 million) of adults have a step-relationship consisting of a stepparent,
step or half sibling, or stepchild. Nationally, 13% of adults are stepparents (29 -
30 million), 15% (16.5 million) of men are step-dads, and 12% (14 million) of
women are stepmoms. The purpose of the current study was to gain greater un-
derstanding of the stepparent role on transitional days in stepfamilies. Re-
searchers argue the challenges faced by stepfamily members typically revolve
around the role of the stepparent [2] [3] [4]. The researchers also argue the most

difficult of relationships lie between the stepparent and stepchild mainly because
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these relationships are involuntary which leaves minimal motivation for these
members to create close bonds [5]. Families unknowingly may feel bewildered
by what the researchers call “the transition daze” [6]. During days of transition,
when families are in the process of transferring children from home to home, a
stepparent role may also be lost in the shuffle. Previous research concluded serial
transitions in and out of marriage/divorce/cohabitation are now typical of family
life in the United States [4] but only recently have transition days been discussed
[6].

The first several years following formation of a stepfamily can often be turbu-
lent [3]. Remarriages risk for divorce during the first five years is prevalent [7].
Reducing the conflict in hopes of preventing a family dissolution should be the
primary focus of stepfamily research. Interventions, which assist children who
are involved in the often conflictual transition between remarried partners, is of
great need.

This study was developed to create a greater understanding of stepparent roles
and development during days of transition by reviewing issues that arise in the
stepfamily during and the roles of stepparents during such transitions and pro-
vides research results applicable to the field of marriage and family therapy and
provides narratives of thirteen stepfamily members interviewed. Experiences
were recorded by interviewing biological parents and stepparents of reconsti-
tuted families.

Stepfamilies are more common in the United States than any other country
[8]. A primary interest of stepfamily researchers has been on the demographic
shifts our nation has experienced. However, blended families tend to have more
conflict, likely to experience more crises, recover more slowly from crises than
traditional families [9]. Stepparents and stepchildren must work unceasingly to
develop new bonds [10]. These bonds are interrupted for many blended families
on a weekly basis when the child(ren) must return to their other custodial home
[6]. Therefore, it is essential for stepparents to have realistic expectations about
the length of time required to establish roles, and also reestablish roles during
each transition. Through this work, a family’s natural pattern of functioning can
be determined [10] [11]. The main research question of this study while consi-
dering there are different processes involved when moving from a custodial
parent’s home to a non-custodial parent’s home and vice-versa [6] [12] and what
roles can be elicited from data mining of interviews on the distinct content of

stepparent roles during transition days.
2. Review of Literature

Theoretical Approaches to Stepfamily Transition Research

Some functions of theory were detailed by researchers [13] who found that sys-
tems theory and role theory were the most explicitly used theories in adolescent
and stepparent research. The researchers also argue that researchers have a re-

sponsibility to describe the theory they are using in research explicitly to the
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readers, and argue theories provide knowledge and contribute to science [14].

Role Theory. Role Theory has been cited in numerous articles about stepfa-
mily research. Researchers [15] [16] found the degree of stress involving stepfa-
mily formation depends on the resources each individual brings to the new fam-
ily structure. In this context, the studies both focused on stepmothers and step-
children. Researchers [17] used role theory for their research on the relationship
between stepfathers and adolescents. The researchers focused on three concepts
of role theory: anticipatory socialization, role conflict and role reciprocity.

Coping Theory. Coping theory has been utilized in various stepfamily re-
search articles. Previous researchers [18] [19] all linked their findings to coping
theory, specifically focusing on ego-psychological theory application to investi-
gate the resources individuals use to cope with stress.

Family Systems Theory. The family as a whole is greater than the sum of its
parts. We know that each family is unique in its structure, expected roles, rules,
goal, and boundaries. Family System Theory argues that if a family can reconcile
all of these within its system that it can achieve homeostasis and grow beyond
the stagnation that can occur when there is rapid change which can create insta-
bility and disharmony. Family Systems Theory first evolved in the 1960s and
1970s [2] [20] [21] [22].

Transition Theory. Transition theory has been used in previous research of
stepfamilies to discuss the difficulties transitions such as adolescence and remar-
riage [23]. Other researchers [24] used transition theory has been argued it inte-
grates psychological and family systems literature to assess self-esteem and
communication with a stepparent. Although this particular study focused on
adolescents, it can be applied in a broad manner when considering stepchildren
of all ages and their relationships with biological and stepparents.

Past researchers [25] [26] have conducted in-depth stepparent interviews and
stepchildren and found stepparents who attempted to bond with stepchildren
before marriage on a regular basis are more likely to have a positive bond than
those who stop bonding after re-marriage. Other qualitative research [27] has
examined the roles of father and stepfathers working together for the benefit of

the children and the overall family relationships.

3. Methodology

3.1. Participant Selection

Qualitative researchers have the unique position of being interpretive research-
ers. We have purposefully selected participants who are actively in a stepparent
role. Selection criteria used for the current research: a) The interviewee was a

parent in a blended family or stepfamily, and b) The interviewee was open and

willing to discuss their experiences about transitional days in stepfamilies.

3.2. Procedures

Private, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews were conducted to ensure the
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interviewee could tell their story without interruption and to ensure sensitivity
to the interviewee’s emotional state. Interviewees answered demographic ques-
tions prior to the interview. Every effort was made to build trust with the inter-
viewee in order to establish openness between the interviewer and interviewee.
The same questions were asked of each participant. Narratives were analyzed
carefully for information on stepparent roles during days of transition transi-

tional days in blended families.

3.3. Data Analysis

Each interview considered individually in the analysis. Common themes relating

to stepparent roles on days of transition were identified across the interviews.

3.4. Limitations

Different interpretations of the material was possible. Such subjectivity could
have led to a second limitation, generalizability of results. The subjective nature
of the current study minimizes generalizability to a larger population. Personal
biases may have influenced participant responses just as changing demographics
and backgrounds of the interviewee’s. The current study’s questions varied in
interpretation for interviewees, who had different cultural backgrounds, age,
education attainment and race. The current study used narrative inquiry inter-
viewing which also carries strengths and weaknesses. Strengths of narrative in-
quiry: collaboration, it gives a “voice” to researchers, it helps others understand
the topic, and lastly, it captures everyday data that many may relate to. Some
weaknesses of narrative inquiry is that interviewees may reply to questions in an
insincere manner, as researchers assume that interviewees are speaking for
themselves, but they may fail to acknowledge the social and cultural accounts

that pertain to their individual accounts.

3.5. Summary of Demographics

Thirteen interviewees consented for this study, all participants were involved in
a family unit that met the criteria. There was an age range in participant’s of 30
years old to 69 years old, and 38% of interviewees fell in the range of 30 years old
to 39 years old. Nine participants categorized themselves as female, and four
male. Interviewees had diverse ethnic backgrounds: Caucasian, African- American,
Asian, and Latino/Latina; 46% of the interviewees were Caucasian. All intervie-
wees identified themselves as a biological parent in a blended family unit or a
stepparent to a child in a blended family unit. Interviewees categorized them-
selves in religious categories which included: Buddhism, Catholic/Christian, Is-
lam, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, other religion and no religion. The intervie-
wees identified the following religions from the categories listed above Catho-
lic/Christian, Buddhism, Christian, or no religion. Specifically, 30% of the inter-
viewees were Catholic/Christian, 30% Christian, 15% Buddhism, 15% no reli-

gion and 10% identified as Buddhist/Catholic/Christian. Educational attainment
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was assessed and 38% reported completion a graduate degree, 30% reported
completion of a four-year degree, 15% reported completion a post-graduate de-
gree, 10% reported completion of a two-year degree, and 10% reported comple-
tion of high school. Occupations reported to the researchers were: banker, talent
agent, registered nurse, administrator, paralegal, tennis coach, musician, yoga
teacher, student, writer, office manager and physician.

Of the interviewee’s 70% were previously married and 30% had never been
married. Length of previous marriages ranged from 4 years to 14 years. Not
every interviewee had children from a previous relationship. The ages of the
children ranged from 5 years old to 37 years old.

The time a child spent with the interviewee’s family was 20% - 100%. The
children who spent 100% of the time with the custodial parent was still in con-
tact with the non-custodial parent from time to time. The current study also eli-
cited information about the other parent of the child and found that 40% of pre-
vious spouses remarried, with remarriage time ranging from ten days to four
years. Children spent 54% of their time in these homes and children ranged
from 6 years old to 19 years old.

Questions addressed during the interviews elicited information on whether or not
cohabitation occurred with the current family unit with the current spouse/partner
before marriage; 53% of the interviewees cohabitated before blending the current
family unit. Also noted, was the age range of the children’s at the time of cohabita-

tion/marriage and the ages ranged from 2 years old to 17 years old.

3.6. Demographic Characteristics of Interviewees

The current study elicited data from thirteen interviewees which included the
participant’s age, sex, ethnicity, religious preference, current occupation, and
level of educational attainment, as well as the age of the children and partner’s

children at the time of marriage/cohabitation.

4. Data Analysis Findings

The current findings elicited information described by the participants from
their experiences and perspectives of their roles as stepparents on transition
days. The stepparent roles were identified in the current research and classified
further into themes: authority, ambiguous role, and single to married having
kids difficult. As shown in Table 1.

Theme 1: Authority. Interviewees referenced sharing authority, while others

felt a lack of authority over their stepchildren. Participant 6 shared how she

Table 1. Theme frequency for research questions.

Themes of Stepparent Role N Mentioning Exemplar Quotes
Authority 6 13
Ambiguous role 5 6
Single to having kids difficult 4 5
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became a primary caretaker for her stepchildren, saying:

“When my husband would be gone for long periods of time and come back
and try to start making the rules or making the decisions, I didn’t feel like

he valued, or gave me enough respect in those decisions.”

Participant 2 described enforcing the stepmother’s authority over his biologi-

cal children, saying:

“And I've discussed it with the kids at length that, you know, in my house-
hold my partner is an adult, she is a parent, and she has every bit as much

say in the way things go as the way I do.”

Participant 7 however, felt differently, saying, “I do not feel the responsibility
or the desire to take them under my wing and parent my stepchildren in any sort
of way you know that I would impose on them.”

Theme 2: Ambiguous role. Interviewees referenced the role of a stepparent

as being ambiguous and not always simple to define. Participant 10 shared:

“The dynamic is too crazy and you’re trying as a, you know, as a stepmom I
felt like I didn’t want to overstep my bounds but yet I didn’t want to seem
like was aloof either. So it’s really hard. It was really hard for me to find my

place with the boys.”
Participant 1 shared:

“I think it’s tough for the women, for the step mom, to realize that we are
the secondary parent, and the, and we cannot be the primary parent. The
kid will have resentment about it, you know, I think the kid does not want

someone to replace their mom.”

Theme 3: Single to having kids difficult. Interviewees referenced difficulty
of transition from a single person to having an entire family with children.

Participant 13 said:

“You know probably just getting used to the responsibility of just being, you
know, a mom of. And my son came in 2003, so two years later, I had a baby. So,

just being-just getting used to all the responsibility of running a household.”

Participant 7 shared, “Uh, you know I lived by myself for a-a long time and
I’m a quiet person um, and his kids are very extroverted. They like to be around
all the time.”

4.1. Conclusion

Through qualitative methods of data analysis, the researchers elicited the voices
of interviewees and developed the themes in the previous section. The current
study focused on the stepparent roles on transition day with the knowledge there
are different processes involved when moving from a custodial parent’s home to

a non-custodial parent’s home and vice-versa. The current study concluded
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there are three sub-themes of the stepparent role which was further addressed by

examples given to convey the themes provided by each participant.

4.2. Summary of Findings

Theme 1: Stepparent Role and Authority. Interviewees described the sharing
of authority, while others described how they felt a lack of authority over their
stepchildren. It was referenced thirteen times in six interviews. Some intervie-
wees became the primary caretaker of their stepchildren and had spouses who
traveled. Those spouses, however, would attempt to re-enter the household after
a long period of time. In such situations the primary caretaker did not feel res-
pected as an authority figure. Other interviewees felt they should rally around
their partner and step up for their partner by telling their children the stepparent
had as much authority as they did in the household. Another interviewee did not
feel the desire or responsibility to parent the children.

Theme 2: Stepparent role and ambiguity. Interviewees described the role of
the stepparent as being ambiguous and not always simple to define. Some inter-
viewees shared their difficulties around boundaries, not wanting to over step
them or seem too aloof. Another interviewee described that it is difficult for
step-moms because they are the secondary parent and cannot be the primary
parent. That interviewee expressed how the children did not want someone to
replace their mom.

Theme 3: Stepparent role and single to having children. The third theme of
the stepparent role them was described by interviewees who found it difficult to
transition from being a single person to having an entire family with children.
Interviewees referred to the difficulties of transitioning from being a single per-
son to having an entire family with children. One interviewee took time to get
used to the idea of running a household and responsibility of being a mom.
Another one struggled with the personality conflicts with the stepchildren, who

were extroverts.

4.3. Discussion

This study was intended to explore and develop a fundamental understanding of
the stepparent role on transition days in stepfamilies. Dominant themes eluci-
dated from the analysis were stepparent role and authority, stepparent role and
ambiguity, difficulty from being single with not children to having children.

The parents (bio/step) interviewed for the current study were in various stages
of stepfamily/blended family formation. They provided valuable insight for indi-

viduals who are involved in a stepfamily/blended family environment.

5. Interpretation of Findings

The current research uncovered three themes identifiable in trying to under-
stand the role of a stepparent on transition day. The first theme elucidated was

the stepparent role and authority, which was defined by the ability to re-establish
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an authoritative role after a child has been parented by another family system or
a stepparent following an absence by a biological parent. These absences could
have occurred during the normal course of a work day, when a parent traveled
frequently, or when a parent was minimally engaged with maintaining the
structure of the family. Stepparents who take on the role of disciplining their
stepchild when the biological parent is away must often relinquish that role
when the biological parent returns. If the biological parent does not recognize
the change that he/she brings when they reenter the family system, authority still
shifts from one parent to another but it is not likely to be in the most efficient or
empathic manner. This leaves the stepparent in the dilemma of having all of the
responsibility, and conflicted authority to carry out what has been previously
agreed upon.

Such a confusion of authority created transitional issues that parents inter-
viewed had a difficult time overcoming. In the worst cases, newly constituted
families who reported issues with authority had to recapitulate in order to
achieve successful transitions between the two families. This confusion of au-
thority also had an impact on the marital dyad and parent-child dyads. Individ-
uals in the current study reported that confusion resulted from a lack of personal
support between parents. This disconnect between parents was exploited by
children, who were already ambivalent about the roles and authority maintained
by stepparents. Thus, when a stepparent does not feel supported, unforeseen
changes in the family system may have a profound effect on the step-parent
child relationship.

This observation is analogous to what has been expressed by military families
(e.g., Navy families) in which long tours of duty create an absence that necessi-
tates one parent having greater authority over the children while the other par-
ent is away. Following the return of the absent parent, the family must readjust
to accommodate the parent’s return. Yet, stepfamilies are different from military
families because the stepparent usually does not have the same bonded relation-
ship with the child as does the biological parent. This creates an added level of
dissonance for stepparents as they take on responsibility for the care of the
children and may feel usurped in their own authority. Hence, parental awareness
about how authority is transferred between stepfamilies remains an important
issue not only during transitional days, but also in the days that follow.

The second theme of stepparent role, was ambiguous role. Ambiguity in this
sense was the result of unclear roles created by numerous issues in the newly re-
constituted family. The ambiguous role of the stepparent can be the result from
a lack of agreement in the parental dyad, lack of an authoritative figure in raising
the children, uncertainty caused by conflict in the new family, and/or multiple
circumstantial events that are external to the families internal working (Ze., job
conflicts, financial difficulties). In this case, the problem is not one of shifting
authority from one person to another; rather the difficulty is there may be no

clear boundaries regarding issues such as: child care, discipline, or expectations
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of the children.

Stepparents are often unwilling to play a primary role in the discipline of
non-biological children. However, not following through with clear boundaries
can create a confusing and chaotic environment for a child. Not being able to
rely on a stepparent in the same way they rely on the biological parent means the
child must internalize ambiguity. This creates emotional confusion and distress
within a child, which can precipitate behavior that becomes even more disso-
nant. This creates behavior that a stepparent may have difficulty in containing,
and therefore create a cycle of escalation that must be addressed by the family
unit. If no one is willing to step up and respond to the anxiety created by such
ambivalence, then children will be left to their own devices to create their own
emotional defenses to guard against the feelings of confusion, anxiety or perhaps
annihilation experienced. The long-term consequences of an ambiguous rela-
tionship with a child are, to some extent, similar to a neglecting or capricious
parent. Children need consistency, stability and unconditional empathy in step-
families or blended families; breaches of any of these characteristics will lead to a
much more fragile family system.

The last theme of the stepparent role, refers to a stepparent who has never had
children entering into a relationship in which they are now responsible for the
children of their partner. The newly added parent to any family system has a
great amount of ground to make up. Not only must the new parent learn to be a
marriage partner and readjust to a marital dyad, but they must learn to play the
role of a parent. The study interviews indicated there were multiple concepts
that had to be learned by the new parents. Primary among these was how to
manage the transitional day and the other spouse. Thus, the newly added parent
must act not only as an authoritative figure for the children, but must do so in
front of and while being scrutinized by the children’s biological parent. In the
best scenario, the biological but non-custodial parent is supportive of this new
role and is able to communicate this to the children in a loving and generous
manner. More than likely however, the non-custodial biological parent has al-
ready established their own emotional and behavioral standards for the children
and the newly added parent must learn and adopt those standards. If there is
role conflict between the two biological parents, the newly added parent must
recognize both sets of rules and seek to negotiate a common ground by which to
establish themselves as an authoritative figure to the children. The complexity of
this task is apparent; children may already have divided loyalties when having to
choose between two biological parents who have mutually exclusive ideals. A
third figure, at the very least, complicates the matter. All of this takes place
within an emotional, systemic relationship and may be experienced as confusing.
In other words, this is not a theoretical concept but an experiential concept.
Newly added parents face the responsibility to create a separate authoritative re-
lationship with the children and yet they are third in line in terms of emotional

and/or rational connection with the children.
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Another issue of adopted authority for the newly added parent is how their
own personality characteristics interact with those of the biological parents. If
the new parent’s personality is more assertive than either of the biological par-
ents, then the newly added parent may feel a tremendous amount of cognitive
dissonance about having to remain in the background. In this way the new par-
ent may become a de-facto policeperson who must enforce rules even when
she/he does not have well developed relationships with the parents and children.
These individuals may feel some level of helplessness because the harder they try
the more alienated they become from either family system. Psychologically
speaking, it is a no win situation.

In summary, stepparents take on multiple and diverse roles. They must accli-
mate to a system that has existed previously; such acclimation processes can be
classified as authoritative, ambiguous, or newly added. These stepparents seek to
find a balance between their previous roles and the new responsibilities they
must take on. Competence in a previous life does not necessarily translate into
competence in negotiating the new family system. The family system must also
shift to adapt to the personality of the newly added parent. This adaptation can
be either positive or negative as any adaptation can be conflictual and unstable.

6. Advice for Current or Future Stepfamily/Blended
Family Members

The stepparent role is one of the greatest challenges facing those in a remarriage
situation. Children sometimes react very negatively thereby making it difficult
for the involved parties to establish relationships that are comfortable. Creating
the opportunity to develop a meaningful relationship with one’s stepchild and
allowing one’s partner to develop a relationship benefits the remarried family.
As these relationships are established, there is likely to be less conflict associated
with the child. This includes being respectful of the relationship a former spouse
has taken on. Children by nature are much more willing to accept another per-
son when they have ‘permission.” Upon interview completion, participants were
asked to provide advice for future blended families. The following suggestions
were mentioned: the importance of being patient was repeated by almost all in-
terviewees; be thoughtful; do not linger during transition times with long good-
byes; many found it helpful to transition at school so only one parent was
present; observe without reacting quickly; try to be emotionally flexible; keep
communication open for children to help them acknowledge their feelings, and

make sense of their feelings; and finally, not to take things personally.

7. Limitations of Current Study

Limitations associated with this study was recognizing qualitative research, es-
pecially narrative inquiry, can have multiple interpretations, which may be de-
pendent upon researcher’s biases and past experiences. The second limitation

was generalizability. Arguably, the subjective nature of the current study mini-
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mizes generalizability to a larger population. The third limitation was the re-
searchers’ personal biases may have influenced how participants responded.
There was considerable variability in the demographics and backgrounds of the
interviewee’s therefore leading interpretation of the questions posed in this study
to have differ among participants because of an individual’s culture, age, and

educational attainment.

8. Future Research

Future research on transition days in stepfamilies or blended families should in-
clude more qualitative studies that focus specifically on the transition days in
families such as the formation of relationships between stepparents and their
stepchildren and how they can reconnect after having been apart. It would be
beneficial that biological parents not interrupt this process and let it occur natu-

rally.
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