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Abstract

The stepfamily literature is replete with between-group analyses by which youth residing in
stepfamilies are compared to youth in other family structures across indicators of adjustment and
well-being. Few longitudinal studies examine variation in stepfamily functioning to identify
factors that promote the positive adjustment of stepchildren over time. Using a longitudinal sample
of 191 stepchildren (56% female, mean age = 11.3 years), the current study examines the
association between the relationship quality of three central stepfamily dyads (stepparent-child,
parent-child, and stepcouple) and children’s internalizing and externalizing problems concurrently
and over time. Results from path analyses indicate that higher levels of parent-child affective
quality are associated with lower levels of children’s concurrent internalizing and externalizing
problems at Wave 1. Higher levels of stepparent-child affective quality are associated with
decreases in children’s internalizing and externalizing problems at Wave 2 (6 months beyond
baseline), even after controlling for children’s internalizing and externalizing problems at Wave 1
and other covariates. The stepcouple relationship was not directly linked to youth outcomes. Our
findings provide implications for future research and practice.
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Stepfamilies are one of the fastest growing family forms in the United States. A stepfamily
is formed when one or both adults in a new committed relationship bring with them a child
or children from a previous relationship (Ganong & Coleman, 2004). Nearly one-third of all
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children live in a stepfamily household before reaching adulthood (Bumpass, Raley, &
Sweet, 1995; Pew Research Center, 2011).

Despite increasing ubiquity, stepfamilies generally face a number of stressors not
experienced by members of biological nuclear families. This is attributable, in part, to the
lack of legal and social clarity surrounding stepfamily relationships and roles (Coleman,
Ganong, & Russell, 2013). Common stepfamily stressors include shifts in the quality of
parent-child relationships, conflicting family cultures and expectations, family boundary
ambiguity, stepparenting issues, uncertainty among children about how new stepparents
should fit into their lives, and co-parental conflict (Jensen & Shafer, 2013; Jensen, Shafer, &
Larson, 2014; Pace, Shafer, Jensen, & Larson, 2013; Papernow, 2013; van Eedeen-
Moorefield & Pasley, 2013). Processes associated with parental divorce (e.g., loss of contact
with one parent, declines in parental support, loss of emotional support, conflict between ex-
spouses) and other precursory family transitions may exacerbate stepfamily stress (Amato,
2001; Amato & Keith, 1991; Coleman et al., 2013; Shafer, Jensen, & Holmes, 2016).

Although most children fare well in stepfamilies, children in stepfamilies are at an elevated
risk of experiencing adjustment problems (Hetherington, Bridges, & Insabella, 1998), and
efforts to identify factors that promote stepfamily functioning and child adjustment are
warranted. Yet, most studies to date focus on stepfamily deficits, examine single protective
relationships (e.g., parent-child) cross-sectionally, and incorporate samples with primarily
young or adolescent children. The expansion of knowledge in this area can inform the
development and adaptation of programs, policies, and other interventions aimed at helping
children in stepfamilies thrive. Drawing on past research and theory, the purpose of this
study is to assess the extent to which the quality of three central stepfamily relationships—
stepparent-child, parent-child, and stepcouple—is associated with the adjustment of
stepchildren concurrently and over time during the transition to adolescence.

Children’s Adjustment in Stepfamilies

The increasing prevalence of stepfamilies, a growing awareness of stepfamily challenges,
and concern for children’s well-being led to an emergence of between-group analyses by
which family scholars assessed how members of stepfamilies differed from members of
other family types, often biological nuclear families, with respect to adjustment (Coleman &
Ganong, 1990; Coleman, Ganong, & Fine, 2000). Findings from nationally representative
studies and meta-analyses indicate that children in stepfamilies are at an elevated risk of
experiencing maladjustment in terms of academic, social, behavioral, and psychological
well-being (Hoffman, 2002, 2006; Jeynes, 2006; Tillman, 2007).

Although these studies have been critical in understanding the risks associated with
stepfamily life, they do not help differentiate stepfamilies from one another, or identify
which characteristics may be linked to more effective adaptation among stepfamilies
specifically. Given the unique stressors and demands faced by stepfamilies, more studies are
needed to help understand families that are able to successfully adapt to new family
structures (Coleman & Ganong, 1990; Coleman et al., 2000; Coleman et al,. 2013). Thus,
family scholars have advocated for a normative-adaptive approach to stepfamily research
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that instead of comparing stepfamilies to biological nuclear families, focuses on
understanding variation among stepfamilies specifically. Because there exists great
variability in stepfamily adjustment, analyses on samples of stepfamilies can uncover factors
that promote stepfamily resilience in terms of both family functioning and individual well-
being (Coleman & Ganong, 1990; Coleman et al., 2013). Consistent with a normative-
adaptive approach, we investigate factors linked to positive youth adjustment in stepfamilies.

Family Relationships and Child Adjustment

The quality of family relationships may play a key role in promoting stepchildren’s well-
being—including stepparent-child, parent-child, and stepcouple relationships. Children fare
better in terms of psychological, social, and behavioral health when they perceive
relationships in the family as positive, available, stable, and secure (Cummings et al., 2006;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Thus, in stepfamily contexts, children in families that maintain
positive relationships may experience a greater sense of stability and support, whereas those
with conflictual family relationships may experience the transition to stepfamily life as a
significant loss, source of stress, and threat to their emotional security (Cummings et al.,
2006; Sheeber, Hops, & Davis, 2001).

In terms of past research, studies on both biological nuclear families and stepfamilies
suggest that parent-child relationships play an important role in children’s adjustment. For
example, children who perceive their parents as uncaring report higher levels of substance
use and depression, and lower levels of self-esteem compared to children who feel that their
parents care about them (Ackard, Neumark-Sztainer, Story, & Perry 2006). Parent-child
connectedness and parental emotional availability are also linked to children’s emotional
functioning and school performance (Boutelle, Eisenberg, Gregory, & Neumark-Sztainer,
2009; Sturge-Apple, Davies, Winter, Cummings, & Schermerhorn, 2008). Moreover, parent-
child hostility is positively associated with children’s increased risk for internalizing and
externalizing problems (Low & Stocker, 2005). In the context of family transitions and
partnership instability, lower quality mothering and lower levels of maternal sensitivity are
predictive of young children’s externalizing behavior problems (Cavanagh & Huston, 2006;
Osborne & McLanahan, 2007). During the transition to stepfamily life, high-quality parent-
child relationships are associated with a reduction in children’s self-reported stress (Jensen,
Shafer, & Holmes, 2015).

The stepparent-child relationship may also have important implications for children’s well-
being, although relatively few recent studies have examined the influence of stepparent-child
relationships on children’s adjustment (Coleman et al., 2013). This gap in the literature is
surprising, as the stepparent-child relationship represents the most unique feature of
stepfamilies. Indeed, it is this relationship that makes a family a stepfamily in the first place.
Stepparent roles are often far more ambiguous than biological-parent roles, and take on a
variety of forms (Papernow, 2013). In some cases, stepparents and children foster a
relationship over time that is unique and beneficial as stepparents enter into an “intimate
outsider” mentoring role for their stepchildren (Papernow, 2013, p. 160). Stepparent-child
closeness is negatively associated with higher risk for internalizing, externalizing, and
academic problems among adolescents in stepfamilies (King, 2006). High-quality
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stepparent-child relationships have also been linked to lower levels of children’s self-
reported stress amid the transition to stepfamily life (Jensen et al., 2015). Because most
studies on stepfamilies have been cross-sectional (Coleman et al., 2000), we know little
about how stepfamily processes are linked to youth adjustment over time.

The quality of the interparental relationship has also been linked to children’s adjustment,
although most studies have focused on biological nuclear families. Children and adolescents
who are exposed to interparental conflict are more likely to perceive it as threatening to their
well-being or that of the family, which in turn is a key risk factor for internalizing problems
(Fosco & Feinberg, 2015; Fosco & Grych, 2008; Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003).
Interparental conflict is often even more threatening to youth who have witnessed violence
or experienced divorce in the past (Grych, 1998). Another perspective focuses on the
spillover of hostility from interparental to parent-child relationships (e.g., Erel & Burman,
1995). Indeed, high levels of conflict between parents is related to greater adolescent-parent
hostility (Fosco, Lippold, & Feinberg, 2014), as well as less warmth and lower quality
parenting (Benson, Buehler, & Gerard, 2008). High levels of conflict between parents can
also spillover into parent-child relationships—a process identified as a risk factor for child
maladjustment (Fosco, Lippold, Feinberg, 2014). Thus, the quality of couple relationships
can exert influence on children’s adjustment directly, via exposure to emotionally charged
interactions between parents, and indirectly, via shifts in parenting practices and declines in
parental emotional availability (Sturge-Apple, Davies, & Cummings, 2006; Troxel &
Matthews, 2004). We note that little is known about links between stepcouple relationship
quality and children’s adjustment over time.

Although previous theory and a limited body of research has linked familial factors to
stepchild adjustment, existing studies tend to focus on the impact of single dyadic
relationships (e.g., King, 2006; refer to Nicholson, Sanders, Halford, Phillips, & Whitton,
2008 for an overview). Very few studies have examined the influence of stepparent-child,
parent-child, and stepcouple relationships on youth adjustment in a single model (see
Hetherington, Henderson, & Reiss, 1999 for a notable exception). Thus, we lack a firm
understanding of which stepfamily dyads exert the most influence on children’s adjustment
in stepfamilies.

Family systems theory posits that the entire family system, along with its interconnected
subsystems, can influence the well-being of a single system member (Cox & Paley, 1997;
Minuchin, Nichols, & Lee, 2007; Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2012). Indeed, clinical
experts have noted the importance of exploring the context in which individual-level
symptoms appear. A proper exploration of stepfamily contexts and youth adjustment should
include a wide range of dyadic relationships, including dynamics within stepparent-child,
parent-child, and stepcouple relationships.

Moreover, the Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) Model highlights the
importance of family capabilities, including psychosocial resources such as high-quality
family relationships, that can help families face their demands and stressors, even those
induced by the transition to stepfamily life (Patterson, 2002). Family adjustment is
optimized when family capabilities exceed family demands. Evidence of family adjustment
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includes the extent to which families are able to carry out key functions, such as the
promotion of children’s physical, social, and psychological health and development. Both
family systems theory and the FAAR model call for the inclusion of humerous dyadic
relationships when examining the influence of stepfamily processes, such as relationship
quality, on children’s adjustment.

An understanding of which dyadic relationships and processes are most influential in terms
of youth adjustment can guide the development of effective stepfamily interventions.
Because change in youths’ levels of stress and perceived levels of parental support is one
key mechanism that links family processes to youth adjustment (Sheeber et al., 2001), youth
adjustment might be most closely tied to parent-child and stepparent-child relationship
quality. Indeed, processes and interactions between youth and their parental figures are the
most proximal source of adolescents’ perceived support or interpersonal stress (Sheeber et
al., 2001). On the other hand, emotional security theory would highlight the prominence of
the stepcouple relationship, as the nature of stepcouple interactions can hinder or bolster
youths’ sense of emotional security, and as a result, influence youths’ adjustment
(Cummings et al., 2006). Thus, the stepcouple relationship, although more distal, may also
be linked to youth outcomes.

The Importance of Early Adolescence

Among the limited number of studies in which stepfamily processes and children’s
adjustment are examined, the focus has rested primarily on adolescent stepchildren.
Additional exploration of the adjustment of stepchildren during the transition to adolescence
is warranted. The transition to adolescence is a developmental stage marked by significant
cognitive growth and notable social transitions, such as the shift from elementary school to
middle school (Charlesworth, 2015), making it an important time for research and practice
aimed at bolstering children’s adjustment in stepfamilies. Indeed, early-adolescent children
continue relying, to some extent, on parents and other family members to help them regulate
emotions and provide social structure (Sameroff, 2010). At the same time, early adolescents
begin to place emphasis on peer groups and individual autonomy (Steinberg & Silk, 2002).
On the surface, adolescents’ goal of achieving autonomy might seem at odds with the goal
many stepfamilies have to come together and establish family cohesiveness. Thus,
developmental changes among early-adolescent children often require parents and youth to
carefully renegotiate their relationship to allow for children’s growing autonomy and
independence, while still maintaining positive and beneficial relationships. Although this is
true among virtually all families, the successful negotiation of early adolescents’ pursuit of
autonomy and the family’s desire to establish cohesion might be particularly important and
nuanced in stepfamily contexts.

Overall, the early adolescent transition may be a time when stepfamily relationships are
undergoing changes, and stepfamily members’ ability to successfully adapt and maintain a
close relationship during these changes may have important linkages to youth adjustment.
Thus, the period of time in which children begin their transition to adolescence may be a
particularly beneficial time to promote stepchildren’s adjustment via protective stepfamily
processes. Further, youth internalizing and externalizing problems during adolescence may
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have important implications over the life course: adaptive gains during early adolescence can
benefit children as they continue to develop, and might prevent or buffer the development of
later psychopathology (Cox, Mills-Koonce, Propper, & Gariépy, 2010).

Current Study

Methods

As informed by past research and theory, our specific aim was to examine the extent to
which stepparent-child affective quality, parent-child affective quality, and stepcouple
relationship quality are associated with youth adjustment. Linkages between each dyadic
relationship and youth adjustment could occur concurrently or longitudinally. For example,
dyadic relationships could have immediate proximal effects on youth adjustment, with
poorer relationships increasing the risk of maladjustment. In addition, dyadic relationships
could have more distal effects on youth adjustment. That is, associations between
relationship quality and youth adjustment could occur over time, and manifest at a later time
point. Given this, we examined both the proximal and distal linkages between dyadic
relationship quality and youth adjustment.

Further, the distal, longitudinal associations between dyadic relationship quality and youth
adjustment could occur in at least one of two ways. First, distal effects on youth adjustment
might occur via concurrent youth adjustment. For example, relationships may have
immediate linkages to youth adjustment, that then cumulate over time to further changes in
youth adjustment at a later time point. Alternately, distal effects of relationships on youth
adjustment may occur independent of concurrent influences. That is, there may be distal
associations between relationship quality and youth adjustment that do not occur via
concurrent changes in youth adjustment. Because of this, we also examined whether changes
in concurrent adjustment mediated the distal effects of dyadic relationships on later youth
adjustment.

Our measures of youth adjustment include both internalizing and externalizing problems,
capturing two key domains of adjustment (Chase & Eyberg, 2008). We extend existing
literature by focusing on stepfamily resilience and several key stepfamily dyads
simultaneously, incorporating longitudinal analyses, and examining the influence of
stepfamily relationships on children’s adjustment during early adolescence. In terms of
specific hypotheses, we expect that higher levels of stepparent-child affective quality, parent-
child affective quality, and stepcouple relationship quality will each be associated with lower
levels of children’s internalizing and externalizing problems. As noted earlier, parent-child
and stepparent-child relationships may exert greater influence than the stepcouple
relationship, as parent-child relationships are more proximal social contexts for children.

Data and Sample

Our analytical sample represented 191 stepfamilies included in the in-home subsample of
the Promoting School-Community-University Partnerships to Enhance Resilience
(PROSPER) project. PROSPER was an effectiveness trial and diffusion of preventive
interventions that targeted substance use among youth in 28 rural communities and small
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towns in Pennsylvania and lowa (see Spoth, Greenberg, Bierman, & Redmond, 2004).
Students from two successive cohorts of sixth graders completed in-school questionnaires.
On average, 88% of all eligible students completed in-school assessments at each wave. In
addition, families of students in the second cohort were randomly selected and recruited for
participation in an additional in-home assessment that included a family interview,
videotaping of a family interaction, and written questionnaires completed independently by
the youth, mother, and, if present, father. Of the 2,267 families recruited for in-home family
assessments, 977 (43%) completed the in-home assessments at Wave 1.

Given the aims of our secondary data analysis, our sample was limited to the 191 families
who completed the in-home assessment and identified as stepfamilies at Wave 1. Data from
in-home assessments at both Wave 1 and Wave 2 (six months later) were used. We note that
no descriptive information about youths’ relationships with non-resident biological parents
was available. Fifty-six percent of the sample included families with female children, and
93% of youth were identified as being White (the remaining 6% of the sample was identified
as being Hispanic-Latino, African American, Asian, or other). The average youth age was
11.30 years (SD = .49 years), and ranged from age 10 to 12 (i.e., early adolescence). Nearly
90% of the youth in the analytical sample resided with a biological mother and stepfather (n
= 171); the remaining 10% resided with a biological father and stepmother (n = 20). The
majority of stepfamilies (82%) were formed following parental divorce. In terms of parental
marital status, 65% of the stepcouples were married versus cohabiting. The average number
of household residents (i.e., individuals residing in the home 50% or more of the time) was
4.84 (SD=1.18), and the average household income was $45,703 (SD = $29,697) at Wave 1
(2003). Refer to Table 1 for more details.

Internalizing problems—Internalizing problems at Wave 1 and Wave 2 were measured
using a 14-item scale from the Youth Self Report of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL;
Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001) that assessed adolescent depression and anxiety using items
such as, “I am unhappy, sad, or depressed”, and “I worry a lot”. Response options ranged
from O (not true) to 2 (very trug), and items were averaged into an internalizing problems
score (a =.88).

Externalizing problems—Externalizing problems at Wave 1 and Wave 2 were measured
using a 25-item scale from the Youth Self Report of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL;
Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001) that assessed adolescent aggressive behavior using items such
as, “I destroy things” and “I disobey my parents.” Response options ranged from 0 (not true)
to 2 (very true), and items were averaged into an externalizing problems score (a = .87).

Stepparent-child affective quality—All parenting measures were adapted from the
lowa Youth and Families Project (Conger, 1989; McMahon & Metzler, 1998; Spoth,
Redmond, & Shin, 1998). Stepparent-child affective quality (a = .76) was a 7-item
composite scale. The items asked children to indicate how often during the past month a
stepparent exhibited the following positive or negative affective behaviors: got angry at
them; let them know she/he really cared about them; let them know that she/he appreciated
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them, their ideas, or the things they did; acted loving and affectionate toward them; shouted
or yelled at them because she/he was mad at them; insulted or swore at them; lost her/his
temper and yelled at them when the child did something wrong. Response options ranged
from 1 (always) to 7 (never), and all items were coded such that higher values indicated
greater stepparent-child affective quality.

Parent-child affective quality—Parent-child affective quality (a =.71) consisted of the
same seven items as the stepparent-child affective quality scale, to which children indicated
the frequency of their biological parents’ positive or negative affective behavior. Iltems were
coded such that higher values indicated greater parent-child affective quality.

Stepcouple relationship quality—Stepcouple relationship quality (a = .92) was an 11-
item composite scale. The items asked biological parents to indicate how often during the
past month their partners: got angry at them; let them know she/he really cares about them;
criticized them or their ideas; let them know that she/he appreciates them, their ideas, or the
things they do; help them do something that was important to them; hit, pushed, grabbed, or
shoved them; acted loving and affectionate toward them; argued with them whenever they
disagreed about something; shouted, yelled, or screamed at them; swore or cursed at them;
called them dumb or lazy or some other name like that. Response options ranged from 1
(always) to 7 (never), and all items were coded such that higher values indicated greater
stepcouple relationship quality.

Covariates—We included the following covariates in our analyses: youth biological sex (0
= female, 1 = male), stepparent’s biological sex (0 = stepfather, 1 = stepmother), pre-
stepfamily parental divorce (1 = divorce did not precede stepfamily formation [death of a
parent or non-marital childbearing preceded the transition to stepfamily life], 0 = parental
divorce preceded stepfamily formation), intervention condition (0 = control condition, 1 =
intervention condition), parental marital status (1 = stepcouple is cohabiting, 0 = stepcouple
is married), parents’ education attainment (continuous measure of average years of
education between parents and stepparents), and number of stepsiblings (continuous
measure).

Analysis Strategy

We employed longitudinal path analyses in Mplus 7.4 to examine associations between
stepfamily relationship constructs and youth adjustment outcomes. One model was
estimated in which the quality of dyadic relationships was associated with youth adjustment,
both concurrently (at Wave 1) and longitudinally (at Wave 2). The youth adjustment
variables at both waves were specified as endogenous and regressed on seven covariates—
youth biological sex, stepparent’s biological sex, pre-stepfamily parental divorce,
intervention condition, parental marital status, parents’ educational attainment, and number
of stepsiblings. Thus, the association between one dyadic relationship and youth adjustment
at Wave | was net the influence of covariates and each of the other dyadic relationships.
Youth adjustment variables at Wave 2 were also regressed on youth adjustment variables at
Wave 1. Thus, parameters associated with Wave 2 adjustment outcomes reflect change
scores from Wave 1 to Wave 2. If a relationship-quality construct was significantly
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associated with youth adjustment at Wave 1 but not at Wave 2, we conducted tests of indirect
effects between the relationship-quality construct and youth adjustment at Wave 2 via youth
adjustment at Wave 1—a possible indication of a cascading effect.

The following model fit indices were used to indicate acceptable model fit: a non-significant
chi-square statistic, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) values of
greater than .95, and a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) value of less than
or equal to .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Preliminary calculations indicated that the path models
were over-identified. We used maximum likelihood estimation (ML) to estimate model
parameters. Missingness ranged from 0 to 15% for each variable, and preliminary analyses
provided evidence that missing data sufficiently met the MAR assumption (Enders, 2010).
Thus, we used full-information maximum likelihood estimation to handle missing data.

Table 2 displays bivariate correlations between key study variables. Stepparent-child
affective quality was negatively correlated with youth internalizing and externalizing
concurrently and over time. Parent-child relationship quality was negatively correlated with
youth internalizing concurrently and youth externalizing concurrently and over time.
Stepcouple relationship quality was negatively correlated with only concurrent levels of both
youth internalizing and externalizing.

Youth Internalizing

Figure 1 displays the results associated with our hypothesized model. Model fit indices were
as follows: X2(23) =30.64, p=.13; CFI =.98; TLI = .95; RMSEA = .04 (90% confidence
interval: .00, .08), all indicating acceptable model fit based on pre-specified criteria. The
model explained 14% of the variance in youth internalizing at Wave 1 and 25% of the
variance in youth internalizing at Wave 2.

In terms of structural path coefficients, stepparent-child affective quality at Wave 1 was
negatively associated with youth internalizing problems at Wave 2 (6= -.04, p=.066, B =
-.16), while controlling for Wave 1 youth internalizing problems and other covariates.
Because youth adjustment outcomes at Wave 2 represent change scores (Wave | adjustment
outcomes are controlled for), stepparent-child affective quality was significantly associated
with change in youth internalizing over time. Parent-child affective quality at Wave 1 was
negatively associated with concurrent youth internalizing problems at Wave 1 (6= -.08, p
<.01, B =-.24). As indicated by tests of indirect effects, parent-child affective quality at
Wave 1 was also indirectly associated with youth internalizing at Wave 2 via youth
internalizing at Wave 1 (b= -.04, p< .01, § = -.10). The quality of the stepcouple
relationship was not associated with internalizing problems at either Wave 1 or Wave 2, but
was correlated with parent-child and stepparent-child affective quality (r=.19 and r= .30,
respectively).

Youth Externalizing

In terms of youth externalizing problems, the model explained 19% of the variance in youth
externalizing at Wave 1 and 34% of the variance in youth externalizing at Wave 2.
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Stepparent-child affective quality at Wave 1 was associated with Wave 2 youth externalizing
problems (6= -.03, p< .05, p = -.16), while controlling for Wave 1 youth externalizing
problems and other covariates. This indicated that stepparent-child affective quality was
significantly associated with change in youth externalizing problems over time. Parent-child
affective quality at Wave 1 was associated with concurrent youth externalizing problems at
Wave 1 (b=-.06, p<.001, p =-.27). As indicated by tests of indirect effects, parent-child
affective quality at Wave 1 was also indirectly associated with youth externalizing problems
at Wave 2 via youth externalizing problems at Wave 1 (b= -.04, p< .01, g = -.13). The
quality of the stepcouple relationship was not associated with externalizing problems at
either Wave 1 or Wave 2, but was correlated with parent-child and stepparent-child affective
quality (r=.19 and r= .30, respectively). Refer to the Appendix for more details pertaining
to model parameters.

Homogeneity of Results

Because we conducted a secondary analysis of data collected in an intervention trial, we
wanted to assess whether our model performed differently between families in the
intervention or control groups. Whereas the intervention might be expected to influence
mean levels of the constructs in our models (which we handled by including the intervention
condition as a covariate), we did not expect it to exert influence on the magnitude of
associations between constructs (i.e., moderation). Thus, we tested the invariance of model
paths between families in the intervention and control groups by comparing the fit of the
model where all paths were constrained to be equal between groups to a model where all
paths were freely estimated, including stability parameters (i.e., paths between youth
outcomes from Wave 1 to Wave 2). Results indicated that there was not a significant
difference in model fit (AX2 =52.696, df= 41, p=n.s.), suggesting that all model paths
were statistically indistinguishable between groups (i.e., intervention condition did not
moderate the magnitude or significance of model paths). We concluded that the relations
among our study variables were equivalent across intervention conditions and we present
findings on the full sample.

Test of Alternative Model

Previous research has highlighted the possibility of bidirectional associations between youth
adjustment and stepfamily relationship quality (King, Amato & Lindstrom, 2015), such that
youth adjustment might predict the quality of relationships just as the quality of relationships
might predict youth adjustment. To bolster our confidence in our model specification (which
did not specify bidirectional associations), we tested an alternative model in which
relationship-quality constructs at Wave 2 were added and bidirectional associations between
relationship quality and youth adjustment were analyzed. Results yielded (a) the same
general findings as the original model, (b) worse relative fit per model information criteria
(i.e., Akaike Information Criterion, Bayesian Information Criterion [BIC], and adjusted
BIC), and (c) nonsignificant associations between youth adjustment indicators at Wave 1 and
relationship-quality constructs at Wave 2. Thus, we retained our original model for
interpretation and discussion.
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Discussion

Stepfamilies are an increasingly common context in which children develop. Members of
stepfamilies experience demands that place children at an elevated risk of experiencing
adjustment problems (Hetherington et al., 1998). As a consequence, stepfamily scholars
have advocated for a normative-adaptive perspective by which researchers study variation
within stepfamilies to identify factors that promote children’s adjustment in this unique
context (Coleman & Ganong, 1990; Coleman et al., 2000). Few studies have examined the
influence of central stepfamily relationships on youth outcomes, and even fewer studies have
examined these associations over time. Building on prior work, the purpose of this study was
to examine associations between stepfamily relationship quality and youths’ adjustment
during early adolescence.

Consistent with our hypotheses and previous work (Cavanagh & Huston, 2006; Osborne &
McLanahan, 2007; Jensen et al., 2015), we found that parent-child affective quality was
negatively associated with concurrent levels of both internalizing and externalizing problems
in children. Thus, positive parent-child relationships represent an important psychosocial
resource for children in stepfamilies. Children likely retain a sense of support amid the
transition to stepfamily life when their relationship to the resident biological parent remains
positive and of high quality (Jensen & Shafer, 2013; Jensen et al., 2015), a dynamic that may
be associated with fewer concurrent internalizing and externalizing problems. The
significant indirect association between parent-child affective quality and youth adjustment
at Wave 2 via youth adjustment at Wave 1 might simply highlight a cascading effect;
however, the parent-child relationship was not directly related to changes in youth
adjustment over time, suggesting that most of their direct effects may occur early—during or
prior to Grade 6. Because parent-child relationships predate stepparent-child relationships,
the timing of their influence may be earlier than those of stepparents. The parent-child
relationship may be stable and consequently less influential than the stepparent-child
relationship in terms of change in youth adjustment over time.

More striking was the negative association between stepparent-child affective quality and
children’s internalizing and externalizing problems over time. Stepparents who engage their
stepchildren with love, affection, and appreciation, and avoid the expression of anger and
aggression, are capable of providing support and exerting positive influence on children’s
adjustment over time. Positive stepparent-child relationships might also buffer stress
associated with common stepfamily challenges (Jensen et al., 2015). The process of
developing the stepparent-child relationship certainly takes time, even in the best of cases
(Papernow, 2013). Relationship development might be particularly gradual when involving
stepchildren in early adolescence (Jensen & Howard, 2015).

Although our findings match those of previous studies (i.e., King, 2006), our study extends
previous work by linking stepparent-child relationship quality to child adjustment across
time. Because stepparents represent a novel and dynamic addition to pre-existing family
relationships, it may be that the stepparent-child relationship makes a unique and important
contribution to children’s adjustment over time, above and beyond the influence of the
parent-child relationship, particularly during early adolescence. Also, because the entrance
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of a stepparent can induce additional family demands and stressors, a high-quality
stepparent-child relationship may be a valuable psychosocial resource that helps stepfamilies
and children adapt well to structural and other changes. We also note that stepparent-child
affective quality had more variability than the other relationship variables, which may have
made it more likely that we would detect associations with youth outcomes. Stepparent-child
affective quality also had a slightly lower mean than the other relationship variables,
possibly reducing the likelihood of ceiling effects. These features may help explain why
stepparent-child affective quality was a more robust longitudinal predictor than the other
stepfamily relationships.

We found no significant link between stepcouple relationship quality and children’s
adjustment, either concurrently or over time. Thus, parent-child and stepparent-child
interactions, and the support or stress associated with them, might be more salient for
children in our sample than the quality of the stepcouple relationship. This finding matches
our expectation that stepcouple relationships would be less influential than more proximal
parent-child and stepparent-child relationships. Although stepcouple relationship quality is
undoubtedly linked to stepfamily stability, our findings suggest that the nature of parent-
child and stepparent-child relationship is more strongly linked to children’s adjustment than
the quality of the stepcouple relationship, at least during early adolescence. Perhaps conflict
between resident and nonresident biological parents exerts greater influence on youth
adjustment than interactions between resident parents and stepparents. Alternatively, youth
might be preoccupied with the navigation and development of their relationship with a new
stepparent, making stepcouple interactions more peripheral with respect to youths’ stress
and adjustment. Indeed, the stepparent-child relationship is what makes a family a
stepfamily, and this relationship represents a notable shift in the family system to which
youth must adjust. The nonsignificant association between stepcouple relationship quality
and youth adjustment outcomes could also reflect a measurement artifact, as biological
parents reported on the stepcouple relationship and youth reported on all of the other key
variables in our model. Thus common-method variance may have influenced the strength or
weakness of these associations. We also want to point out the possibility that associations
between stepfamily relationships and child outcomes look different among children in other
developmental stages (e.g., early childhood, adolescence; Sameroff, 2010).

Consistent with a family systems perspective, we also note that stepcouple relationship
quality and the quality of parent-child and stepparent-child relationships are all positively
interrelated, such that gains in one relationship can promote gains in the others (Ganong &
Coleman, 2004; Jensen & Shafer, 2013; King, Thorsen, & Amato, 2014). Thus, there may
be other linkages, such as indirect or mediating relationships between couple relationships,
parenting, and youth outcomes that were not captured in this study.

In the context of the FAAR model, parent-child affective quality and stepparent-child
affective quality are notable psychosocial resources that may help stepfamilies face demands
and function more optimally to promote the development of children (Patterson, 2002).
Further, our findings are compatible with the an attachment perspective, such that children
are capable of experiencing gains in psychological and behavioral health as a result of

Fam Process. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 June 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Jensen et al. Page 13

perceiving their relationships with parents and stepparents as emotionally positive,
rewarding, and engaging (Cummings et al., 2006; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Limitations and Future Research

The results of the current study should be interpreted in the context of several limitations.
Other important variables, such as stepfamily duration and information about the
relationship between youth and non-resident biological parents, were not available for our
analyses. Also, similar to many studies in the stepfamily literature (see Jensen & Howard,
2015; Sweeney, 2010; van Eeden-Moorefield & Pasley, 2013), our sample was comprised of
primarily White stepfamilies making it challenging to generalize our findings to those who
identify with other racial/ethnic groups; however, the sample was representative of the rural
population in which the data were collected (i.e., rural lowa and Pennsylvania). Because our
data came from an intervention study, we controlled for intervention condition as a covariate
of all endogenous variables in our model. We also tested the invariance of structural
parameters between those exposed and not exposed to the intervention. However, there is a
possibility that intervention affected our findings in additional ways that were not captured
in our analysis.

Associations between variables at Wave | should be interpreted with caution, as the temporal
order of these variables cannot be determined with confidence. For example, at Wave | it is
unclear from these analyses whether stepfamily relationship quality predicts youth
adjustment or youth adjustment predicts stepfamily relationship quality. Although influence
between stepfamily relationships and youth adjustment is likely bidirectional (e.g., King et
al., 2015), we relied upon theory and past research to guide our decisions with respect to the
direction of structural paths between variables measured at the same point in time. Further,
the linkages between stepfamily relationships at Wave 1 and youth adjustment at Wave 2
account for youth adjustment at Wave 1, increasing our confidence that these results are not
fully explained by pre-existing youth behavior. The results from a test of an alternative
model in which bidirectional associations between youth adjustment and relationship-quality
constructs were estimated also strengthen our confidence in our specified model. Future
longitudinal work could build on our study by incorporating three or more waves of outcome
data, which would provide an even clearer picture of longitudinal associations between
relationship quality and youth adjustment (Collins, 2006). In addition, our sample size was
relatively small, increasing the probability that truly significant associations were found to
be non-significant (i.e., Type Il error). There were also too few stepmother families to allow
for informative group comparisons between stepfather families and stepmother families.
Instead, we included stepparent sex as a covariate in our models. Because stepfamily
dynamics and experiences can be gendered, future studies should incorporate data sets with
a larger number of both stepmother and stepfather families so that gendered differences can
be examined properly.

Despite limitations, our study extends the existing literature by drawing attention to
stepfamily processes that may promote the adjustment of children in early adolescence. Our
use of longitudinal data also marks an important departure from previous research. In our
study, we were able to control for youth internalizing and externalizing problems at Wave 1,
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expanding our understanding of how stepfamily relationships may be linked to changes over
time in children’s outcomes (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). By assessing three key stepfamily
dyads simultaneously, we were also able to explore which dyadic relationships appear to be
most influential over time in terms of stepchildren’s internalizing and externalizing during
early adolescence.

We offer several suggestions for future research. Researchers should examine associations
between stepfamily relationship quality and child adjustment within a larger, more
representative sample of stepfamilies. Indeed, the influence of family structure and processes
on children’s adjustment can operate differently across families with various racial/ethnic
identities (Adler-Baeder et al., 2010). A larger sample would also enable investigators to
examine measurement and structural path differences between members of stepfather
families and members of stepmother families. The influence of other stepfamily
relationships, such as between co-parents and between children and their siblings,
stepsiblings, non-resident parents, and other extended kin, is also worthy of additional
investigation, particularly with longitudinal data (Hetherington & Elmore, 2003). Ongoing
use of longitudinal data would also allow researchers to continue exploring bidirectional or
transactional associations between stepfamily processes and youth adjustment over multiple
points in time.

Finally, this study examined stepcouple relationship quality as a direct predictor of youth
adjustment, as is appropriate with two time points (e.g., Cole & Maxwell, 2003). However,
stepcouple relationship quality may impact youth adjustment indirectly through parent-child
and stepparent-child relationship quality. Thus, models that examine spillover processes are
warranted (e.g., Benson et al., 2008; Erel & Burman, 1995). In addition, drawing on
cognitive (e.g., Grych & Fincham, 1990) or emotional security perspectives (e.g., Cummings
et al., 2006), it may be valuable to include youths’ subjective evaluations of parental
relationship quality (e.g, threat appraisals) as an additional mechanism by which the
stepcouple relationship may impact their psychological adjustment. All in all, future work
exploring additional risk pathways (e.g., appraisals) or indirect factors (e.g., couple
relationship quality) may further illuminate a more complete picture of stepfamily
functioning and its impact on youth well-being.

Practical Implications

Because it is increasingly likely that practitioners will encounter children residing in
stepfamily households, our findings have meaningful practical implications. Consistent with
the tenets of structural family therapy, children who exhibit adjustment problems should be
viewed in the context of the family system and its interconnected subsystems (Minuchin et
al., 2007). Children’s adjustment problems largely represent attempts to adapt to their social
environment (Cox et al., 2010). Helping professionals can explore with stepfamilies the
interactional patterns and inner experiences that maintain presenting problems (e.g.,
children’s internalizing and externalizing problems), with a particular focus on bolstering
the affective quality of parents’ and stepparents’ interactions with children. Improvements in
the stepparent-child relationship might be especially important for promoting children’s
adjustment in stepfamilies over time during early adolescence.
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The continuation of strong parent-child ties is also important for establishing and
maintaining stepfamily stability and children’s adjustment (Browning & Artelt, 2012;
Papernow, 2013). Papernow (2013) recommends that practitioners coach parents to increase
parental warmth and attunement toward their children, particularly in the early stages of
stepfamily life. It might also be helpful for parents to monitor the number of positive
interactions versus negative interactions they have with their children, striving to maintain a
significantly greater number of positive interactions. Clinical experts have noted that parents
often feel forced to pull away from children in order to reduce the pressure of being stuck
between their children and a new romantic partner (Browning & Artelt, 2012). Although the
stepcouple relationship requires attention and time, practitioners should help parents
maintain a close connection with their children at all stages of stepfamily life. A focus on
children’s nurturance is particularly warranted because children reside in familial contexts
not of their own making (Papernow, 2013). In addition to parents, stepparents may play a
particularly important role in facilitating such nurturance over time.
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Figure 1. Longitudinal Path Analysesof Youth Internalizing and Externalizing and Stepfamily
Relationship Quality Constructs

Note: tp<.10; *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p < .001. Standardized path coefficients are in
parentheses. Maximum Likelihood estimation was used. Non-significant paths are
represented by dotted lines. Model fit indices are as follows: x %(23) = 30.64, p=.13; CFl =.
98; TLI =.95; RMSEA = .04, 90% confidence interval [.00, .08]. Covariates: child's
biological sex, stepparent’s biological sex, pre-stepfamily parental divorce, intervention
condition, parental marital status, parents' educational attainment, and number of
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Table 1

Characteristics of Stepfamily Subsample at Wave 1 (N = 191)

nor mean % or SD
Stepfamily Characteristics
Stepfamily Type
Mother, Stepfather 171 89.5%
Father, Stepmother 20 10.5%
Parental Marital Status
Married 125 65.4%
Cohabiting 61 31.9%
Number of household members living in home (50% or more of the time) 4.84 1.18
Household Income (Dollars) 45,703 29,697
Stepfamily Formed After Parental Divorce
Yes 156 81.7%
No 31 16.2%
Intervention Condition
Intervention Group 108 56.5%
Control Group 83 43.5%
Focal Youth Characteristics
Biological Sex
Female 107 56.0%
Male 84 44.0%
Racial/Ethnic Identity
White 177 92.7%
Hispanic-Latino 6 3.1%
African-American 1 0.5%
Asian 2 1.0%
Other 4 2.1%
Age 11.30 0.49
Number of Stepsiblings 0.26 0.67
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