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Abstract 

 
This thesis describes a program of research which aimed to identify the extent to 

which couple and stepfamily variables were associated with couple relationship 

adjustment and stability in stepfamily couples.  Two studies were conducted.  Study 

1 consisted of 63 stepfamily couples who were in a committed relationship (married 

or cohabiting) and who had earlier taken part in an intervention program.  It was 

hypothesised that positive couple relationship outcomes could be predicted by low 

couple aggression, high couple negativity, low couple withdrawal, high parenting 

disagreement, and high dysfunctional parenting over a 5-year period.  The results did 

not support the hypotheses possibly due to low power in the design.  In Study 2, 122 

stepfamily couples who been living together (married or cohabiting) as a stepfamily 

were assessed on couple and stepfamily factors, and these were tested for their 

association with couple relationship adjustment and stability, using both self-report 

questionnaires and interview data.  As predicted, stepfamily factors accounted for 

variance in couple stability above that accounted for by couple factors.  Furthermore, 

stepfamily factors were associated with couple stability independent of couple 

adjustment.  The influence of stepfamily couple relationship adjustment and stability 

seem distinctive from first-marriage couples.  It was concluded that stepfamily 

relationship education programs for stepfamilies should address the unique needs of 

stepfamilies such as parenting education for inexperienced stepparents, the 

development of positive stepparent-stepchild relationships, and the building of 

stepfamily cohesion.   
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Prevalence and Stability of Stepfamilies 
 

“You meet a wonderful man, who is divorced and has three teenage daughters 

living with him fulltime. Very soon the man and his children move into your home and 

life as a stepmother begins.  Your relationship with him is growing but his children 

resent your presence and the time you spend with their father.  Your partner’s ex-wife, 

the mother of his children, is a continual (often “saintly”) presence in your lives.  To 

overcome this you try very hard to be the perfect mother but this seems to annoy the 

children even more as they are used to taking care of themselves and their father.  You 

try to be their friend but they reject you.  When you talk to your partner about his 

children he is defensive and you are aware that his alliance with them is much stronger 

than yours.  In fact, it is stronger than his alliance with you.  Their needs come first and 

you feel like an intruder in your own home.  At times it feels like a no-win situation.  You 

believe that if you could only sort out the parenting difficulties your marital relationship 

would have a chance.  You secretly dream how good things could be if it were only the 

two of you”.             

 

The complexity and emotion involved in forming a stepfamily can make this 

transition difficult for all involved (McGoldrick & Carter, 1988).  The above quote from 

a stepmother illustrates some of the complexities in forming and sustaining stepfamilies.  

More knowledge about stepfamily functioning is important for clinicians and 

researchers as at present there are no demonstrably effective interventions with 

stepfamilies (Adler-Baeder & Higginbotham, 2004).  The aim of this thesis is to identify 
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dynamic risk factors that predict couple adjustment and family breakdown in 

stepfamilies, with the aim of informing early intervention programs to enhance the 

adjustment and stability of couple relationships in stepfamilies. 

This chapter describes the prevalence of stepfamilies in Australia, the stability 

and rates of break up of stepfamily couples compared to non-stepfamily couple 

relationships, and the impact of couple relationship break up on both children and adults 

in stepfamilies.  Chapter 2 reviews the literature on risk factors for poor couple 

adjustment and instability in first-marriage families, and includes an analysis of the 

relevance of this research to stepfamily couples.  Chapter 3 reviews evidence of 

additional risk factors for poor stepfamily couple adjustment and instability and 

highlights the limitations of stepfamily research conducted to date.  Chapter 4 reports 

the results from a 5-year longitudinal study that assesses child, couple and parenting 

variables as predictors of couple relationship adjustment and stability.  Chapter 5 is a 

report of a cross-sectional study that builds upon and extends the findings of Study 1 

and concludes with a discussion of the program of research. 

 

Changes to Australian Family Life 

Marriage  

Family life in Australia has changed in a number of important ways over the past 

thirty years.  First, the number of people marrying steadily declined over the last three 

decades and then stabilised over the last few years (the marriage rate was 7.9 per 1,000 

of the population in 1976 and declined to 5.4 in 2002/2003) (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS), 2005).  Second, individuals are marrying at an older age (ABS, 2005).  
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In 2003, the median age for men marrying was 31.0 years and for women was 29.0 

years compared to 24.6 years for men and 22.4 years for women in 1982.  Remarriage 

rates in Australia have also fallen with a decline of more than 50% between 1976 and 

1997 (Parker, 1999).  The trend for lower rates of marriage, later age at marriage and 

higher rates of divorce has also been found in other Western countries (Barich & Bielby, 

1996).  Despite these trends, most unmarried Australian adults still believe in the 

concept of marriage and want their marriage to be a life-long monogamous relationship 

(De Vaus, 1997).  The decrease in the number of first marriages and remarriages may 

partly reflect the increasing frequency of other relationship options for couples, 

particularly cohabiting relationships and committed relationships in which the partners 

do not live together (ABS, 2005).       

 

Cohabitation 

In Australia, cohabiting couple relationships have become more common with 

the majority of marrying couples cohabiting before marriage, and increasing numbers of 

couples cohabiting instead of marrying (ABS, 2005).  In 2001, 12% of all couple 

households in Australia were in a cohabiting relationship (up from 10% in 1996 and 8% 

in 1991) (ABS, 2005).  A large percentage of couples cohabit at some stage in their life.  

Premarital cohabitation has increased substantially over the past thirty years (ABS, 

2004).  In 1975, 16% of couples cohabited prior to marriage compared to 75% in 2003.  

Thus, in Australia premarital cohabitation has become socially normative.     

Research in Australia and other western countries has found couples who lived 

together before getting married (indirect marriages) have higher rates of relationship 
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separation than couples who went from dating directly to marriage (direct marriages) 

(Australia, Parliament, 1998; Lillard, Brien & Waite, 1995; Smock, 2000).  An 

Australian study of three national random samples conducted from 1996 to 2001, 

compared the ten-year stability rate of direct and indirect first-marriages of 5,672 

individuals (Weston, Qu, & de Vaus, 2003).  The researchers found those couples who 

had direct marriages were significantly more likely to survive (84%) for ten years than 

indirect marriages (71%) (i.e., a 13% difference).  Weston et al. (2003) suggested that 

relationship adjustment may decline from when couples first begin to live together as 

they become more aware of their compatibility with their partner.  They hypothesised 

that the survival gap between direct and indirect couples may be less when the duration 

of the relationship was measured in terms of time living together as a couple, as opposed 

to time spent in the marriage (a measure often used by researchers).  Weston et al. 

(2003) found stability rates were still higher for direct marriage couples, however, the 

survival gap between direct and indirect marriages was narrower (84% for direct, 75% 

for indirect, i.e., a 9% difference).  They further examined differences across marriage 

cohorts (people married in 1970–1974, 1975-1979, 1980-1984, 1985-1989, 1990-1994) 

and found the difference in ten year survival rates between direct and indirect marriage 

couples was lower for the more recently married couples.  Weston et al. (2003) suggest 

that as cohabitation has become more accepted over time it has become a more enduring 

institution.  

In Australia, the Household, Income and Labour Force Dynamics Australia 

(HILDA) survey, a nationally representative survey of 7,682 Australian households, 

found that nearly half of all stepfamilies consisted of cohabiting couples (see Table 1) 
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(Dempsey & De Vaus, 2004).  American statistics suggest a similar pattern; 

approximately two thirds of children enter stepfamilies by one of their parents 

cohabiting rather than marrying (Bumpass, Raley & Sweet, 1995).         

 

Table 1 

Marital Status of Australian Couples with Children Under 18 Years (N = 3,901) 

 Intact Couples 
 

Stepfamily Couples 
 

Married 92.3%  (n = 3242) 54.3%  (n = 211) 

Cohabiting 7.7%  (n = 270) 45.8%  (n = 178) 

Total 3,512 389 

Source: HILDA 2001 Survey, Australian Institute of Family Studies 

 

Cohabitation is a transitional arrangement for most couples.  The HILDA (2001) 

survey found across a five-year period 40% of cohabiting couples marry, 40% separate 

and just 20% continue to cohabit.  Given there are a high proportion of stepfamily 

couples that cohabit, this suggests that high rates of stepfamily separation might be 

expected.   

 

Divorce 

Another change to family life in Australia has been a long term trend of 

increased divorce rates (McDonald, 1984).  Several explanations have been proposed for 

why this has occurred.  In 1975, no-fault divorce laws were introduced which made it 

easier for couples to obtain a divorce.  Immediately following this there was an increase 

in the crude divorce rates from 1.0 divorce per 1,000 of the married population in 1971 
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to 4.5 divorces per 1,000 in 1976.  By 1981 the backlog of divorce applications were 

cleared and since then the crude divorce rate has fluctuated between 2.5 and 2.9 divorces 

per 1,000 of the married population, with a small decrease in the number of divorces 

granted in 2003 compared to 2002 (ABS, 2004).  However, the number granted in 2003 

(53,100) was the third highest in the last 20 years, with divorces granted in 2001 being 

the highest (55,300).  Divorce rates in 2003 represent an increase of 10% on the number 

granted 10 years ago (48,400) and 20% on the number granted 20 years ago (43,500) 

(ABS, 2004).     

Early research on why divorce rates have increased in America has found that 

the increase in divorce is associated with the increase in women’s employment and 

income (Michaels, 1988).  According to Michaels (1988), women’s reduced economic 

dependence on men provided women with the option to leave unsatisfactory marriages 

and more opportunities to support themselves.  Other factors that have been proposed 

for the rise in divorce rates in Western countries include greater social acceptance of 

divorce, a questioning of marriage as an institution by feminists, changes in gender roles 

in the family, increased expectations for self-fulfilment in marriage, decreased tolerance 

of unsatisfying relationships, and increased government financial support for single 

parents (Amato, 2000; Amato, Johnson, Booth, & Rogers, 2003; Carmichael, Webster, 

& McDonald, 1997; Cherlin, 1992; Markman, Halford, & Lindahl, 1999; McDonald, 

1984; Pinsof, 2002).  Research to date has not clearly identified the extent to which each 

of these variables has contributed to increased divorce rates. 
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Repartnering         

Following divorce, the majority of adults move quickly into another relationship.  

The Australian Institute of Family Studies conducted a longitudinal study of 523 

divorced adults who had been married for 5 to 14 years, had two children to their 

relationship (first marriage) and divorced in the early 1980’s (Weston & Khoo, 1993).  

The researchers found that the majority of these divorced adults had repartnered 

(cohabitation or remarriage) within 5-8 years of the divorce, with men repartnering at 

higher rates (71%) than women (52%).  Gender differences were also reported in the 

Australian Divorce Transition Project.  This random telephone survey of 650 divorced 

Australians found that men were more likely than women to repartner (cohabitation or 

remarriage) following divorce, with a higher number of divorced women than divorced 

men choosing cohabiting relationships rather than marriage (Hughes, 2000).  

Furthermore, men were more likely to repartner after divorce than women (Weston & 

Khoo, 1993).  In addition, when remarriage occurs it happens faster for men than 

women.   The median time between divorce and remarriage is 3.8 years for men and 4.4 

years for women (ABS, 2004).  For both genders the rates of remarriage are highest in 

the first year after divorce and second highest in the second year (Weston & Khoo, 

1993).  This indicates that repartnering, where it occurs, occurs relatively quickly after 

divorce.   

In American (Glick & Lin, 1986), Swedish (Trost, 1984), and Australian 

(Weston, 1991) studies people who were younger at the time of divorce were more 

likely to repartner, particularly women.  For women, 61% of those who divorced when 

aged less than 35 years repartnered within 5 to 8 years, compared to 26% of older 
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women (Weston, 1993).  For men, 78% of those aged less than 35 years repartnered 

within 5 to 8 years compared to 63% of older men.   

Two studies have found a gender difference with regard to marriage versus 

cohabitation after divorce.  Khoo (1989) found that compared to men, women were less 

likely to remarry and more likely to cohabit with a partner.  The Australian Divorce 

Transition Project found women with higher education and greater asset wealth when 

divorced, were also less likely to remarry and more likely to be in a cohabiting 

relationship than women with less education or wealth (Hughes, 2000).  This low rate of 

remarriage for women with high economic resources may be associated with them not 

wanting to lose their financial independence in a remarriage (Hughes, 2000).  For both 

men and women, low rates of repartnering (cohabitation or remarriage) were associated 

with the individual having few economic resources (low education, inconsistent work 

histories and low asset wealth) (Hughes, 2000).                                        

The proportion of all marriages that are a remarriage for at least one of the 

partners is increasing in Australia.  In 1971, 10% of all marriages were remarriages for 

at least one person in the relationship (ABS, 1994b).  By 2003 this had increased to 

33%, with 18% of all marriages being first marriages for one partner and a remarriage 

for the other, and 15% being remarriages for both partners (ABS, 2004).   

Remarriages have a higher divorce rate than first marriages.  Approximately 

43% of first marriages and 50% of second marriages end in divorce, and an even higher 

divorce rate occurs for third and subsequent marriages (ABS, 1997).  Marriage and 

cohabitation breakdown often involve dependent children.  Approximately 50% of 

divorced couples in Australia have dependent children (ABS, 2003a) and an unknown 
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number of children from cohabiting relationships also experience the separation of their 

parents (De Vaus, 2004).  These relationship breakdowns usually result in the formation 

of a single parent family initially, and one or both parents may later repartner and form a 

stepfamily.  Some children may have exposure to multiple stepparents as a result of their 

parents’ relationships formed by one or both biological parents.  By age 18, about 18% 

of Australian children will experience their parents divorcing and approximately 50% of 

these children will have a stepfather living with them within 6 years of the divorce 

(ABS, 1998).   

 

Prevalence of Stepfamilies 

There are substantial variations in the conventions different authors use to 

describe different stepfamily types.  In the research literature the term ‘stepfamily’ is 

typically applied to a heterogeneous group of families that are characterised by a couple 

relationship where at least one partner has one or more children from a prior 

relationship.  To be considered a stepfamily, the couple are usually cohabiting.  

Stepfamily couples differ in numerous ways; they may or may not be legally married; 

may or may not have joint children to the relationship, and one or both partners may 

have children from a prior relationship who reside with them on a regular basis.  

Stepfamilies are further differentiated by stepparent gender (stepmother or stepfather), 

and by residential status of the children (full time, part time, or shared care). 

In Australia, stepfather families (biological mother, her biological children and 

male partner; 85%) are more common than stepmother families (biological father, his 

biological children and female partner; 15%) (Nicholson, 1995; Weston & Khoo, 1993).  
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Types of stepfamilies are often discussed in terms of “simple” stepfamilies, where one 

partner has children from a former relationship and forms a couple with an adult without 

children, and “complex” stepfamilies where either both adults bring children to the 

family, or one adult brings children to the family and a new child is born, or a 

combination of both.  In Australia, “simple” stepfamilies (approximately 70%) are more 

common than “complex” stepfamilies (approximately 30%).        

According to census data, there has been an increase in the number of 

stepfamilies in Australia over the last 20 years (ABS, 1994a; ABS, 2003b).  In 2001 

approximately 11% of couple families with children were stepfamilies (ABS, 2003b).  

However, precise estimates are difficult to obtain due to the way in which stepfamilies 

are identified in the census (Allan, Hawker, & Crow, 2001).  For example, the ABS only 

counts as stepfamilies those families where children live in the home full time.  Based 

on ABS data and research from the Australian Institute of Family Studies on the number 

of men and women who repartner, it is likely that up to an additional 15% of couple 

families would be stepfamilies in which children live part time (Martin, 1998).  

 
Stability of Couple Relationships in Stepfamilies 

Studies conducted in the United Kingdom, New Zealand and the United States 

suggests stepfamilies have high rates of couple separation.  A study of divorce rates in a 

large English sample of first-marriage families and stepfamilies, found a three-fold 

greater rate of divorce among married stepfamily couples (6%) compared to first-

marriage families with children (2%) over a 2-year period (1990–1992) (O’Connor, 

Pickering, Dunn, Golding & the ALSPAC Study Team, 1999).  However, the separation 
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rates for cohabiting stepfamily couples and cohabiting non-stepfamily couples with 

biological children were very similar (10% and 11% respectively).   

One explanation proposed for the difference in couple breakdown across married 

and cohabiting couples is that there is a lower level of committment to the relationship 

in cohabiting couples and, therefore, they are more likely to end an unsatisfactory 

relationship than married couples (Brown & Booth, 1996; Lillard et al, 1995; Nock, 

1995).  Consistent with this interpretation, recent data from the United States shows that 

couples who cohabit only after committing to marry have similar break up rates as 

couples who do not cohabit before marriage (Stanley, Whitton, & Markman, 2004).  

However, couples who cohabit without a committment to marry break up at higher rates.  

While committment to a relationship may seem a plausible explanation it could also be 

that self-selection into cohabitation may play a role.  Past research suggests that couples 

who choose to cohabit are more likely to possess socio-demographic characteristics, 

attitudes and values that predict relationship breakdown than people who choose to 

marry (Brown & Booth, 1996; Lillard et al., 1995; Teachman, 2003).  For example, 

couples who cohabit are more likely to have grown up in socially disadvantaged 

families, have experienced parental divorce and to be less religious than those who 

marry.  

In a large longitudinal study (1977-1983) of New Zealand families, first time 

families with biological children (married or cohabiting), had substantially lower 

breakdown rates than second time families with stepchildren (married or cohabiting) 

(Fergusson, Horwood, & Dimond, 1985) (see Table 2).  The findings from this study 
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suggest that separation rates in the early stages of family formation are two to three 

times higher in stepfamilies than first time families.   

 

Table 2   

Dissolution Rates for New Zealand Families 1977-1983 (N =1,067) 
____________________________________________________________________ 

      2 years  6 years 

First marriage/first cohabiting families 6%  15% 

Stepfamilies (married or cohabiting)  30%  50% 

____________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Christchuch Child Development Study (Fergusson, Horwood, & Dimond, 1985) 

 

It has been proposed that the increased risk of dissolution in stepfamilies is 

associated with the number of prior relationships, the involvement of prior marriage 

children and the complexity of the stepfamily (ABS, 1997; White & Booth, 1985a).  

Evidence to support this was found in a 3-year longitudinal study that examined marital 

breakdown rates in America (see Table 3) (White & Booth, 1985a). High rates of 

separation correlated with the presence of children, stepfamily complexity, and whether 

both rather than one partner has children from a previous relationship.  No differences 

were found between first-marriage and remarried couples without children on self-

reported marital happiness, but remarried couples with stepchildren reported lower 

relationship adjustment compared to first-marriage couples (White & Booth, 1985a).   

 

Stepchildren and Remarriage Adjustment and Stability 

Difficult parent-child relationships may contribute to stepfamily instability.  

Research conducted with 274 stepmothers who had been married for an average of two 
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years found that over half (51%) believed their stepchildren had caused problems in 

their relationship with their husband (Knox & Zusman, 2001).  Women who perceived 

their stepchildren as causing them problems reported low relationship adjustment, 

frequent thoughts about divorce and reports of regrets about marrying their partner. 

 

Table 3  

Percentage of Couples Divorcing Between 1980 and 1983 by Marital History and 

Presence of Stepchildren (N=1,673) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

By 3 years 

First marriages       6% 

Single remarriage no stepchildren     7% 

Single remarriage with stepchildren (simple stepfamilies)  9% 

Double remarriage no stepchildren     10% 

Double remarriage with stepchildren (complex stepfamilies) 17%  

__________________________________________________________________ 

Source: Nation wide sample of married American couples (White & Booth, 1985a) 

 

White and Booth (1985a) used five questions to measure the quality of 

stepfamily life.  The results indicated that parents with stepchildren were significantly 

less satisfied with their family lives compared to those without stepchildren on every 

dimension.  Compared to parents with only biological children, parents with 

stepchildren were reported to: 
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…more often enjoy living away from their children, perceived their children 

as causing them problems, were dissatisfied with their spouse’s relationship 

to their children, believed that their marriage had a negative effect on their 

relationship with their own children and wished they had never remarried 

(White & Booth, 1985a; p. 697).   

When remarried couples remain together their teenage stepchildren leave home at 

a younger age than biological children from first marriages (White & Booth, 1985a).  

Possibly adults in stepfamilies encourage stepchildren to live independently at an earlier 

age to reduce stress in the home.  Alternatively, stepchildren decide to leave early due to 

the stress they encounter in the stepfamily.  It was concluded that the presence of 

stepchildren was a destabilising influence within remarriages and a major contributing 

factor to higher levels of divorce in stepfamilies, especially for complex stepfamilies.     

There is further evidence of an association between the presence of stepchildren 

and the quality of remarried couple relationships in a Canadian study.  Using a cross-

sectional design that combined quantitative measures of relationship adjustment and the 

stepparenting experience with in-depth qualitative interviews with 109 stepparents, the 

researchers found that 60% of stepparents reported their marriage would be more 

harmonious and happier without stepchildren (Ambert, 1986).  Patterns varied by gender 

of stepparent and residential status of the children.  Stepmothers reported greater 

dissatisfaction with stepchildren than stepfathers and this was attributed to the greater 

amount of time they spent with stepchildren compared to the stepfathers.  

Dissatisfaction was higher for couples with non-residential children, who typically 

resided on weekends or on holidays, than couples with full-time residential children.  
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The author suggested that dissatisfaction with non-residential children may be due to 

there being fewer opportunities for stepparents to build a relationship with frequently 

absent stepchildren.  It is also possible this difference may be because stepparents who 

do not have children living with them on a daily basis are able to compare life in their 

households when the stepchildren visit against their life when the stepchildren are not 

there (Ingher-Tallman, 1988). 

Several suggestions have been proposed as to why the presence of children may 

be difficult for newly formed stepfamily relationships.  First, in stepfamilies children are 

present from the start of the relationship and for the adults there is no honeymoon 

period.  Many couples never have any time together without the responsibility of 

children, either because the previous partner does not see the children or because he or 

she has died.  This means that the new couple has little time to give to the new 

relationship, which can lead to one or both of the partners feeling resentful.  Secondly, 

the presence of children, especially if they are difficult or resistant, can result in 

disagreements over parenting and difficulties in stepfamily management (Hetherington 

& Clingempeel, 1992; White & Booth, 1985a).   

Results from one longitudinal study show parents report that the presence of 

children impacts on their couple relationship adjustment in different ways over time.  In 

the early stages of remarriage, couples reported their most frequent problem was a lack 

of time alone with their partner (Koren, Lahti, Sadler, & Kimboki, 1983).  However, two 

years later they reported different child-related problem behaviours, including 

stepfamily members forming unhealthy alliances, parents not supporting each other in 

their parenting role, or one parent acting as a referee between their partner and the child 

 15



 

and the other withdrawing from the interaction.  However, as some commentators have 

argued, people who remarry might incorrectly attribute their couple problems to child-

related issues (Einstein, 1979; Fast & Cain, 1966; Feldman, 1971).  Clearly, the 

presence of stepchildren is associated with poor relationship outcomes, but it is unclear 

what causal relationships underlie this association.  As stepfamily formation is a process 

that typically involves the breakdown of a prior couple relationship, it is also important 

to consider how these earlier events may impact on the adjustment of the children and 

adults concerned.   

 

Child Adjustment in Stepfamilies 

Children who live in stepfamilies experience a number of transitions that can 

impact on their adjustment including separation of their biological parents, repartnering 

of their parent/s, and the potential break up of the stepfamily.  This section reviews 

evidence on the impact of these various transitions.   

In the first year following their parents’ divorce many children will experience 

emotional distress, behavioural problems, and difficulties adjusting to their new roles in 

a single parent household (Hetherington, 1988).  If the divorce is not compounded by 

further life stress, many children adapt to their new situation within two to three years 

(Hetherington, 1988).  Problematic behaviours displayed by children during parental 

conflict and separation, such as increased anxiety, demanding behaviour, non-

compliance, aggression, and dependency, decline during the second year post-divorce 

(Hetherington, 1993).  By this time girls in divorced families display no more social and 

emotional problems than those in first-marriage families (Hetherington, 1993).  In 
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contrast, while the boys’ behaviour improves over time, they still display more problem 

behaviour at home and at school than boys from first-marriage families for at least five 

years post-divorce (Hetherington, 1993).   

Child readjustment following parental divorce can be disturbed by the residential 

parent’s remarriage.  Remarriage occurs, on average, within three to five years of 

divorce for most parents who do repartner (Fergusson, Horwood, & Shannon, 1984).  

Most children report they did not want their parents to divorce, and many children report 

they resent their parent remarrying (Hetherington, 1999a; Hetherington & Anderson, 

1987; Hetherington, Stanley-Hagan, & Anderson, 1989).  It is believed that children 

take a longer period of time to adjust to remarriage than to divorce, especially older 

children (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1988; Hetherington et al., 1989).  As break up 

rates of stepfamilies is particularly high in the early years of remarriage (Fergusson, 

Horwood, & Lawton, 1988), many children experience a parent’s second divorce within 

a few years after the remarriage (Hetherington et al., 1989).  Consequently, children in 

stepfamilies are often exposed to repeated separation and divorce of their parent/s.  

Repeated exposure to parental divorce is often associated with major changes in 

parenting practices and parent-child interactions (Nicholson, 1995).  These changes may 

impact on the children’s risk for psychopathology.   

A growing body of research indicates that children and adolescents who live in 

stepfamilies have a higher risk of developing psychological problems and use mental 

health services more often than children from first-marriage families (Dawson, 1991; 

Fergusson, Dimond, & Horwood, 1986; Hetherington, 1993; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 

1985; Nicholson, Fergusson, & Horwood, 1999; Thomson, McLanahan, & Curtin, 1992; 
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Zill, 1988).  Children living in stepfamilies are more likely than children in first-

marriage families to exhibit internalising problems such as stress, anxiety and 

depression; are less socially competent; and have lower self-esteem (Cherlin & 

Furstenberg, 1994; Hetherington, 1989).  They often have difficulty in their 

relationships with friends, siblings and parents (Amato & Keith, 1991; Hetherington, 

1997).  Children from stepfamilies also have higher rates of externalising problem 

behaviours such as substance abuse, criminality, and aggression, (Brady, Bray, & Zeeb, 

1986; Dawson, 1991; Nicholson et al., 1999).  They are more likely to become sexually 

active at an earlier age, associate more with anti-social peers, and have higher rates of 

school expulsion or suspension (Amato & Keith, 1991; Conger & Chao, 1996; Dawson, 

1991; Demo & Acock, 1996; Elder & Russell, 1996; Nicholson et al., 1999).  

The effect size of the association of living in a stepfamily with poor child 

adjustment is substantial.  Some researchers (Hetherington, 1989; Hetherington & 

Clingempeel, 1992; Hetherington & Jodl, 1994; Zill, Morrison, & Coiro, 1993) have 

noted up to two and a half times as many clinical level problems are experienced by 

stepchildren (20% - 25% of all stepchildren) compared to children in first-marriage 

families (10% of all children).  The high rates of problems in stepchildren could be 

associated with difficulties of children adjusting to their parent’s remarrying, or the 

child behaviour problems could predate the remarriage and reflect the impact of their 

parents’ divorce, or their prior exposure to a single parent household (Furstenberg, 1988; 

Zill, 1988).   

One longitudinal study found children who had lived in a stepfamily between the 

ages of 6 and 16 years were about twice as likely to experience poor outcomes such as 
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criminal offending, substance abuse, leaving school early, having sex at a young age, 

and having multiple sexual partners, compared to those children not exposed to 

stepfamily life (Nicholson, et al., 1999).  However, the children living in stepfamilies 

had been exposed to greater socioeconomic disadvantage and displayed more 

behavioural and emotional problems prior to the formation of the stepfamily.  After 

controlling for the experience of family conflict and instability, maternal and youth 

depression, child attention problems, and social adversity the association between living 

in a stepfamily and negative child outcomes at age 18 years was substantially reduced.  

However, small but consistent effects of living in a stepfamily remained.  Thus, while 

there is a robust and large correlation between living in a stepfamily and poor child 

adjustment, once confounding variables are controlled for, the effect is much smaller.  

 

Impact of Divorce and Remarriage on Adult Partners 

Adult adjustment following the dissolution of a stepfamily relationship does not 

appear to have been studied to date.  Research on adult adjustment following couple 

breakdown has typically compared the adjustment of married couples that have been 

through a separation and divorce (often their first) with those who have been 

continuously married.  While less is known about adult adjustment following separation 

of a cohabiting relationship, the available longitudinal evidence indicates adult 

adjustment following divorce versus ending a cohabiting relationship results in similar 

negative adjustment patterns for both groups (Wu & Hart, 2002).  Therefore general 

findings from research on divorce adjustment will be used to highlight the impact 

divorce or separation can have on adults in stepfamilies.   
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When people end a couple relationship they lose not only their partner but often 

their friendships associated with their ex-partner and this is often associated with a sense 

of loneliness (Ross, 1995; Wang & Amato, 2000).  According to Kitson (1992) this 

occurs for several reasons: former friends tend to decide which member of the couple 

they will align with (“his” friends or “her” friends); the divorced individuals may have 

less in common over time with married friends; and some married friends may feel 

threatened in their current relationship by their newly single friend.  Other losses may 

include loss of a valued social role, loss of a familiar family home and loss of daily 

contact with children (Menaghan & Lieberman, 1986).  

When couples with children divorce there is often chronic conflict around 

parenting and coparenting arrangements.  In a 3-year longitudinal study of 1,124 

divorced American families which focused on custodial arrangements and interparental 

communication, the frequency of arguments was high and did not change over time 

(Maccoby, Buchanan, Mnookin, & Dornbusch, 1993).  Similarly, in a study of 

Australian separating couples, Sweeper and Halford (in press) reported parental conflict 

over coparenting persisted for years after separation. 

Changed economic circumstance can also impact on adjustment following 

divorce with the economic situation for women being typically more adversely affected 

than men (Shapiro, 1996).  In Maccoby et al.’s (1993) study it was found that even after 

taking into account child support and factoring in the size of the families, women were 

about 60% as well off financially as they had been before the divorce.  In contrast, 

taking child support payments into account, men were somewhat better off financially 

after the divorce than before, whether or not they remarried.  
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However, divorce may also result in positive changes for some individuals.  Not 

everyone experiences divorce as a negative occurrence in their life (Levinger & Moles, 

1979; Weston, 1986).  Weston (1986) found that for some Australian divorcees the 

separation was reported to have produced a great sense of relief.  For at least some 

people divorce may result in improved personal circumstance.  For example, several 

studies have found divorced women may gain increased autonomy and freedom from 

conflict when single (see Levinger & Moles, 1979).   

Despite some variation in the gains and losses associated with divorce, there is 

consistent evidence across a large number of cross-sectional studies, and a smaller 

number of longitudinal studies, that divorced people experience lower levels of 

psychological well-being and physical health compared to married people (Amato, 

2000; Forste & Heaton, 2004; Hope, Rodgers, & Power, 1999; Kitson & Morgan, 1990; 

Marks & Lambert, 1998; Menaghan & Lieberman, 1986; Shapiro, 1996).  For example, 

several studies have examined rates of depression for married and separated/divorced 

individuals (Bruce & Kim, 1992; Doherty, Su, & Needle, 1989; Menaghan & 

Lieberman, 1986).  Menaghan and Lieberman (1986), in their 4-year longitudinal study 

(1972 to 1976) of a probability sample of more than 1,100 American adults aged 18 to 

65 years, found the newly divorced individuals had become significantly more 

depressed compared to those who had remained married.  The researchers suggested the 

increase in depression was mediated by the experience of financial difficulties, a 

shortage of close friends to talk to, and a general reduction in their standard of living 

since the divorce.   
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In some studies gender differences in adjustment have been reported although 

the gender patterns have varied across studies.  A 5-year longitudinal study (1982 to 

1987) of 402 middle class, middle aged, American couples, found that separated or 

divorced women experienced a significant decline in psychological mood (feelings of 

sadness, hopelessness, depression, anxiety and stress) and an increase in substance abuse 

compared to women who remained in a marital relationship (Doherty et al, 1989).  

However, separated/divorced men did not differ reliably from continuously married men 

on psychological mood, self-esteem, mastery, and substance abuse either before or after 

dissolution.  In contrast, another longitudinal study of 18–60 year old American adults 

(Bruce & Kim, 1992), found that separation/divorce was associated with higher 

prevalence rates of major depression for men (9.3 times greater) than women (3.1 times 

greater) and men only had an increased risk of first-onset major depression.  The 

inconsistencies between these studies may reflect socioeconomic differences in the 

samples examined and the constructs measured (i.e., mood scores versus meeting 

diagnostic criteria for a mood disorder).               

Divorce is also associated with a high rate of suicide, at least in men (Cantor & 

Slator, 1995).  In an analysis of 1,375 cases of suicide in Australia (1990 to 1992), 

Cantor and Slator (1995) found that men who separated from their partner were six 

times more likely to commit suicide than married men, and this suicide risk was greater 

for younger men (aged 21 to 30 years) than older men. Female suicide rates were not 

significantly elevated in separated versus other women.  When people had finalised their 

divorce (compared with married individuals) the suicide rates for both males and 

females were significantly elevated.   
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The findings from the studies on depression and suicide cited in the last 

paragraph suggest there is a correlation between separation/divorce and poor 

psychological health.  While separation may provide some escape from a poor 

relationship, the transition to divorce may bring a change in life circumstances that 

induces depression (Menaghan & Lieberman, 1986). Empirical research has also shown 

a relationship between marital status and use of alcohol (Fecaces, Harford, Williams, & 

Hanna, 1999; Hanna, Faden, & Harford, 1993; Hilton, 1991; Power & Estaugh, 1990; 

Stack & Bankowski, 1994).  Results from cross-sectional studies have found that 

separated or divorced people drink more alcohol than married people (Cahalan & Cisin, 

1976; Hilton, 1991).  A meta-analysis of 12 longitudinal studies conducted in North 

America and European countries, has found that men and women of all age groups 

increased their alcohol intake after marital separation (Temple, Fillmore, Hartka, 

Johnstone, Leino, & Motoyoshi, 1991).   

In addition, there is some evidence to suggest that heavy drinking precedes 

divorce and separation (Wilsnack, Klassen, Schur, & Wilsnack (1991).  In a longitudinal 

analysis of American women’s drinking behaviour Wilsnack et al. (1991) found that 

among married non-problem drinking women high alcohol consumption and frequent 

intoxication in 1981 was related to divorce by 1986.  Similarly, in a national 

representative British sample of 9,337 people surveyed at ages 16 and 23 years, a 

partnership breakdown was associated with heavy drinking being established at age 16 

years and increasing consumption between adolescence and early adulthood (Power & 

Estaugh, 1990).  These studies suggest a complex, bi-directional influence between 

separation and alcohol misuse (Fecaces et al., 1999).  Separation is both preceded by, 
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and exacerbates, alcohol abuse.   

American research has found that people who have separated are more likely to 

access medical services than those still married (Carter & Glick, 1976; National Centre 

for Health Statistics, 1970).  This included more visits to general practitioners, more 

long term stays in hospital, and more visits to psychiatric hospitals and outpatient 

clinics.  Examination of large scale American physical health, mortality and mental 

health surveys has found gender differences in the severity of health problems 

(Riessman & Gerstel, 1985).  Separated and divorced men were more at risk of extreme 

physical and mental health problems, including mortality and hospitalisation compared 

to separated and divorced women.  Furthermore, in this study men and women appeared 

to be affected differently depending on the stage of relationship dissolution.  For milder 

physical and mental health problems, the initial separation stage was more distressing 

for women.  For men, the divorce stage was more problematic.   

Overall the studies described above indicate that many people experience both 

psychological and physical health problems during separation or divorce, and these 

problems persist for some years.  Booth and Amato (1991) conducted a 5-year 

longitudinal study (1983 to 1988) of more than 2,000 married Americans, aged less than 

55 years.  Divorce was associated with increased psychological distress for both men 

and women up to about 2 years after divorce.  Another longitudinal study that examined 

national Norwegian data for 930 persons married in 1980 or 1983 found that people who 

had separated or divorced reported a significant increase in psychological distress up to 

eight years after divorce (Mastekaasa, 1994).   
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Some cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have shown that a new romance or 

remarriage is associated with improved psychological health for women after a 

separation (Demo & Acock, 1996; Garvin, Kalter, & Hansell, 1993; Marks & Lambert, 

1998; Wang & Amato, 2000).  However, a 2-year longitudinal study that compared the 

well-being (eg. self esteem, life satisfaction, psychosomatic symptoms, suicide 

propensity) of 180 divorced and remarried American adults found remarriage itself was 

not significantly related to well-being, rather a high quality new relationship was 

positively associated with well-being (Spanier & Furstenberg, 1982).  Thus, a positive 

remarriage is associated with improved psychological adjustment. 

Little empirical research has been conducted on the adjustment of those who 

experience multiple relationships (serial marriers) (Brody, Neubaum, & Forehand, 

1988).  Brody et al. (1988) speculated “if negative remarriage experiences reinforce 

feelings of failure resulting from divorce, repeated divorces followed by repeated 

unsuccessful remarriages may have a cumulative effect, with more psychological harm 

accruing after each failed marriage” (p.214).  In a sample of 450 newly married 

American couples, Kurdek (1990) compared the psychological distress reported by 

those in first-marriages (no divorce), remarriages after one divorce, and remarriages 

after two or more divorces.  Women with a history of two or more divorces reported 

higher levels of anxiety, phobias, paranoid ideation, psychoticism, and global severity of 

distress than those with a history of no divorce or one divorce.  Male divorce history 

was unrelated to their adjustment.                 
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Summary 

In Australia, marriage rates have declined to some extent, while rates of 

cohabitation and divorce have increased.  This pattern is consistent with trends across 

many Western countries.  As couple relationship instability has increased, the proportion 

of Australian couple households that are stepfamilies (married or cohabiting) has also 

increased.  Stepfamilies have higher rates of break up compared to first-marriages or 

remarriages without children.  There is evidence that separation of couples is associated 

with poor psychological health in adult partners and their children.  When people 

experience multiple relationship breakdowns, as when stepfamily couples separate, this 

is associated with even poorer adult and child adjustment.  Thus, stepfamily instability is 

of great significance in terms of its influence on the psychological adjustment of 

Australians.   

The causal associations underlying the correlation of stepfamily breakdown with 

poor adjustment are not clear, though it does seem likely that stepfamily breakdown 

itself has negative consequences.  Accordingly, it is important to try and understand the 

factors that make stepfamily instability more likely.  Substantially more research has 

been conducted on risk factors for first-marriage families compared to stepfamilies.  

Therefore in Chapter 2, the risk factors for poor couple adjustment and instability in 

first-marriage families are reviewed in order to determine how these risk factors might 

relate to stepfamily couples.  In Chapter 3 the risk factors for poor couple adjustment 

and instability that are specific to stepfamily couples (for example, the stepparent-

stepchild relationship) are examined and integrated with the traditional first-marriage 

and stepfamily specific risk factors into a model of risk for stepfamily breakdown.  The 
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overall research goal is to identify what is needed in early intervention programs for 

stepfamilies in order to maintain couple relationship adjustment and stability.  Given 

this, the literature review and model will therefore focus more on potentially modifiable 

risk factors.     
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Risk Factors for Poor Couple Adjustment and Instability 
 

This chapter examines risk factors that impact on couple outcomes in the early 

stages of relationships.  This is the time when first-marriage families and stepfamilies 

are at high risk for break down, especially stepfamilies (Bradbury, 1998; Cherlin, 1992).  

A substantial number of studies have included a combination of first and second 

marriage couples in their samples, which may have also included stepfamilies (Karney 

& Bradbury, 1995).  While many of the risk factors influencing couple outcomes in 

first-marriage families have not been examined specifically in stepfamilies, it seems 

likely these risk factors are relevant to stepfamily couple outcomes for both married and 

cohabiting couples.  Throughout this chapter the research on the predictors of couple 

relationship adjustment and stability is described, and where there has been specific 

testing of the association of these risk factors with stepfamily couple outcomes this is 

highlighted. The research discussed has been conducted with heterosexual couples and, 

unless stated otherwise, is American research as the majority of studies in this field have 

been conducted in America.   

Couple Outcomes 

There are more than 120 published studies assessing psychological and socio-

demographic predictors of deteriorating relationship adjustment and stability (Amato, 

1996; Glenn, 1998; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Noller, Beach, & Osgarby, 1997; Stanley 

& Markman, 1998). These studies provide guidance on which couples are at risk for 

relationship distress and separation; such couples seem most likely to benefit from 

relationship enhancement programs designed to improve couple outcomes.  In addition, 
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the research identifies risk factors that might be the targets for change in couple 

relationship enhancement (Stanley & Markham, 1998; Wolcott & Hughes, 1999).  The 

most widely used typology of risk factors for couple outcomes was developed by 

Karney and Bradbury (1995).  They proposed there are three broad classes of risk 

factors: stressful events that couples encounter, the enduring vulnerabilities that spouses 

bring to the marriage, and the adaptive processes couples use in difficult situations.   

However, the Karney and Bradbury typology does not address factors believed 

to be influential for couple outcomes in the stepfamily context.  Based on preliminary 

summaries of the couples and stepfamilies literature, a four category typology was 

developed that provided a useful structure for summarising both sets of literatures in a 

consistent manner.  In this typology, the identified risk factors are classified into four 

broad categories of individual, couple, parenting/family and environmental 

characteristics.  Individual characteristics are relatively stable traits or experiences that 

an individual brings to the relationship.  Couple characteristics include patterns of 

interaction and historical factors such as pregnancy prior to marriage.  Parenting/family 

variables refer to aspects of the immediate family situation in which the couple 

relationship occurs.  Environmental characteristics include the social and cultural 

context in which the relationship occurs.  In order to structure the following discussion 

some discretion was used when selecting the categories and assigning factors to them.  

For example, a factor such as poor communication skills could potentially be 

categorised as an individual characteristic (poor listener) or a couple characteristic (lack 

of communication between partners).  A summary of the identified variables in each of 

these categories is presented in Table 4.    
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Table 4   

Risk Factors for Poor Couple Adjustment and Instability 

Individual Characteristics 

Being <21 when married 
High neuroticism 
Attachment style 
Parental divorce 
Parental violence in the family of origin 
Low socioeconomic status 
Premarital sex 
Religiosity 
Ethnicity 
Poor partner health 
Psychological disorder 
Substance abuse 
Cohabitation prior to marriage 
 
Couple Characteristics 
 
Pregnancy prior to marriage 
Traditional gender roles 
Negative attributions about partner’s behaviour  
Weak couple bond 
Negative communication 
Psychological/physical aggression 
Withdrawal 
Avoidance 
Lack of committment 
 
Family Characteristics 
 
Transition to parenthood 
 
Environmental Characteristics 
 
Stressful life events  
 
 

 

 30



 

Relationship Adjustment and Stability 

Research into couple outcomes has typically examined two types of outcomes; 

relationship adjustment (variously referred to as relationship quality, satisfaction, or 

happiness), and relationship stability.  Relationship adjustment is typically assessed by 

self-report measures from each individual partner.  The stability of the relationship is 

usually measured by a record of separation or divorce, but some studies measure the 

partners’ self-reported steps toward separation.           

Some researchers have suggested different factors contribute to relationship 

adjustment versus stability, as there are many couples who are unhappy yet stay together 

(Gottman, 1994a; Wallerstein, 1996).  Studies that have simultaneously studied the 

predictors of relationship adjustment and stability have usually found variables that 

predict relationship adjustment also predict relationship stability (Lindahl, Malik, & 

Bradbury, 1997).  However, there have been some exceptions.  For example, 

longitudinal research conducted with 56 newlywed American couples found physical 

aggression predicted couple instability but not poor couple adjustment over a 4-year 

period (Rogge & Bradbury, 1999), whereas poor couple communication predicted 

relationship adjustment but not relationship instability.  Given the possible differences 

between the predictors of relationship adjustment and stability, in this review the 

predictors of adjustment and stability are considered separately. 
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Individual Characteristics 

Age When Married 

There are a range of individual characteristics that partners bring to their 

relationship that predict the chance of poor relationship adjustment and instability 

(Larson & Holman, 1994). A young age (under 20 years) at the time of marriage is a 

well-replicated predictor of high risk for divorce (Booth & Edwards, 1985; Booth & 

Edwards, 1988; Glenn & Supanic, 1984; Kurdek, 1993; Martin & Bumpass, 1989; 

Moore & Waite, 1981; Webster, Orbuch, & House, 1995).  The probability of divorce in 

those marrying before age 20 is approximately twice that of those who marry in their 

20’s (Norton & Glick, 1979). The cause of this increased divorce risk is unclear, but it 

has been suggested that marrying at a young age may be associated with a lack of 

emotional maturity needed to find solutions to couple relationship problems (Kurdek, 

1993).  In addition, young marrying couples often lack resources like education and 

stable income to support their relationship.  It has also been suggested that individuals 

who marry at a young age may lack approval of their relationship by family and friends 

and this may mean there is less social pressure for the couple to stay married (Booth & 

Edwards, 1985).    

 

Personality Traits  

At least 56 personality traits have been examined cross-sectionally and 

longitudinally with respect to their association with deteriorating relationship adjustment 

or stability (Bentler & Newcomb, 1978; Bouchard, Lussier, & Sabourin, 1999; Gattis, 

Berns, Simpson, Christensen, 2004; Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Russell & Wells, 1994; 
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Shaver & Brennan, 1992). Overall, personality traits seem to account for a very modest 

level of variance in relationship outcomes (Halford, 2001).  

Of all the traits studied, neuroticism has shown the best replicated association 

with deteriorating relationship adjustment and stability (Kelly & Conley, 1987; Kurdek, 

1993; Moller, 2004; Watson & Clark, 1984).  However, even in the case of neuroticism, 

research has not always been consistent with respect to its association with relationship 

outcomes. For example, early research found low relationship adjustment was predicted 

by high neuroticism in women, but not men (Bentler & Newcomb, 1978; Pond, Ryle, & 

Hamilton, 1963).  In contrast, a 50-year prospective study of 300 couples from their 

engagement in the 1930s until 1980 found high neuroticism in either partner predicted 

low relationship adjustment (Kelly & Conley, 1987).  In a more recent cross-sectional 

study of 446 Canadian couples, high neuroticism in either gender was associated with 

low relationship adjustment but female neuroticism accounted for more variance in 

adjustment than male neuroticism (16% versus 6% of the variance, respectively) 

(Bouchard et al., 1999). 

In a longitudinal study of 60 newly wed first-marriage American couples using 

hierarchical linear modelling neuroticism predicted the intercept but not the slope of 

relationship adjustment in the first four years of marriage (Karney & Bradbury, 1997).  

The researchers proposed that neuroticism was more associated with partners’ base level 

of adjustment in the relationship rather than how couple adjustment changed over time.  

As neuroticism is a fairly stable personality trait, it is likely that neuroticism would 

therefore be associated with lower relationship adjustment and this would be relatively 

constant throughout the relationship.        
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Personality factors other than neuroticism associated with poor relationship 

adjustment or instability include low agreeableness, an external locus of control, low 

conscientiousness, poor impulse control, low openness, anti-social personality (males 

only), and high levels of psychoticism (Bouchard et al., 1999; Eysenck & Wakefield, 

1981; Farrington, 1991; Gattis, Berns, Simpson, & Christensen, 2004; Kelley & Conley, 

1987; Miller, Lefcourt, Holmes, Ware, & Saleh, 1986; Smolen & Spiegel, 1987). How 

personality influences relationship adjustment or stability is not clear, though it has been 

suggested the effects of personality traits may be mediated through more negative 

communication (Caughlin, Huston, & Houts, 2000; Kurdek, 1991).                

As noted by Bouchard et al. (1999), a partner’s personality can influence both 

their own adjustment and that of their partner. Most cross-sectional research (American, 

Canadian and British) has found a relationship between male personality and female 

relationship adjustment (Botwin, Buss, & Shackelford, 1997; Bouchard et al., 1999; 

Buss, 1991; King, 1993; Russell & Wells, 1994).  High male agreeableness, 

conscientiousness and openness, and low neuroticism and ambivalence in emotional 

expression are all associated with high relationship adjustment for women.  However, 

the findings on the association between female personality and male adjustment are less 

consistent.  In some studies there was no association with men’s adjustment (Geist & 

Gilbert, 1996), while in others low neuroticism, high perspective taking, openness and 

agreeableness were all associated with high relationship adjustment (Botwin et al., 1997; 

Moller, 2004; Russell & Wells, 1994).   

In summary, low neuroticism is a replicated predictor of relationship adjustment.  

There is some evidence for other personality traits being associated with relationship 
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adjustment and stability.  However, personality traits are assumed to be relatively 

unchangeable.  As the goal in this thesis is to inform intervention, personality traits are 

not examined.    

 

Attachment Style 

Attachment style is usually defined as a relatively stable individual difference in 

emotional security in close relationships (Feeney & Noller, 1990).  Attachment style is 

argued to be strongly influenced by early relationship experiences with primary care 

givers, usually parents, and is said to guide our expectations about adult romantic 

relationships (Collins, 1996; Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  Early attachment theory 

suggested there were three different types of attachment style: secure (no fear of 

abandonment, strong sense of self worth); avoidant (uneasy with closeness, difficulties 

in forming relationships); and anxious-ambivalent (fears their partner will leave them or 

does not care for them) (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978).  Hazan and Shaver 

(1987) developed a categorical self-report measure of these three attachment styles.  

People were asked to select one category which they believed to be the most descriptive 

of them in romantic relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).   

Bartholomew (1990) extended this typology proposing a four category 

classification of attachment.  It was argued that the four attachment styles reflected two 

underlying dimensions: how positive your model of self is and how positive your model 

of others is.  In this model Bartholomew kept the traditional secure and anxious-

ambivalent styles (now called preoccupied) but divided the avoidant style into two 

types: fearful avoidant and dismissive avoidant.  She believed that fearful avoidant types 
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avoid intimacy in order to prevent hurt or rejection while dismissive avoidant types 

avoided intimacy as a way to deny the value of close relationships.   

Some researchers subsequently criticised this categorical measurement of 

attachment, arguing that it did not allow for assessment of the degree to which an 

attachment style was characteristic of an individual (Collins & Read, 1990; Simpson, 

1990).  This lead to the development of self-report measures that measured dimensions 

of attachment on continuous rating scales.  However, the number of attachment 

dimensions was a source of controversy.  Recent research has tried to identify a 

common measure of attachment (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998).  In a factor analysis 

of over 320 self-report items from a range of adult romantic attachment inventories, 

Brennan, Clark and Shaver (1998) found two underlying dimensions which they called 

anxiety (anxiety concerning rejection and abandonment) and avoidance (discomfort with 

closeness or reluctance to be intimate with others).  They suggest that these two 

dimensions are similar to those reported by Bartholomew (1990), in that a negative self 

model is associated with anxiety in relationships, and that a negative other model is 

associated with avoidance of relationships.  The anxiety and avoidance attachment 

dimensions have become the most widely accepted means of conceptualising and 

measuring adult attachment.   

Cross-sectional research indicates an association between adult attachment and 

relationship adjustment (Collins & Read, 1990; Simpson, 1990).  Individuals with 

secure attachment reported significantly higher levels of relationship adjustment and 

committment than individuals with an avoidant attachment style, who in turn were more 

satisfied and committed than people with anxious attachment.  Several cross-sectional 
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studies also found that secure attachment was associated with relationship stability 

(Feeney & Noller, 1990; Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994; Hazan & Shaver, 1990; 

Senchak & Leonard, 1992).  For example, in one study couples consisting of two 

securely attached individuals were less likely to have been divorced than couples in 

which one or both partners were insecurely attached (Hazen & Shaver, 1987).  However, 

it is possible that insecure attachment results from divorce rather than the reverse.  

Longitudinal research with 354 dating couples found that female (but not male) 

avoidance and male (but not female) anxiety predicted relationship break up three years 

later (Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994).   

Davila and Bradbury (2001) proposed that people who are insecure in their 

attachment are more likely to stay in an unhappy relationship.  In particular, anxious 

attachment was predicted to be likely to lead to dissatisfied partners remaining in their 

relationship.  Some support was found for this prediction.  Men in unhappy stable 

marriages had more anxious attachment at the start of the marriage, and more avoidant 

attachment than other men.  Attachment was more strongly associated with remaining 

married and unhappy than were divorce attitudes, presence of a child, neuroticism or 

self esteem.  

Longitudinal research shows attachment style is moderately stable over time 

(Fuller & Fincham, 1995; Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994), but that around a quarter of 

adults experience change in their attachment style during adulthood (Feeney & Noller, 

1992; Hazan & Hutt, 1990).  In one study, the majority of those individuals who 

changed attachment style reported moving from an insecure to a secure attachment style 

(Hazan & Hutt, 1990).  Change by the insecure person was associated with their being 
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in a steady relationship.  Similarly, in a longitudinal study of newly married American 

couples across the first two years of marriage, partners increased their self-report of 

attachment security (Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999).  Enhanced attachment security 

seems likely to occur when people feel safe that their relationship will last.  Conversely, 

Kirkpatrick and Hazan (1994) found in longitudinal research conducted with 177 adults 

that around half of securely attached individuals who experience a relationship 

breakdown become insecurely attached.  It would therefore seem that attachment 

security interacts with change and stability in couple relationships. 

One possible predictor of the association of relationship outcomes with 

attachment is patterns of communication (Furman & Flanagan, 1997).  In longitudinal 

research securely attached individuals were more likely to problem solve with their 

partner, use less withdrawal and verbal aggression, were less rejecting of their partner 

and were more likely to self-disclose than insecurely attached individuals (Feeney et al., 

1994; Fuller & Fincham, 1995; Kobak & Hazan, 1991).  Thus, secure attachment might 

have its association with relationship adjustment and stability because of better couple 

communication.   

There is a general finding that relationship adjustment is predicted by secure 

attachment, while insecure attachment predicts staying in dissatisfied relationships. At 

the same time, attachment security increases in people in satisfying, committed 

relationships.  Thus, a secure attachment style both predicts people forming stable and 

satisfying relationships, and vice versa (Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994).  The causal 

mechanisms underlying this reciprocal association are unknown, though positive couple 

communication is a plausible mediator.  
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Parental Divorce 

Certain experiences in each partner’s family of origin predict a couple’s chance 

for divorce.  In particular, the experience of parental divorce increases risk of divorce in 

adult offspring (Glenn & Shelton, 1983).  Numerous studies find a history of divorce in 

the woman’s parents to have a particularly strong association with a couple’s risk of 

divorce (Amato, 1996; Feng, Giarrusso, Bengston, & Frye, 1999; Glen & Shelton, 1983; 

Glenn & Kramer, 1987; McLanahan & Bumpass, 1988). One of these studies, using 

combined data from general social surveys (1973 through to 1980) found Caucasian 

females from divorced families had almost two-thirds greater risk for divorce or 

separation than those from intact parents (Glenn & Shelton, 1983). While several studies 

also find an association between the male experience of parental divorce and increased 

risk for divorce, the effect is weaker than for female partner parental divorce (Amato, 

1996; Glenn & Kramer, 1987).  When both partners experienced parental divorce the 

likelihood of divorce was substantially higher than when just one partner experienced 

parental divorce (Amato, 1996).   

The high divorce rate of offspring of divorce is often referred to as the 

intergenerational transmission of divorce, implying a causal impact.  However, the cause 

of this intergenerational transfer is not entirely clear.  Cross-sectional research has found 

that, relative to people whose parents are in intact marriages, people whose parents 

divorced are less committed to the institution of marriage, marry at an earlier age, have a 

more favourable attitude toward divorce, are more likely to worry about the stability of 

their marriage, more often perceive their marriage as being in trouble even when they 
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report being in a satisfying relationship, and report more escalation of conflict and less 

communication (Amato & Keith, 1991; Glenn & Kramer, 1987; Webster et al., 1995).   

  In a series of longitudinal studies the risk for divorce for the couple was 

associated with the use of a negative interpersonal style in the relationship (for example, 

displays of anger, jealousy, poor communication), being 12 years of age or under when 

parents divorced, being young when married, and cohabitating prior to marriage 

(Amato, 1996; Feng et al., 1999).  In the same studies the association of parental divorce 

with couple divorce was independent of age when married, education, income or 

employment.   

It has been suggested children of divorced parents may lack exposure to good 

role models for effective couple communication and problem solving (Amato & 

DeBoer, 2001).  Deficits in effective communication thus might mediate the effects of 

parental divorce (Amato, 1996; Glenn & Kramer, 1987).  In a cross-sectional study with 

93 engaged Australian couples, couples in which the woman experienced parental 

divorce had higher rates of negative verbal and non-verbal communication, and lower 

rates of positive problem-solving behaviour, than couples with no exposure to parental 

divorce (Sanders, Halford, & Behrens, 1999).  However, these results only were found 

for observed couple communication; self reported couple communication did not covary 

with female parental divorce.  There was no association between observed 

communication and a history of parental divorce in the male partner.             

Two longitudinal studies also show support for the possibility of communication 

mediating between parental divorce and relationship outcomes. In research with 60 

newly married American couples, Story, Karney, Lawrence and Bradbury (2004) found 
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psychological and physical aggression mediated the prediction of poor relationship 

adjustment and instability by female parental divorce.  They also found observed dyadic 

anger and contempt in couple interactions mediated the prediction for poor relationship 

outcomes by male parental divorce.  In another American study which used longitudinal 

data from two generations (1980-1997) ineffective communication (e.g., easily angered, 

criticism, withdrawal and avoidance of issues) mediated the prediction of relationship 

instability from parental divorce after controlling for a number of demographic variables 

including age of the child when the divorce occurred, parents’ education, income, 

religiosity, and age at marriage (Amato & DeBoer, 2001).  Individuals whose parents 

had divorced were more than twice as likely to divorce as individuals with continually 

married parents.  

Parental divorce is a well established risk factor for divorce in one’s own 

marriage.  The mediators of this risk are not entirely understood but probably relate to 

both deficits in communication skills and lower levels of committment to marriage 

amongst those whose parents have divorced.  

 

Parental Violence in the Family of Origin 

There is substantial evidence that a history of violence in the family of origin is a 

risk factor for aggression in couple relationships, especially for males (Hotaling & 

Sugarman, 1986; O’Leary, Malone, & Tyree, 1994; Schumacher, Feldbau-Kohn, Slep, 

& Heyman, 2001).  According to social learning theory, parents and other adults are our 

role models for how to behave in intimate relationships (Mihalic & Elliott, 1997).  When 

people witness violence in their family of origin they are unlikely to learn how to 

 41



 

manage negative affect or conflict effectively (Holtzworth-Munroe, 1992; Mihalic & 

Elliot, 1997).   

Several cross-sectional studies have found that males who are violent towards 

their partner have poor conflict resolution and problem-solving skills, are more likely to 

attribute blame to their partner for the cause of conflict, show strong negative emotional 

reactivity, and hold onto their anger longer during a discussion with their partner than 

men who are not violent (Anglin & Holtzworth-Munroe, 1997; Halford, Sanders, & 

Behrens, 2000; Holtzworth-Munroe, & Hutchinson, 1993; Riggs, O’Leary, & Breslin, 

1990; Skuja & Halford, 2004).  There is also evidence that couple aggression increases 

the risk for poor relationship adjustment and instability over the first four years of 

marriage (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001). 

One longitudinal study has found that couples in which either the woman’s 

parents divorced or the man’s parents were violent (high risk couples) were more 

negative in their communication than other couples (Halford, Sanders, & Behrens, 

2000).  When taught to reduce negativity there was better sustained relationship 

satisfaction across the first four years of marriage than high risk couples who had not 

received communication skills training (Halford et al., 2000).  A person’s history cannot 

be changed, but enhancing couple communication may improve a couple’s chance for 

maintaining a satisfying and stable relationship.     

 

Socioeconomic Status 

There are inconsistent findings with respect to socioeconomic status (SES) and 

the risk for relationship instability.  Many studies have found low SES, low education, 
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low income and low status occupation predicts relationship conflict and divorce 

(Bracher, Santow, Morgan, & Trussell, 1993; Conger et al., 1990; Glick & Norton, 

1979; Hampton, 1975; Ross & Sawhill, 1975; South, 1995; Teachman & Polonko, 

1990).  Amato (1996) has suggested that low SES couples experience more stress and 

economic pressures than high SES couples, which might lead to more disagreements 

over finances.  He also proposed that people who were less educated may be less 

proficient communicators and problem solvers.  Consistent with these speculations, in a 

longitudinal study of 111 American couples who had experienced economic loss they 

reported a significant decline in their relationship adjustment (Liker & Elder, 1983).  

Relationship conflict increased with the financial pressures, and the men were reported 

to become more difficult to live with, more tense, irritable, and explosive.  Similarly, in 

a cross-sectional study of 76 American couples, economic strain was associated with 

high husband hostility and low warmth and supportiveness towards their wives, and 

hostility was associated with low wife relationship adjustment (Conger et al., 1990). 

Economic strain showed a trend to have similar associations with wife hostility.  The 

stronger association of economic strain with male than female behaviour might be due 

to financial problems impacting more on a male’s social role and identity.    

In contrast to the above studies, a small number of studies have found no 

relationship between education levels (Balakrishnan, Vaninadha Rao, Lapierre-

Adamcyk, & Krotki, 1987) or income levels (Amato, 1996) and the risk of divorce.  

Recent British research, using multivariate analyses of survey data found that once age 

at marriage and childbearing experience were controlled for, the effect of SES on 
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relationship stability was relatively small (Berrington & Diamond, 1997; cited in Clarke 

& Berrington, 1999).   

  

Past Sexual History 

  Three large American studies of adult sexuality have found divorced people 

report higher levels of pre-marital sexual experience compared to those still married 

(Heaton, 2002; Janus & Janus, 1993; Kelley & Conley, 1987).  Pre-marital sex has been 

thought to be problematic as it may make marriage seem less special and couples in turn 

may have less respect for marriage as an institution (Whyte, 1990).   

Early cross-sectional research conducted between the 1920’s and 1950’s found 

men and women with no pre-marital sexual experience scored higher on relationship 

happiness and adjustment compared to couples in which at least one partner had pre-

marital sex with another person (Burgess & Wallin, 1953; cited in Kahn & London, 

1991).  Research on pre-marital sex and relationship stability is fairly limited but two 

nation wide surveys of American adults have found any sexual experience before 

marriage was related to a greater risk for relationship instability (Janus & Janus, 1993; 

Kahn & London, 1991).   

 To further analyse the association between pre-marital sex and relationship 

outcomes, one study specifically examined whom the sexual experience was with prior 

to marriage.  Data from the National Survey of Family Growth (USA) (1995) was used 

to compare the risk for divorce for women with prior sexual experience with their 

marital partner versus women with prior sexual experience with their marital partner and 

others (Teachman, 2003).  They found that women whose pre-marital sexual 
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relationships were limited to their husband did not have an increased risk for divorce. 

However, women who had more than one intimate pre-marital relationship had an 

increased risk of relationship dissolution.   

According to Teachman (2003), having pre-marital sex with one’s future marital 

partner may now be a normal and accepted part of courtship and therefore may not 

increase a person’s risk for marital dissolution.  However, having multiple pre-marital 

sexual relationships may weaken the marital bond by increasing a person’s awareness of 

alternatives to their marital partner for sources of sexual fulfilment and may indicate less 

committment to the idea of a permanent relationship with one person.  A major 

drawback of this research is that it is limited to female data.  Without male data the joint 

effects of pre-marital sexual relationships for men and women on relationship stability 

cannot be examined.   

In summary, there is fairly limited research in this area with most of it being 

cross-sectional and conducted in America.  While early research found pre-marital sex 

was associated with poor relationship adjustment and instability it is unclear how 

relevant these findings are today as attitudes towards pre-marital sex and sexual 

behaviour have changed over the years.  In 2002, a large cross-sectional telephone 

survey of over 20,000 Australians aged 16-59 years (The Australian Study of Health and 

Relationships) found that more than 80% of men and women believed that sex before 

marriage was acceptable, with the average age for first intercourse being 17 years for 

men and 18 years for women (Rissel, Richters, Grulich, de Visser, & Smith, 2003a; 

Rissel, Richters, Grulich, de Visser, & Smith, 2003b).  This is consistent with the social 
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trend in many Western countries in which people are more sexually active at a younger 

age while at the same time delaying marriage (Heaton, 2002).   

While recent research has found that an increased risk for divorce is correlated 

with women having prior sexual experience with men other than their current partners, it 

is not clear what the mechanism of this might be and how generalisable it is to other 

cultures.  It could be that having sex which deviates from cultural norms predicts poor 

couple adjustment and instability.   

  

Religion 

Longitudinal and cross-sectional research using data from national surveys in 

America have found a higher risk for divorce for individuals who infrequently or never 

attend religious services or who do not identify with any religion (Call & Heaton, 1997; 

Glenn & Supancic, 1984).  Amato and Rogers (1997) proposed that the low risk for 

divorce among religious people may be due to partners holding traditional attitudes 

towards the importance of marriage and that marriage is supported by the church 

community.  However, in two large national samples of American women it was found 

that the woman being of a different religion to their partner was associated with 

relationship instability (Bumpass, Martin, & Sweet, 1991; Heaton, 2002).  Bumpass et 

al. (1991) suggested that religious differences might reflect different values, and that 

these different values increase risk of divorce.  Thus it seems congruent and active 

religious involvement by partners is associated with low divorce risk.   
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Ethnicity 

It has been suggested that a person’s ethnicity may affect their orientation 

towards marriage and family life (Call & Heaton, 1997).  Some studies find African 

American marriages are more likely to end in divorce than Caucasian marriages, when 

controlling for age at marriage and premarital pregnancy (Glenn & Supancic, 1984; 

Norton & Glick, 1979; White, 1990).  A common explanation given for this discrepancy 

between the two ethnic groups is that African Americans are often from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds which may result in more individual and family stresses in 

their life (Kitson, Babri, & Roach, 1985). Other studies have found racial heterogamy to 

be associated with increasing rates of relationship instability (Heaton, 2002).    It may be 

that when cross-cultural differences are too great couples become dissatisfied and 

choose to end their marriage (Heaton, 2002).    

One study examined the effects of ethnicity and religion on couple stability in a 

sample of 150 couples either engaged or married for less than 18 months (Kohn, 2001).  

Intermarried couples were those with either different religious faiths (interfaith); 

different ethnic backgrounds (interracial couples); or couples with both differences 

(interfaith-interracial).  Kohn (2001) found all intermarried couples reported receiving 

less family support, and having more severe problems with religion, than homogenous 

couples.  Interfaith-only couples reported less relationship distress compared to 

interracial-only couples or interfaith-interracial couples.  
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Poor Partner Health 

The physical health of a partner has also been suggested to influence relationship 

outcomes (Pitceathly & Maguire, 2003).  Some longitudinal research has found that 

physical health problems may cause increased stress and depression, and lower the 

quality of life and relationship adjustment for one or both members of the couple 

(Galbraith, Arechiga, Ramirez, & Pedro, 2005; Romano, Turner, & Clancy, 1989; 

Williamson & Freer, 1986).  A large national longitudinal study of American couples 

examined the effect of change in health on relationship adjustment and thoughts about 

divorce (Booth & Johnson, 1994).  The researchers found a decline in health negatively 

impacted on relationship adjustment over the 3-year period and that the decrease in 

relationship adjustment was greater for the carer than for the person with the illness.  

Reduced relationship adjustment for the couple was associated with a depletion of 

finances, a decline in sexual relations, and tension over caring for children and 

performing household duties.  

However, other studies have found little or no impact on couple outcomes.  In a 

review of the literature on the impact of breast cancer on couple outcomes, Corney 

(2005) found that while many couples reported more conflict, strain, and troubled 

communication in their relationship, there was no major change in relationship 

adjustment or stability.  Other longitudinal research with couples where a partner had a 

myocardial infarction found physical illness strengthened relationship adjustment over a 

one year period (Mayou, Foster, & Williamson, 1978).  Couples reported reassessing 

their relationship and wanting to take each other less for granted.  According to Burman 

and Margolin (1992), the inconsistent patterns of results from studies of the effect of 
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illness on both the patient’s and the spouse’s relationship adjustment and stability may 

be a function of the type of illness, as well as the intensity, severity or chronicity of the 

illness.  It may also be that relationships improve initially as the couple is drawn 

together to deal with the crisis, however, over time the stress of being unwell or caring 

for a partner may impact negatively on relationship adjustment and stability.   

 
Other Factors 

 As discussed in Chapter 1, the presence of a psychological disorder, substance 

abuse and cohabitation are also associated with relationship adjustment and stability 

(Bruce & Kim, 1992; Doherty et al., 1989; Menaghan & Lieberman, 1986; Weston et 

al., 2003; Wilsnack et al., 1991).   

 

Summary 

In summary, there are a range of individual characteristics that are associated 

with a couple’s risk of poor relationship adjustment and instability.  The most well 

replicated predictors of poor relationship adjustment and instability are neuroticism, 

parental divorce, parental violence in the family of origin, insecure attachment, 

socioeconomic disadvantage, poor partner health, and partner dissimilarity in religion or 

ethnicity.  However, many of these variables are static risk indicators that are unable to 

be changed through an early intervention program with couples.  There has been some 

research which connects these individual characteristics to couple interaction processes.  

For example, in this chapter there was evidence presented for negative couple 

communication being associated with parental divorce in the family of origin (Sanders 

et al, 1999) and insecure attachment (Feeney et al., 1994; Fuller & Fincham, 1995; 
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Kobak & Hazan, 1991).  It is also speculated that religious or ethnic differences within 

the couple may generate different relationship expectations.  Parental divorce, parental 

violence or ethnicity cannot be changed, and reducing insecure attachment might be 

very difficult with brief early interventions.  However, helping couples improve their 

communication or develop shared realistic expectations of their relationship might be 

achievable.  Thus, assessment of the individual characteristics of partners may be useful 

for identifying couples who are at high risk for relationship distress or separation, but of 

limited utility for determining the content of couple relationship education programs.   

  

Couple Characteristics 

Pregnancy Prior to Marriage 

 Large scale cross-sectional research using social survey data from several 

Western countries has found pre-marital pregnancy is associated with an increased risk 

for relationship instability (Andersson, 1997; Hewitt, Baxter, & Western, 2005; Hoem, 

1995; Murphy, 1985; Teachman, 2002; Waite & Lillard, 1991).  For example, in Britain 

the risk of relationship breakdown for women married before 1976 was 91% higher 

among brides who were pregnant prior to marriage (Murphy, 1985).  In Canada, women 

marrying in the late 1960’s and 1970’s were 50% more likely to experience divorce if 

they had been pregnant before marriage (Teachman, 1983).   

Research conducted in the United States using Population Survey Data (1980) 

found couples with pre-marital births were twice as likely to experience relationship 

instability in the first 15 months of marriage compared to couples without children.  

However, after surviving the initial year or two of marriage pre-marital birth no longer 
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predicted divorce risk (Morgan & Rindfuss, 1985).  In contrast to this, a Swedish study 

which examined two cohorts of women (born in 1950’s and 1960’s) where a pre-marital 

birth had occurred found their marriages were more stable for the first year than 

marriages without a pre-marital birth (Liu, 2002).  Following the first year the risk for 

divorce increased significantly for those with pre-marital births and these marriages 

remained unstable compared to women without pre-marital births for the next 7 years.   

Other research using data from the National Survey of Families and Households 

(1987-1988) in the United States found that pre-marital pregnancy predicted couple 

separation.  However, when education, age at marriage, and cohabitation experience 

were controlled for, there was no effect of pre-marital pregnancy on separation 

(Bumpass et al., 1991).   

There have been some cultural differences reported with respect to pregnancy 

prior to marriage and couple outcomes (Bumpass & Sweet, 1972; Furstenberg, 1976; 

Teachman, 1986; White, 1990).  For example, data from the Current Population Survey 

in United States (1985) found pre-marital pregnancy more than doubled the risk for 

dissolution for Caucasian couples, increased the risk by 60% for Hispanic couples and 

by 25% for African American couples (Teachman, 1986).   

The mechanics by which pre-marital pregnancy impacts on divorce risk are 

unclear.  Pre-marital pregnancy may encourage marriage with an inappropriate partner, 

or the presence of a child early in the marriage may place additional strain on the newly 

formed couple relationship (Waite & Lillard, 1991).  Cross-sectional research 

comparing divorced versus intact couples who were pregnant prior to marriage found 

divorce was associated with couples experiencing financial difficulties, having a brief 
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dating period, lack of preparation for marriage, lack of family support for the marriage, 

and more serious problems occurring prior to marriage (Furstenberg, 1976; Palmer, 

1971; Thornes & Collard, 1979). 

The majority of research to date suggests that pre-marital pregnancy has an 

initial negative effect on relationship stability although there are some cultural 

differences reported.  However, in studies which have controlled for other demographic 

variables such as age when married and level of education, there appears to be no direct 

effect on relationship stability.  

 

Gender Roles  

Over the past four decades the number of dual earner couples has increased 

substantially.  With the increased numbers of women in paid employment there has been 

a change in the family and work roles occupied by men and women (Baxter, 2002).  It 

has been suggested that marital roles are moving away from a complementary pattern in 

which the husband and wife perform different but interdependent functions, toward a 

more parallel function, in which husbands and wives share more equally in the division 

of work and family duties (Ross, Mirowsky, & Huber, 1983).   

Cross-sectional Australian research has found that 86% of men and 91% of 

women believe that when a wife is employed and has children then the husband should 

equally share in the housework and care of children (Fisher, 2002).  However, these 

beliefs do not always occur in practice.  Husbands of employed wives do not appear to 

spend more time on housework compared to husbands whose wives are not employed 

(Baxter, 2002).  In Australia, most wives spend more than twice as much time as their 
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husbands on household work (Baxter & Western, 1997).  There still is a clear 

distribution of household labour along traditional lines with men doing more outdoor 

work and women taking the primary responsibility for childcare and indoor household 

chores (Baxter, 1993; Baxter, 2002; Craig, 2004).  Similar findings have been reported 

in the United Kingdom (Gregson & Lowe, 1994; Sullivan, 2000) and the United States 

(Biachi, Milkie, Sayer, & Robinson, 2000; Perry-Jenkins & Folk, 1994; Shelton, 1992).      

Several cross-sectional American studies have found an association between 

adherence to traditional gender roles and low relationship adjustment and stability; this 

association appears stronger than for demographic variables such as age, educational 

attainment or wife’s employment status (Biernat & Wortman, 1991; Dempsey, 1997; 

Pina & Bengtson, 1993; Suitor, 1991).  Perceived fairness of the distribution of labour 

and paid work has a stronger cross-sectional association with relationship adjustment 

than the actual amount of time spent doing these activities (Blair & Johnson, 1992; 

Lennon & Rosenfield, 1994; Thompson, 1991; Wilkie, Ferree, & Ratcliff, 1998; Wilkie, 

Ratcliff & Ferree, 1992).  However, other cross-sectional research with American and 

Australian women indicates that who does what work is associated with relationship 

adjustment (Baxter & Western, 1997; Benin & Agostinelli, 1988).  For women, 

relationship adjustment is more strongly associated to men’s sharing of traditional 

chores performed by women (e.g., cooking, cleaning, child care) than by an increase in 

the number of traditional chores carried out by men (e.g., mowing, taking the garbage 

out).   

Data from the National Survey of Families and Households in America (1987-

1988) suggest that social class moderates the association between gender roles and 

 53



 

couple outcomes (Perry-Jenkins & Folk, 1994).  Middle class wives were found to 

perform less household tasks than working class wives.  The frequency of marital 

conflict for middle class wives was associated more with the perceived equity of the 

division of traditional feminine chores rather than the actual division of traditional 

feminine chores.  For working class wives the reverse occurred, with conflict being 

associated with the actual division of traditional feminine chores, not perceived equity.  

The researchers suggested that for working class wives conflict was avoided if they did 

more of the traditional female roles in the family while for middle class wives conflict 

was greater when they believed their partner was not taking on his fair share of the work 

load.   For husbands no relationship was found between perceived equity or division of 

household work and relationship adjustment.           

Other cross-sectional research has examined differences in traditionalism in 

gender ideology and employment status and their effect on perceived support from their 

partner and relationship outcomes.  Pina and Bengston (1993) found that when women 

(traditional or egalitarian) were satisfied with the help and support they received from 

their husband there were positive couple interactions and closeness, low conflict, and 

few thoughts about divorce.  Women who held egalitarian beliefs about gender roles 

were more dissatisfied with the male contributions when the division of labour was 

unequal than women with traditional beliefs about gender roles.  It would seem that a 

wife’s traditionalism may diminish the effect of inequality on the perceived adequacy of 

the contribution from a male partner.     

For stepfamilies there can be more role confusion, especially around childcare, 

than in first-marriage families (Guisinger, Cowan, & Schuldberg, 1989).  In particular, 
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male partners often expect stepmothers to fulfil a traditional role in the family, but many 

stepmothers may resent doing high levels of childcare and housework (Ambert, 1986).  

Longitudinal research over the first three years of remarriage has found that stepmother 

couples distribute household tasks and childcare along more traditional gender role 

lines, especially when the husband’s children were present in the home (Guisinger et al., 

1989).  However, when both partners did more non-traditional chores there were higher 

levels of relationship adjustment than when partners adhered to a more traditional 

division of household tasks.  Perceived equity in the division of household tasks, 

especially child care, correlated with concurrent relationship adjustment and predicted 

sustained adjustment over the first three years of remarriage for both men and women.  

In contrast to stepmother families, in stepfather families, couples reported having more 

egalitarian gender roles than first-marriage families (Hetherington, 1993).    

 

Attributions 

There is a substantial body of research examining how partners cognitively 

process their relationship, and how this processing is associated with relationship 

adjustment and stability (Bradbury & Fincham, 19920; Epstein & Baucom, 1993; 

Fincham, 2001; Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 2000).  A central assumption in 

research on cognitive processing is that partners have biases in their perceptions of 

relationship events that determine their responses to their partner and subsequent 

relationship adjustment (Fincham, Garner, Gano-Phillips, & Osborne, 1995).   

Attributions have been the most widely studied couple relationship cognitive 

process (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992).  Attributions are the explanation people make for 
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the cause and responsibility of particular events.  According to attribution theory, 

attributions influence subsequent behaviour.  For example, suppose someone sees a 

negative comment by his or her partner as being a deliberate attempt to be hurtful, as 

distinct from a reflection of fatigue, the attribution of hurtful intent might elicit an angry 

or upset response.  Compared to satisfied partners, dissatisfied partners are more likely 

to blame relationship problems on their partner, see their partner’s negative behaviour as 

stable, global, and intentional, and minimise any positive relationship behaviours of 

their partner (Bradbury & Fincham, 1992; Fincham & Bradbury, 1987; Fincham et al., 

2002).     

There is a well-replicated relationship between negative attributions and low 

relationship adjustment; though some gender differences have been noted (Bradbury & 

Fincham, 1992; Fincham, et al., 1995).  For example, in longitudinal research with 31 

married couples, Fincham and Bradbury (1987) found that both men and women’s 

negative attributions were correlated with concurrent low relationship adjustment, but 

only women’s negative attributions predicted women’s decline in relationship 

adjustment one year later.   

In a study of 54 newly married couples, growth curve analyses showed that 

women who made negative causal and responsibility attributions about their partner’s 

behaviour at Time 1 had low poor relationship adjustment initially, and experienced a 

steep decline in adjustment over the next four years (Karney & Bradbury, 2000).  For 

men, negative causal attributions were not associated with initial relationship 

adjustment, but did predict a steep decline in relationship adjustment over the four years.  

Women and men who had separated from their partner were found to make more 

 56



 

negative causal attributions about their partner’s behaviour than men and women in 

intact marriages.   

Numerous studies have shown that the association between poor relationship 

adjustment and negative attributions is independent of negative affect (Karney, 

Bradbury, Fincham, & Sullivan, 1994), physical aggression (Fincham, Bradbury, Arias, 

Byrne, & Karney, 1995), depression (Fincham, Beach, & Bradbury, 1989; Bradbury, 

Beach, Fincham, & Nelson, 1996) or neuroticism (Karney & Bradbury, 2000).   

When a person attributes responsibility for relationship problems to their partner 

they are more likely to engage in behaviours that hinder effective problem solving 

(Bradbury, Beach, Fincham, & Nelson, 1996; Bradbury & Fincham, 1992; Miller & 

Bradbury, 1995).  Cross-sectional research has shown that negative attributions covary 

with high rates of observed negative behaviour and reciprocal negative behaviour 

occurring in problem-solving discussions (Bradbury et al., 1996; Bradbury & Fincham, 

1992; Miller & Bradbury, 1995).  This relationship between attributions and behaviour 

is stronger for women than men and for distressed partners than non-distressed partners 

(Bradbury & Fincham, 1992; Miller & Bradbury, 1995).   

 

Couple Bond 

The couple bond is another cognitive process that has been studied in terms of its 

prediction of couple relationship adjustment and stability (Buehlman, Gottman, & Katz, 

1992; Gottman, 1994).  The couple bond reflects the manner in which partners 

remember past relationship events and the perceptual biases partners hold about each 

other and their relationship (Carrerre, Buehlman, Gottman, Coan, & Ruckstuhl, 2000).  
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The couple bond is assessed via the way in which couples jointly talk about their 

relationship history, the present state of their relationship, and their partner’s qualities 

and behaviours, using the Oral History Interview (OHI) (Buehlman et al., 1992; Carrerre 

et al., 2000).    

The OHI is a semi-structured conjoint couple interview that asks open ended 

questions about how a couple met, what attracted them to each other, details about their 

dating and marital history, their philosophy on marriage and how their relationship has 

changed over time (Buehlman et al., 1992).  The coding system focuses on how the 

couple tells their story and how they interact with each other in the interview.  The OHI 

is coded on seven global dimensions.  These include the fondness/affection and 

negativity partners display towards each other, the expansiveness versus withdrawal in 

the interview, whether there is a sense of “we-ness” in the relationship, how traditional 

gender roles are, how the couple deal with conflict and how disappointed/disillusioned 

they feel about their relationship (Buehlman et al., 1992).  These subscales are then 

analysed to form a composite variable of the couple bond.    

Research to date using the OHI has been conducted with first-marriage couples 

in America.  The OHI subscales predict relationship stability (Buehlman et al., 1992).  

In a longitudinal study of 52 couples with preschool aged children, divorced was 

predicted with 94% accuracy over a 3-year period (Buehlman, et al., 1992).  Of those 

couples who divorced, males expressed less fondness and more negativity towards their 

partners, were less expansive and displayed less of a sense of we-ness than males in 

stable marriages.  Both members of the couple expressed feeling chaotic in their 
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relationship and were less likely to glorify the struggles they had endured and were 

generally disillusioned with their marriage compared to intact couples.   

Another longitudinal study of 95 newly married couples, using a logistic 

regression equation based on scores derived from the OHI, accurately classified 87% of 

couples as either married or separated at 4-6 years after marriage, and 81% of couples 

after 7-9 years of marriage (Carrerre et al., 2000).  As in many other studies where the 

regression equations are weighted on maximising prediction, the specific predictors of 

the couple bond in this study varied from previous studies.  While in Buehlman et al.’s 

(1992) study it was predominantly male behaviour that loaded on the couple bond, in 

this study it was a mix of both male and female behaviour.  Both wives’ and husbands’ 

scores on fondness, negativity, expansiveness, and we-ness loaded high enough to be 

included in the perceived couple bond, as did the couple score on chaos and 

disillusionment with the relationship.  However, glorifying the struggle did not and 

therefore was not included in the couple bond factor.  Carrere et al. (2000) have 

suggested the different loadings may be due to this sample consisting of newly married 

couples who may not have had the chance to struggle through difficult times compared 

to the earlier study where the couples had been together longer and had young children.  

No explanation was offered for why wives’ scores on fondness, negativity, 

expansiveness, disillusionment and we-ness also loaded on the principal factor.   

In common with other research which attempts to predict couple outcomes, the 

reliability of prediction by the OHI is likely to be over stated.  For example, in newly 

married couples approximately 2-3% of couples separate each year for the first ten years 

of marriage (ABS, 2003b).  Therefore after five years of marriage it would be expected 
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that around 12-15% of couples would separate.  If predictions are weighted to give 88% 

intact marriages, using random selection, an estimated 0.88 x 0.88 plus 0.12 x 0.12 of 

predictions will be correct.  Thus approximately 80% of couples can be correctly 

classified by chance alone.  Gottman’s 87% accuracy in classification is thus a modest 

improvement on chance.  Furthermore, the regression equation is weighted based on 

maximising prediction to known outcomes with multiple predictors, and is therefore 

likely to overstate the real accuracy of prediction.  As Heyman (2001) argues, the real 

test of prediction accuracy is how much better a predetermined equation predicts couple 

outcomes over chance.          

While the accuracy of the prediction of couple outcomes by the OHI might be 

overstated, the OHI is still predicting couple separation in first-marriage couples.  

Replication of the results of the OHI is needed as it does appear to be a promising 

approach.  Moreover, it is predicting couple instability across the transition to 

parenthood.  The OHI has not been used with stepfamily couples.  However, given 

stepfamily couples are making transitions around parenthood, the couple bond as 

assessed by the OHI might well predict stepfamily couple outcomes.  It was therefore 

considered beneficial to include this measure in my research.        

  
 
Communication 

Observational research has often been used to assess couple communication 

(Gottman, 1994a, Gottman & Levenson, 1999).  A common procedure is to ask couples 

to discuss a relationship problem for 10 to 15 minutes in a laboratory setting (Heyman, 

2001; Weiss & Heyman, 1997).  The couple’s interaction is videotaped and coders rate 
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the behaviour, skills and emotion displayed throughout the interaction.  Cross-sectional 

and longitudinal research has found high levels of negative and hostile couple 

communication during problem solving is associated with poor relationship adjustment 

and instability, physical violence, poor immune system functioning, and production of 

stress related hormones (Berns, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1999; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 

2001; Kiecolt-Glaser, Newton, Cacioppo, MacCallum, Glaser, & Malarkey, 1996).  

These negative communication behaviours include disgust, denial of responsibility, 

withdrawal, avoidance, high levels of negative statements, low levels of positive 

statements, escalation and reciprocation of negative exchanges throughout discussions 

(Gottman, 1994a; O’Leary & Smith, 1991; Weiss & Heyman, 1990).   

Negative Behaviours.  The presence of high levels of criticism, defensiveness, 

contempt and stonewalling predicted relationship separation in several longitudinal 

studies (Gottman, 1994b; Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998; Gottman & 

Levenson, 1992; Matthews, Wickrama, & Conger, 1996).  Gottman and Levenson’s 

(1992) longitudinal research found husbands’ displays of defensiveness, contempt and 

stonewalling and wives’ use of criticism, contempt and defensiveness in conflict 

resolution situations predicted divorce over a 4-year period.  Gottman et al. (1992) also 

found couples who actively engaged in conflict and then attempted to resolve their 

issues reported much higher relationship adjustment over time than couples who were 

avoidant or stonewalled their conflict.  Based on his findings Gottman (1993) suggested 

that a negative cycle can occur in relationships where “criticism leads to contempt, 

which leads to defensiveness, which leads to stonewalling which in turn may lead to 

divorce” (p.62).              
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From the research there is a consensus that negative behaviour in couple 

interactions predicts relationship adjustment (Bradbury, Rogge & Lawrence, 2001).  A 

meta-analysis of 115 longitudinal studies found when predicting wives’ relationship 

adjustment there is an effect size of r = .06 for husbands’ negative behaviour and r = .25 

for wives’ own negative behaviour (Karney & Bradbury, 1995).  When predicting 

husbands’ relationship adjustment there is an effect size of r =.20 for husbands’ own 

negative behaviour and r = .21 for wives’ negative behaviour.   

While the research literature generally has found that negative communication 

patterns predict poor relationship outcomes, studies have not always produced consistent 

findings (Bradbury et al., 2001).  For example, the association between the expression of 

anger and relationship outcomes four to six years later has been examined in three 

longitudinal studies, two with newly married American couples (Gottman, Coan, 

Carrere, & Swanson, 1998; Johnson, 2002), and one with American couples married for 

four years (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989).  The studies found a positive association 

between wives’ expression of anger and high relationship adjustment (N = 25; Gottman 

& Krokoff, 1989); a negative association between couples’ anger and relationship 

adjustment (N = 172; Johnson, 2002); and no association between couples’ anger and 

either relationship adjustment or divorce (N = 130; Gottman et al., 1998).  The 

inconsistency in these findings may be due to differences across studies in sample 

characteristics, statistical analyses, coding systems, operationalisations of constructs, 

and aggregation of individual scores into summary codes (Bradbury et al., 2001; 

Heyman, 2001).   
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Positive Behaviours.  The level and type of positive behaviours displayed by 

couples in communication tasks and how this relates to couple relationship adjustment 

and stability have also been examined in longitudinal studies (Bradbury & Karney, 

2004; Gottman, 1994b; Johnson et al., 2005).  Well-adjusted couples have been found to 

use a variety of positive communication behaviours such as high levels of empathy, 

affection, humour, smiling, problem solving, care and approval towards a partner.   

Balance of Behaviours.  The relationship between both positive and negative 

behaviours and couple outcomes has also been examined in several studies (Gottman et 

al., 1998; Johnson et al., 2005).  Two longitudinal studies of American newly married 

couples discussing a problem in their marriage have identified that the balance of 

positive to negative behaviours in couple communication may be important to 

relationship stability (Gottman, 1993; Gottman et al., 1998).  The balance theory of 

marriage suggests there is negative affect in all relationships but a marriage will be more 

satisfying and stable when the negative affect is balanced out by positive affect 

(Gottman, 1993).  Gottman’s (1994b) research has found that couples who display a 5:1 

ratio of positive to negative moments in their relationship are more likely to be satisfied 

and less likely to consider ending their marriage.  Couples likely to divorce have a much 

lower ratio of positive to negative behaviours (less than 1:1).  In a more recent multi-

method longitudinal study predicting 6-year relationship adjustment and stability from 

newly married interactions, Gottman et al. (1998) replicated the balance theory findings 

but found other communication patterns were also predictive of divorce.  These included 

the husband rejecting the wife’s influence, negative start up by the wife, a lack of de-

escalation by partners, and low levels of positive affect displayed toward partners. 
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In a study of the problem-solving interactions of 172 newly wed first-marriage 

American couples, poor problem-solving skills (e.g., little self disclosure, disagreement 

on issues and inability to find positive solutions, criticism of each other) and low levels 

of positive affect/skills (e.g., humour, affection, interest in what their partner was 

saying, compromising, paraphrasing) predicted deteriorating couple adjustment over the 

first four years of their relationship (Johnson et al., 2005).  High positive affect buffered 

the effects of poor problem-solving skills; it was couples who displayed both negative 

affect and poor problem-solving who showed rapid deterioration in relationship 

adjustment.  These results indicate that only examining the rate of behaviours in 

isolation may not discriminate between stable and unstable couples.  Rather, it is the 

relative rates of a range of positive and negative behaviours that predict couple 

relationship outcomes. 

 Supportive Behaviours.  In addition to problem solving, couple interaction 

research has also begun to focus on the association between partners’ communication of 

support for each other and relationship outcomes (Cutrona, 1996; Cutrona & Suhr, 1994; 

Pasch & Bradbury, 1998).  In this research couples are asked to discuss a personal, non-

relationship difficulty.  A cross-sectional study of American newly married couples has 

found a relationship between the number of supportive statements reported by partners 

and relationship adjustment (Cutrona & Suhr, 1994).   

A longitudinal study of American newly married couples has examined both 

problem solving and social support communication behaviours (Pasch & Bradbury, 

1998).  High anger and contempt during the problem-solving task predicted 

deterioration in relationship adjustment over a 2-year period (Pasch & Bradbury, 1998).  
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After controlling for the association of negative conflict behaviours with relationship 

adjustment, positive behaviours exhibited by wives when offering support to their 

husbands or soliciting support from their husbands predicted relationship adjustment.  

No effects were found for husbands’ supportive behaviours.  According to Pasch and 

Bradbury (1998), one possible reason for only wives’ supportive behaviour predicting 

relationship adjustment is that the marital relationship may be a particularly important 

source of support for husbands, as women tend to have a larger support network.  

Couples who displayed both low partner support and poor problem-solving skills were 

found to be at the greatest risk for poor relationship adjustment.  More longitudinal 

research is required in order to determine whether these two communication processes 

are also predictive of relationship stability. 

Stepfamily Communication.  Cross-sectional research has found that people who 

divorce exhibit poorer problem solving and conflict resolution skills in their marital 

interactions, on average, than people in intact marriages (Bray, 1988).  When people 

who have been through a divorce join a stepfamily and have to deal with a complicated 

family situation they are likely to experience problems unless they have good 

communication.  Research comparing couple communication in stepfamilies and first-

marriage families has yielded mixed findings.  Most cross-sectional and longitudinal 

research suggests that stepfamily couples are characterised by a higher level of 

negativity in their interactions, have poorer problem-solving skills, are more coercive, 

and less positive and supportive compared to first-marriage couples (Bray, 1999a; Bray 

& Berger, 1993; Hetherington, 1993; Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992; Montemayor, 

1986; Santrock, Warshak, Lindbergh, & Meadows, 1982).  However, other cross-
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sectional research has found no differences in negativity between stepfamily couples 

and first-marriage couples (Greene & Anderson, 1999).   

One longitudinal study has found the age of children may impact on 

communication displayed by stepfamily couples (Hetherington, 1993).  No differences 

existed in the levels of positivity and negativity observed for first-marriage and 

stepfamily couples in the first two years of marriage/remarriage.  However, when 

children moved into adolescence stepfamily wives, in comparison to first-married wives, 

began to exhibit more negativity and less positivity in their interactions with their 

partner. It was suggested that adolescence can be a stressful and challenging time for 

parents, especially those in a stepfamily, and that this may be associated with the decline 

in communication.   

In other cross-sectional research which compared the level of relationship 

conflict for first-marriage, simple and complex stepfamilies, couples in complex 

stepfamilies reported less conflict than either simple stepfamily couples or first-marriage 

couples (MacDonald & DeMaris, 1995).  The authors suggested that individuals in 

complex stepfamilies would have more realistic expectations about marriage compared 

to the first-marriage couples or to the spouse with no prior marital experience in the 

simple stepfamilies and in turn this would result in less conflict.  It could also be that 

complex stepfamilies face additional issues compared to the two other family types and 

this may result in individuals avoiding discussing their problems.     

Communication skills of stepfamily couples have been associated with 

relationship adjustment (Beaudry, Boisvert, Simard, Parent, & Blais, 2004).  Twenty-six 

Canadian couples completed self-report data and were observed taking part in a 
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problem-solving task.  Individuals whose partners displayed good communication skills 

reported higher levels of relationship adjustment over a 1-year period (accounting for 

32% of the variance of relationship adjustment for men and 23% for women).  However, 

an individual’s own communication skills did not predict their relationship adjustment 

nor did a range of variables that have been previously associated with poor outcomes for 

stepfamily couples (number of children, age of children, and difficulties related to the 

family roles).   Beaudry et al.’s (2004) results suggest that no matter what the type or 

extent of difficulties experienced by the couple, their partner’s communication skills are 

the strongest predictor of relationship adjustment. 

In summary, while many studies have found associations of negative couple 

communication with deteriorating relationship adjustment and stability, there is 

considerable inconsistency in the specific aspects of negative communication that make 

those predictions (Heyman, 2001). For example, deterioration in newly wed relationship 

adjustment has been predicted by low rates of positive verbal communication during 

conflict discussions in some studies (Johnson et al, 2005), but not others (Kiecolt-

Glaser, Bane, Galser, & Malarkey, 2003; Markman, 1981). The rate of negative verbal 

communication during conflict predicts deterioration in relationship adjustment (e.g., 

Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2003; Markman, 1981), though the effects of negative 

communication may only be evident when there is not coexisting positive affect 

(Johnson et al., 2005). High negative nonverbal affect has proved a reliable predictor of 

deterioration in couple relationship adjustment, though it variously has been suggested 

that it is the occurrence of specific affect (such as contempt or disgust) or the balance of 
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the rates of positive versus negative affect that is crucial (Gottman, 1994b; Gottman et 

al., 1998).  

The inconsistent observed relationships between specific communication 

behaviors and relationship adjustment is likely due, at least partially, to methodological 

limitations of studies. Most studies have modest sample sizes, assess numerous indices 

of communication, and typically only a small number of these indices predicted 

adjustment; this raises significant concerns about the power of studies to detect modest 

magnitude associations and the reliability of the detected associations (Heyman, 2001). 

Furthermore, as noted by Heyman (2001), differences between studies in the systems 

used to code couple communication, and variations in methods of consolidating 

individual codes into summary codes, make it difficult to determine the consistency of 

findings. Finally, with the exception of a small number of studies in the last few years, 

most longitudinal research predicting relationship adjustment from couple 

communication assessed adjustment at only two time points (Bradbury, Cohan, & 

Karney, 1998). This approach does not allow modeling of the trajectory of change over 

time, which can generate unreliability in findings (Bradbury et al., 1998). Despite the 

very large number of studies assessing couple communication and adjustment, the only 

clear well replicated finding is that overall negativity predicts future relationship 

adjustment (Heyman, 2001). 

Aside from methodological issues in the studies, inconsistent findings on the 

communication-adjustment association probably reflect that specific communication 

behaviors that help sustain relationship adjustment have a substantial ideographic 

component. For example, the exact communication behaviors associated with 
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relationship adjustment vary by culture (Halford, Hahlweg, & Dunne, 1990), and by 

which partner nominated the topic being discussed (Johnson et al., 2005). Furthermore, 

deficits in couple communication of social support predict deteriorating relationship 

adjustment only in couples that experience high rates of stressful life events (Pasch & 

Bradbury, 1998). Thus, a range of variables moderate the association of particular 

aspects of communication with relationship adjustment. Given these moderators, it is 

unclear if couple communication will be a robust predictor of relationship adjustment or 

stability in stepfamily couples.  

Withdrawal.  A common pattern that occurs for distressed couples is that one 

partner demands, complains or criticises their partner and the other partner withdraws 

from the interaction (Christensen & Shenk, 1991).  This has been described as the 

“demand-withdraw” pattern (Christensen, 1987, 1988).  Typically, women are the ones 

who demand and men are more likely to be the withdrawer (Christensen & Heavey, 

1990).   

Several theories have been proposed to explain this pattern of interaction for 

couples. One perspective suggests the demand-withdraw pattern arises because of sex-

role conditioning.  According to Napier (1978; cited in Christensen & Shenk, 1991), 

 “Women are socialised to be affiliative and are thus more likely to seek 

closeness and to fear rejection and abandonment in relationships, whereas 

men are socialised to be independent and more likely to seek distance and 

fear intrusion and engulfment in relationships” (p.459).   

Christensen (1987) has suggested these socialisation differences underpin a central 

conflict over the levels of intimacy in couple relationships.  Women want more intimacy 
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and use complaints and demands to try and obtain this.  Men, on the other hand, want 

more autonomy and try to achieve this by withdrawing from their partner’s demands. In 

support of this proposition, in a cross-sectional survey study of 142 American couples, 

Christensen (1987) found couples who argued over desired levels of closeness in their 

relationship reported high levels of the demand-withdraw pattern.  Moreover, those 

partners who desired more intimacy in their relationship were likely to be demanders, 

while those who wanted more autonomy were likely to be withdrawers.  Finally, women 

reported wanting more closeness, and were more often the demanders in the 

relationship, than the men.  

Gottman and Levenson (1988) proposed a somewhat different gender difference 

explanation for the demand-withdraw pattern arguing that men withdraw because they 

suffer high and aversive physiological arousal during couple conflict. Gottman and 

Levenson found men were more aroused in stressful problem-solving discussions than 

women.  They suggest men seek to reduce their physiological distress by withdrawing 

from the conversation, while women have less arousal and are able to continue in 

stressful discussions.            

The final suggestion of how to explain gender differences in the demand-

withdraw pattern relates to the positions that men and women hold in society.  

According to Jacobson (1983) men benefit more from marriage than women.  Women, 

even when working full time, are usually the ones who take on the primary parenting 

role and do most of the household duties.  Jacobson suggested “women are dissatisfied 

with the status quo and thus pressure for change.  Men are more satisfied with the status 
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quo and thus withdraw and avoid confrontation that might force them to change” (1989; 

cited in Christensen & Heavey, 1990, p. 75).  

In order to assess the influence of stable gender differences (i.e., effects of 

gender role socialisation or physiology) versus social structure (i.e., which partner is 

seeking change) on the demand-withdrawal pattern, Christensen and Heavey (1990) 

conducted a small cross-sectional study of 31 American couples where they discussed 

one change the woman and one change the man wanted their partner to make in 

parenting behaviour (Christensen & Heavey, 1990). On both self-reported and observed 

communication wife-demand/husband-withdrawal was more common across the 

conversations than husband-demand/wife-withdrawal. However, both genders were 

more likely to be demanding when discussing a change they wanted, and more likely to 

withdraw when discussing a change their partner wanted.   

Klinetob and Smith (1996) criticised the Christensen and Heavy (1990) study 

arguing the parenting topic may have resulted in a bias towards wife-demand/husband-

withdrawal behaviour.  They suggested that because men have less investment in 

parenting they would be less demanding than women in seeking parenting behaviour 

change.  To examine this further, Klinetob and Smith (1996) had 50 married couples 

choose their own discussion topics and used both observational and self-report data to 

assess demand-withdraw. Their results indicated a complete reversal in demand-

withdrawal roles, depending on whose issue was being addressed.  When discussing the 

husband’s issue the husband was the demander and the wife withdrew.  When it was the 

wife’s issue she demanded and he withdrew.  On the basis of these two studies it would 

seem that gender differences are observed when discussing parenting issues and the 
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effect of social structure is modified when discussing an issue of importance to the 

individual. 

Many researchers have hypothesised that the demand-withdrawal pattern is a 

cause of deteriorating adjustment in couple relationships (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; 

Gottman & Levenson, 2000; Heavey, Christensen, & Malamuth, 1995).  However, 

several studies (cross-sectional and longitudinal) have found no relationship between 

withdrawal behaviour and relationship adjustment and stability (Bradbury, Campbell, & 

Fincham, 1995; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Roberts & Krokoff, 1990; Smith, Vivian, & 

O’Leary, 1990), while others (cross-sectional and longitudinal studies) have found 

significant associations between one partner’s withdrawal behaviour and relationship 

adjustment (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Christensen & Shenk, 1991; Gottman & 

Krokoff, 1989; Heavey et al., 1995; Heavey, Layne, & Christensen, 1993).  

Caughlin and Huston (2002) found the relationship between withdrawal and 

relationship adjustment is less strong when one partner expresses affection on a regular 

basis towards their partner.  Gottman and Krokoff (1989) have suggested that 

withdrawal behaviour for men may be associated with a short term gain (avoid conflict), 

however, use of this behaviour in the long term may result in poor relationship 

adjustment.  Findings from other studies (Kurdek, 1995) are at odds with Gottman and 

Krokoff’s work, finding the adverse effects on relationship adjustment in the short and 

long term are associated with withdrawal behaviour.  According to Roberts (2000), these 

inconsistent results may be due to researchers using different operationalisations of the 

withdrawal construct, inconsistent designs and different statistical analyses.   
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Using an observational problem-solving task, an Australian study (cross-

sectional) examined the communication behaviour of 52 first-marriage couples 

compared to 65 stepfamily couples (Halford, Nicholson, & Sanders, 2006).  Relative to 

first-marriage couples, stepfamily couples withdrew more but also showed higher rates 

of positive communication (e.g., positive discussion and validation) and lower negative 

communication (e.g., conflict, criticism and negative non-verbal behaviours).  The rates 

of withdrawal for stepfamily couples were much higher than those previously reported 

for high-risk first-marriage couples (Halford et al., 2000; Sanders et al., 1999). It was 

suggested that the high levels of positive communication and low levels of negative 

communication may reflect stepfamily couples trying to manage their conflict in a 

constructive manner and that the high level of withdrawal may reflect couples’ 

avoidance of difficult issues. 

Other cross-sectional Canadian stepfamily research using self-report and 

interview data has found that withdrawal behaviour and avoidance of a problem for men 

and women were associated with individuals feeling threatened in their relationships or 

with the perception of themselves  as having little control in situations (Preece & De 

Longis, 2005).  Women used withdrawal as a coping strategy more in stressful 

stepfamily times than men.                     

In conclusion, women overall are more likely to be demanding than men but 

when men seek change from their female partners men become more demanding.  Men 

are more likely to withdraw than women overall but when men are seeking change from 

their female partners women are more likely to withdraw.  Across studies there are 

inconsistent results about the relationship between demand-withdrawal and relationship 
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adjustment.  The relationship may be moderated by other factors such as a high level of 

positive communication but there is not clear evidence at present how crucial they are.  

In one unpublished study looking at stepfamilies there were high rates of withdrawal 

and therefore it would seem important to look at the demand-withdrawal behaviour in 

stepfamilies.             

Avoidance.  Conflict behaviour research suggests that avoidance of issues may 

have a negative effect on couple relationships because issues are never resolved 

(Canary, Cupach, & Messman, 1995; Sillars & Wilmot, 1994).  When one member of 

the couple wishes to communicate about a problem while the other wishes to avoid 

addressing the issue, the couple may become less satisfied with their relationship 

(Golish, 2000).    

A cross-sectional study of 97 newly wed first-marriage American couples 

examined the relationship of couple relationship adjustment with withdrawal, avoidance 

and hostile behaviour (Roberts, 2000).  The primary predictor of relationship adjustment 

for women was husbands’ hostile behaviour, whereas for men it was wives’ withdrawal.  

For men, wives’ avoidance also predicted relationship adjustment.  These results suggest 

that avoidance may be related to relationship adjustment independently of withdrawal.    

When stepfamilies form they have to negotiate many changes and parenting 

issues, which may lead to conflict in the couple relationship.  It has been proposed that 

for stepfamilies avoidance may be a normal reaction to the uncertainties of stepfamily 

life (Fine, Coleman, & Ganong, 1998).  Some stepfamily issues may seem so difficult 

that couples avoid discussing them, perhaps because of fear of the negative 

consequences of conflict (Ganong & Coleman, 1989; 1994a; Martin & Martin, 1985; 
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McKenry & Price, 1994).  Research comparing avoidance in first-marriages to 

stepfamilies has found mixed results.  One study found remarried men report less 

avoidance of issues than in their first-marriages (Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984a).  

However, other cross-sectional research found no differences between the two groups 

for conflict avoidance or withdrawal (Sandin, Baucom, Burnett, Epstein, & Rankin-

Esquer, 2001). 

 
 Aggression  

Couple therapists report a high proportion of couples presenting for therapy have 

experienced aggression in their relationships (40 to 60% via direct questioning or 

responses to conflict surveys) (Ehrensaft & Vivian, 1996; Holtzworth-Munroe, 

Smutzler, Bates, & Sandin, 1997; Wolcott & Glezer, 1989).  Longitudinal research has 

found psychological and/or physical aggression towards a partner predicts poor 

relationship adjustment and instability (O’Leary, Barling, Arias, Rosenbaum, Malone, & 

Tyree, 1989; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).  The term psychological aggression is often 

defined as the use of verbal aggression and psychologically controlling behaviours 

(Schumacher, Smith Slep, & Heyman, 2000).  Physical aggression on the other hand 

refers to behaviours such as throwing, kicking, slapping, grabbing, beating or 

threatening a person with bodily harm (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001).   

Research from several countries suggests that rates of psychological and physical 

aggression towards a partner are about equal for males and females when data are 

collected from non-clinical samples (O’Leary, 2000).  However, in clinical samples men 

have been found to be more likely to engage in more frequent and severe acts of 

physical aggression compared to women (O’Leary, 2000).  Less research has been 
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conducted on psychological aggression compared to physical aggression in relationships 

(Stets, 1990).  It has been suggested by Stets (1990) that this lack of research may be 

due to people not seeing the consequences of psychological aggression as being as 

damaging as those associated with physical aggression.  However, research has shown 

the negative impact of psychological aggression on people’s mental and physical health 

is similar to or greater than the negative impact of physical aggression (O’Leary, 1999; 

Stets & Straus, 1990).  In addition, the two forms of aggression appear to be closely 

related.  Longitudinal and cross-sectional research has shown that psychological 

aggression is a strong predictor of later physical aggression in a relationship and that 

psychological and physical aggression often occur at the same time in relationships 

(Dutton, 1995; Dutton, Startzomski, & Ryan, 1996; Hines, 2003; Murphy & O’Leary, 

1989; O’Leary, 1999; O’Leary et al., 1994; Stets, 1990).   

The extent to which verbal aggression predicts relationship stability has been 

examined in one longitudinal American study of 3,508 married and cohabiting couples 

(De Maris, 2000).  In this study two unstandardised measures of verbal aggression were 

used.  “Verbal conflict” measured the frequency of open disagreements couples had 

over the past year on topics such as money, sex, children and household tasks.  

“Communication style” was the frequency with which couples argued constructively 

and calmly, using no yelling or shouting.  De Maris (2000) found that verbal conflict 

was not predictive of couple instability.  However, couples who showed poor 

communication style (i.e., more negative and verbally aggressive behaviours) towards 

their partner were at high risk for relationship instability.          
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A large national survey of spousal violence during marriage and/or after 

separation found more than 50 per cent of Australian males and females reported 

experiencing physical aggression in their relationships (Sheehan & Smyth, 1999).  Of 

concern, is the potential for physical violence to increase over time in a relationship 

when people are unable to resolve their issues (Capaldi, Shortt, & Crosby, 2003).  A 

small number of longitudinal studies have examined the relationship between physical 

aggression and relationship outcomes.  A study of 272 engaged American couples found 

the relationship adjustment of couples in which at least one of the partners reported 

physical aggression (e.g., throwing, hitting, or grabbing) prior to marriage was lower at 

the 30 month follow-up compared to couples where no aggression was reported by 

either partner (O’Leary et al., 1989).   

This study also found that women who had experienced more frequent and 

severe aggression from their partner prior to marriage showed a decline in relationship 

adjustment and an increase in thoughts and actions about divorce across the three 

follow-up periods (6 months, 18 months and 30 months) (Heyman, O’Leary, & Jouriles, 

1995).  For women who had not experienced aggression in their relationship prior to 

marriage there was a higher level of relationship adjustment and fewer divorce-related 

thoughts and actions over time.  A substantial number of men and women (more than 

25%) who were married to aggressive partners were not concerned about their partner’s 

behaviour and minimised the aggression.  In interviews they attributed their partner’s 

behaviour to other causes such as alcohol, stress and frustration and believed that their 

partner did not intend to physically harm them.           
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Research that has compared the communication patterns of aggressive and non-

aggressive couples has found that aggressive couples use more hostile behaviour 

towards their partner and engage in higher levels of escalation and reciprocation of 

negative behaviours compared to non-aggressive couples (Burman, John, & Margolin, 

1992; Burman, Margolin, & John, 1993).  In a cross-sectional study of 91 married 

couples, Berns, Jacobson, and Gottman (1999) found that in couples where the husband 

was violent, both the husband and the wife displayed more negative and less positive 

communication than non-violent couples.  Violent husbands were found to display 

significantly more demanding and withdrawing behaviour than non-violent husbands.  

In addition, the wives of violent men were significantly more likely to be demanding 

and less likely to withdraw from interactions compared to women in non-violent 

marriages.  

To determine the unique contribution of physical aggression and poor 

communication (negative affect and poor conflict resolution skills) on relationship 

outcomes, a 4-year longitudinal study of 56 American newly married couples was 

conducted (Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).  Physical aggression and poor communication 

were both associated with couple outcomes at 4-years but in different ways.  Reports of 

physical aggression were predictive of relationship instability while poor relationship 

communication was predictive of poor relationship adjustment.  Further analysis of the 

sample examined the association between severity of physical aggression and couple 

outcomes, dividing the sample into three groups (no aggression, moderate aggression 

and severe aggression).  Couples in the severe aggression group were significantly more 

likely to be unstable and dissatisfied in their relationship compared to those couples 
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reporting either no aggression or moderate aggression (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001).  

However, the interaction between poor communication and aggression was also found to 

significantly predict the risk for relationship instability.  The findings from Rogge and 

Bradbury’s (1999) and Lawrence and Bradbury’s (2001) research indicate that the 

combination of these two variables may best explain relationship stability.  This 

research would suggest when working with couples or when conducting intervention 

programs, both couple communication and level of violence should be assessed.   

 

 Committment 

According to Cox, Wexler, Rusbult and Gaines (1997, p.80), “committment is a 

long term orientation toward a relationship, including feelings of psychological 

attachment and intentions to persist through both good and bad times”.  The level of 

committment a person has in their relationship is correlated with relationship adjustment 

and stability (Cox et al., 1997; Drigotas & Rusbult, 1992; Rusbult, 1983; Stanley & 

Markman, 1992; Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002).   

According to Adams and Jones (1999) interpersonal committment can be 

considered a single construct with three underlying components.  The first dimension, 

personal committment (“I want to continue”), refers to the extent to which a person is 

attracted to their partner and the relationship they have together.  The second dimension, 

moral committment (“I ought to continue”) refers to the extent to which people feel 

obliged to continue the relationship regardless of their desire to stay or leave.  Moral 

obligations can be linked to a person’s own values around relationships (for example, 

“marriage is forever”), or to obligations to others such as their partner or family (for 
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example, “it wouldn’t be fair to leave her, she needs me”).  The final dimension, 

structural committment (“I have to continue”) includes social processes that make 

people feel they cannot leave the relationship (for example, “financial costs”).         

Research on committment has primarily consisted of cross-sectional research 

with small convenience samples using brief measures of some or all of the committment 

dimensions (Stanley & Markman, 1992).  In this research committment is consistently 

associated with relationship adjustment (Johnson, Caughlin, & Hustin, 1999; Jones & 

Adams, 1999; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993; Stanley & Markman, 1992).  People who are 

highly committed display a range of positive relationship behaviours including 

understanding when their partner behaves badly, forgoing their own needs for the good 

of the relationship, and seeing their relationship as better than others (Johnson & 

Rusbult, 1989; Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991; Simpson, 

Gangestad, & Lerma, 1990; Stanley et al., 2002; Whitton, Stanley, & Markman, 2002).     

When comparing male and female relationship committment there have been 

mixed findings.  Some research finds little difference between men and women’s 

committment (Stanley & Markman, 1992; Stanley et al., 2002; Surra & Hughes, 1997), 

while other research finds women are on average more committed than men (Murstein 

& MacDonald, 1983; Sabatelli & Cecil-Pigo, 1985).  The discrepancy in findings on 

gender differences may reflect a lack of consistency in the operationalisation and 

measurement of the committment construct.   

Stanley and Markman (1992) developed a 60-item measure of committment, the 

Commitment Inventory (CI), which consists of two related constructs: personal 

dedication and constraint committment.  Personal dedication refers to an individual 
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wanting to maintain or improve the quality of their relationship for the joint benefit of 

the couple.  It is evidenced by a desire for a future together, having a sense of “we or us” 

rather than “I or me”, prioritising the relationship, and being willing to sacrifice one’s 

individual needs for the good of the relationship (Stanley, 2003).  Constraint 

committment refers to internal and external forces that constrain individuals to maintain 

relationships regardless of their personal dedication to them (Stanley & Markman, 

1992).  This could include having strong religious beliefs, financial worries, 

responsibility for parenting, or family pressure to stay together (Stanley, 2003).   

Early research with the CI has showed that personal dedication was more highly 

correlated with relationship adjustment than constraint committment (Renick, Blumberg, 

& Markman, 1992).  The majority of subsequent research with the CI has used only the 

personal dedication scale (Renick et al., 1992; Stanley et al., 2001; Trathen, 1995).  A 

random phone survey of 908 engaged, married or cohabiting Americans found that 

higher personal dedication was associated with greater concurrent relationship 

adjustment (Stanley et al., 2002).  However, longitudinal research relating committment 

to couple relationship outcomes is lacking.  

It seems likely that low committment could be of particular significance to 

relationship instability in stepfamilies.  Previous personal experience of separation 

might lead stepfamily couples to be sceptical about the future of their relationship. 

Offspring of divorce have been found to hold pessimistic views about marriage as they 

have seen their parents break up (Webster et al., 1995).  There has been speculation in 

the stepfamily literature that partners forming stepfamilies can be self protective, and 

have reservations about a full committment to their new relationship (Hetherington & 
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Elmore, 2004).  For example, they may maintain separate finances or an alternative 

residence, or choose to cohabit rather than marry, because they are not certain about the 

long term success of their relationship.  

 

Parenting/Family Characteristics 

Transition to Parenthood 

The transition to parenthood can be a challenging period as couples negotiate 

new roles in their relationship in order to care for their new born.  Research on the 

transition has identified this period as a crisis time for couples and a risk factor for both 

individual and couple distress (Cowan & Cowan, 1992; Cox, Paley, Burchinal, & Payne, 

1999; Shulz, Cowan, & Cowan, 2006).  Cross-sectional studies have shown a correlation 

between the presence of children and low relationship adjustment (Glenn & McLanahan, 

1982; Miller, 1976).  The majority of longitudinal research has found a linear decline in 

average relationship adjustment, in conjunction with a decrease in positive relationship 

interactions and an increase in relationship conflict, from before the birth of a child 

through a period after birth (Belsky, Lange, & Rovine, 1985; Belsky & Kelly, 1994; 

Cowan & Cowan, 1988; Feldman & Nash, 1984; Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrere, 2000).  

However, there are some studies that have found parenthood may in fact enhance some 

relationships or have little effect on them (Cox, 1985; Huston & Vangelisti, 1995).   

As most of the studies on the transition to parenthood have not included a 

comparison group of couples without children, it is not clear whether parenthood itself is 

having an effect on relationship adjustment or whether for couples in the early years of 

marriage there is a natural decline in relationship adjustment (Schulz et al., 2006; White 
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& Booth, 1985b).  Of the longitudinal studies that have included a comparison group, 

two have found little difference in relationship adjustment between those couples who 

had or had not become new parents (MacDermid, Huston, & McHale, 1990; White & 

Booth, 1985b), and three have found more negative changes in relationship adjustment 

for new parents than those couples without children over the first few years of 

parenthood (Cowan et al., 1985; Shapiro & Gottman, 2003; Schulz et al., 2006).  As 

Cowan and Cowan (1995) note, couples who decide not to have children likely differ 

from couples who become parents.  These differences, rather than parenthood itself, 

might be influencing relationship adjustment.            

Some longitudinal research has focused on specific individual, child and couple 

factors predictive of adjustment to parenthood.  There is little or no deterioration in 

relationship adjustment over the first two years of parenthood when at least one of the 

partners has good problem solving ability, neither partner has depressive symptoms, the 

pregnancy was planned, and the allocation of parenting and household chores is 

acceptable to both partners (Cox et al., 1999; Helms-Erikson, 2001).                

In conclusion, first-marriage couples often have difficulty in negotiating changes 

associated with the transition to parenthood.  For first-marriage couples, negotiating 

these changes usually occurs after a few years of the marriage.  Stepfamily couples often 

have to negotiate parenting arrangements at the start of their relationship, which may 

make the challenges more difficult to manage.  There are a range of additional parenting 

challenges for stepfamilies, for example, the role of the former partner in the children’s 

lives.  These stepfamily specific challenges will be reviewed in Chapter 3.  
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Environmental Characteristics 

Stress 

Stressful life events include stressors such as natural disasters, severe illness or 

death of a child, becoming a care giver for an older family member, increased pressure 

at work, juggling of work and family life, insecure or long-term unemployment, and 

daily life hassles (Amato & Rogers, 1997; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Klaus & Kennell, 

1976; Marks, Lambert, & Choi, 2002; National Council for the International Year of the 

Family, 1994; Wikler, 1986).  When couples experience stressful life events relationship 

problems often increase while mutual support by partners can decrease (Cohan & Cole, 

2002).  Stress can also decrease the amount of time partners spend with each other, 

lowering the feeling of we-ness of the couple (Bodenmann, 2005).  Longitudinal 

research on natural disasters and romantic relationships has found divorce rates increase 

in affected areas (Cohan & Cole, 2002).  It has been suggested that life-threatening 

situations such as this may result in people re-evaluating their life and making changes 

they may not have made if not for the disaster (Cohan & Cole, 2002).   

External stressors can impact on couple interaction (Fincham & Beach, 1999).  

Stressful life events predict negative couple communication, increased domestic 

violence and low relationship adjustment (Cano & Vivian, 2001; Cohan & Bradbury, 

1997; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).  

Bodenmann (1995) found that when experiencing stress partners are more likely to use 

negative communication patterns such as criticism, withdrawal, and contempt.  These 

behaviours are known predictors of poor relationship adjustment and instability 

(Gottman, 1994b; Weiss & Heyman, 1997).   
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While major stressful events often are seen as detrimental to couple 

relationships, two studies showed that some life stressors (a partner having testicular 

cancer and the death of a child) were associated with improvements in couple 

relationships (Gritz, Wellisch, Siau, & Wang, 1990; Lehman, Lang, Wortman, & 

Sorenson, 1989).  It is possible that in these cases, partners are providing mutual support 

to each other and through spending much time together they are given an opportunity to 

become closer.  However, these studies were conducted after the stressful event 

occurred and, therefore, may reflect a retrospective bias.  More research is needed in this 

area that assesses pre-stressor functioning to determine if couple functioning can 

improve under stressful conditions.                          

Some research suggests that stepfamilies experience more stress than first-

marriage families (Bray & Hetherington, 1993; Hetherington, 1993; Hetherington, 

Bridges, & Insabella, 1998).  Stressors unique to stepfamilies include negotiation of new 

roles and rules for the stepfamily (McGoldrick & Carter, 1988), maintaining 

relationships with ex-partners and extended family (Bray & Hetherington, 1993), 

financial issues (Crosbie-Burnett & Ahrons, 1985), changes in residence (Hetherington, 

1993), loyalty conflicts (Coleman, Fine, Ganong, Downs, & Pauk, 2001) and tension 

between stepfamily subsystems (McGoldrick & Carter, 1988).  Longitudinal research 

found stepfamilies reported more negative life stresses, especially in the first two years 

of family formation and when children are adolescents compared to first-marriage 

families (Hetherington, 1993).  The high level of stress reported by stepfamilies 

compared to first-marriage families, seems to be specific to the early years of family 

formation.  Cross-sectional American research showed that in the 14th year of 
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remarriage stepfamilies reported similar levels of stress as 14-year married first-

marriage families (Zeppa & Norem, 1993).     

There is increasing evidence that both stressful major events and daily life 

hassles can have a corrosive effect on couple relationships in first-marriage families.  

This might also be true for stepfamilies, given that research suggests that stress levels in 

stepfamilies are higher compared to first-marriage families.  Stress and the impact it has 

on couple adjustment and stability warrants further research.    

 
Summary 

The aim of the current research is to determine which variables predict 

stepfamily couples’ relationship adjustment and stability, with the goal of informing 

design of education programs for stepfamilies.  In this chapter the review of research 

from the last 40 years shows a wide range of individual, couple, family and 

environmental variables predict an increased risk for poor couple adjustment and/or 

instability in first-marriage families.  Many of these variables are not modifiable in an 

intervention with stepfamilies, such as ethnicity, religion, neuroticism, low 

socioeconomic status, pregnancy prior to marriage, or parental divorce. 

The most well established, potentially modifiable predictors of poor couple 

adjustment and/or instability in first-marriage families are negative couple 

communication, physical and/or verbal aggression, withdrawal, and negative affect.  

There is also some evidence that a lack of committment to the couple relationship, 

avoidance of problems and a weak marital bond predicts poor relationship adjustment 

and/or instability.  However, there is no longitudinal research with stepfamilies looking 

at any of these variables.  This is an important gap in existing research.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Stepfamily Specific Risk Factors for Poor Couple Adjustment and 
Instability 

 

Many of the generic risk factors for divorce that influence first-marriages are 

likely to be relevant to stepfamilies.  In addition, a range of variables specific to 

stepfamilies have been identified as playing a role in couple outcomes (Crosbie-Burnett 

& Giles-Sims, 1994; Mandell & Birenzweig, 1990).  The aim in this chapter is to review 

risk factors specific to stepfamily adjustment and stability under the headings of 

individual, parenting, family and other environmental characteristics (see Table 5).  

When reviewing stepfamily studies, if the sample is described as stepfamilies this 

indicates that there was a mix of stepmother and stepfather families used in the research.  

If only stepfather or stepmother families have been examined this will be highlighted.  

However, before commencing a review of the stepfamily literature, it is useful to 

consider selection effects in stepfamilies and the quality of the existing research on 

stepfamilies.           

 

Selection Effects 

It is important to note that selection effects might influence the adjustment and 

stability of stepfamily couples.  People who form stepfamily relationships are not a 

random sample of the population.  In a stepfamily, one or both of the partners have 

previously been in a relationship where a child was conceived.  In Chapter 2 a range of 

variables have been described that predict poor relationship adjustment and instability.  

Those individuals who leave a relationship and form a stepfamily are likely to have a  
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Table 5 

Stepfamily Specific Risk Factors for Poor Couple Adjustment and Instability 

Individual Characteristics 
 
Increased risk for psychological/personality problems 
Attitude to divorce 
 
Parenting Characteristics 

Mutual child 
Child behaviour problems 
Lack of parenting experience 
Dysfunctional parenting behaviours 
Lack of cooperative parenting 
 
Family Characteristics 

Complexity of stepfamily 
Lack of stepfamily cohesion 
Poor stepparent-stepchild relationship 
Unhealthy biological parent/child alliances  
 
Environmental Characteristics 

Lack of clear expectations/norms/roles 
Level of contact extended family and ex-partner 
Lack of social support 
Difficulties around finances 
 

 

higher representation of the risk factors for couple breakdown compared to the general 

population.  For example, neuroticism (Kurdek, 1993; Moller, 2004) and social 

disadvantage (Bracher et al., 1993; Teachman & Polonko, 1990) both predict high risk 

for poor couple adjustment and instability.  Therefore, those people who separate from 

their partner and join a stepfamily are likely to have higher neuroticism and greater 

social disadvantage than the general adult population.  Furthermore, those who repartner 

and who have a child from a prior relationship might well differ from those parents who 
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do not repartner, though this aspect of selection into stepfamilies has not been addressed 

in the research.  Therefore, at least some of the differences between first relationship and 

stepfamily couple outcomes might be due to selection effects.   

In addition to selection effects, there are a range of stepfamily specific life 

challenges that might influence couple relationship adjustment and stability.  For 

example, in most stepfamilies at least one adult has a coparenting responsibility they 

share with their former partner.  As already mentioned, many stepfamilies report that it 

can be difficult negotiating parenting responsibilities across the residential and non-

residential parents and across one or more stepparents (i.e., when both biological 

partners have repartnered).  In this Chapter the evidence on the association of couple 

outcomes with both selection effects and stepfamily specific life challenges is 

considered.                 

 

Quality of Existing Research on Stepfamilies 

There are a number of methodological limitations to existing stepfamily 

research.  First, most stepfamily studies have been conducted with white middle class 

Americans, and the generalisability of findings to other populations is unclear (Bar-

Hava & Pryor, 1998).  Second, in the majority of studies the stepfamilies have been 

married couples.  This is problematic in terms of generalising from the data, as many 

stepfamilies in Australia are formed by cohabiting couples, who have a higher rate of 

family break up and possibly poorer child adjustment than married stepfamily couples 

(Dunn & Booth, 1994).  In addition, most studies are with stepfather families, probably 

because they are more common than stepmother families (Brooks-Gunn, 1994).  
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However, different risk factors may influence outcomes in different stepfamily types 

(Collins, Newman, & McKenry, 1995).  For example, the quality of marital relations has 

been negatively associated with the quality of stepmother/stepdaughter relationships 

(Brand, Clingempeel, & Bowen-Woodward, 1988).  In contrast, in stepmother families 

with stepsons, and in stepfather families with either stepsons or stepdaughters, 

relationship adjustment is positively associated with the quality of stepparent/stepchild 

relations (Brand et al., 1988).  This difference in relationship adjustment by stepfamily 

type highlights the need to research different types of stepfamilies.   

Another limitation of existing stepfamily research is that the assessment of child 

adjustment typically focuses on only one child (Bar-Hava & Pryor, 1998).  However, the 

adjustment of different children in the same stepfamily might be quite variable.  For 

example, siblings may or may not be biologically related (siblings, step-siblings, half-

siblings), which might influence their adjustment.  In addition, children may be at 

different developmental stages and there is evidence of differential adjustment of 

children by age and gender (Hetherington, 1999b).       

Recruitment of stepfamilies for research is difficult as rates of volunteering are 

low and, therefore, may not yield representative samples (Bar-Hava & Pryor, 1998).  

Most stepfamily research is cross-sectional and has involved small convenience samples 

(Esses & Campbell, 1984).  Making assumptions based on data collected at one point in 

time is problematic as the quality of stepfamily life may fluctuate with time and with the 

developmental stage of the family (Bray, Berger, Silverbratt, & Hollier, 1987; Koren et 

al., 1983).  Cross-sectional studies do not permit researchers to look at predictors of 

change.  More longitudinal research is needed to address these important issues.   
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Many studies have used non-standardised measures developed by the authors, 

and the measures have unknown reliability and validity (Esses & Campbell, 1984; 

Pasley, Ihinger-Tallman, & Lofquist, 1994).  Other studies have used well-established 

measures to assess first-marriage families, which may not be appropriate for 

stepfamilies (Nicholson et al., 1996; Nicholson et al., 1999).     

 

Individual Characteristics 

Higher Risk for Personality/Psychological Problems 

The high divorce rates in stepfamilies might be due to a selection effect, as 

people who divorce and repartner could have characteristics that make maintaining a 

stable relationship more difficult (White & Booth, 1985a).  Consistent with a selection 

effect, it has been found that people who remarry display more impulsive (substance 

use, impulsive spending, and have been in trouble with the law), and immature (easily 

angered or hurt, jealous, domineering, moody) behaviours; have a higher incidence of 

anxiety and antisocial behaviour; are more physically or mentally abusive; and abuse 

alcohol more than first-marriage individuals (Booth & Edwards, 1992; Capaldi & 

Patterson, 1991; Forgatch, Patterson, & Ray, 1995; Halford, Bouma, Kelly, & Young, 

1999; Jocklin, McGue, & Lykken, 1996; O’Connor, Hawkins, Dunn, Thorpe, & 

Golding, 1998).  These high rates of problems in people entering remarriage would be 

expected to lead to high divorce rates (White & Booth, 1985a).   

Two large studies in America and the United Kingdom have found higher rates 

of dysphoria and depression in adults in stepfamilies compared to adults in first-

marriage families (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992; O’Connor et al., 1998).  This 
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finding might reflect a selection effect; depression increases the risk for divorce, and 

consequently, depressed individuals are more likely to be eligible to form a stepfamily.  

Alternatively, the finding could indicate that the stress of being in a stepfamily 

exacerbates depression.  A third possibility is that other variables such as social 

disadvantage increase the risk for both depression and the likelihood of being in a 

stepfamily.  In a United Kingdom study the risk for depression in women was associated 

with low levels of financial resources, absence of social support, and stressful life events 

(O’Connor et al., 1998).  Exposure to these risks explained much of the elevation in 

depression for women in both first-marriages and stepfamilies.  However, there 

remained an elevated risk for depression amongst women in stepfamilies compared to 

first-marriage women suggesting the presence of a selection effect plus the effects of 

high rates of stressful life events.      

 

Attitude to Divorce 

High divorce rates in stepfamilies might reflect, at least in part, that those who 

remarry are more prepared to end their marriages than people who have only married 

once (Halliday, 1980).  Perhaps experiencing a divorce may make individuals more 

willing to seek divorce again (Booth & Edwards, 1992).  Alternatively, those who 

remain in first-marriages may be more committed to sustaining their marriage than those 

who have divorced.  This high committment may be related to strong religious beliefs or 

other constraints, with a low acceptability of divorce resulting in low rates of divorce 

(Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984a; Halliday, 1980).   

Several studies have examined attitudes to divorce and their link to levels of 

 92



 

dissolution in remarriage (Booth & Edwards, 1992; Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984b; 

White & Booth, 1985a).  In cross-sectional interviews of remarried people, the majority 

of individuals reported they were prepared to leave their new relationship if it was not 

satisfactory (Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984b).  Many divorced people had the attitude that 

marriage was not a permanent contract, and they were not willing to be unhappy again 

simply for the sake of remaining married.  In other cross-sectional research people in 

remarriages were more likely to think about divorce, discuss relationship problems with 

others, and consider leaving their marriage, than people in first-marriages (Booth & 

Edwards, 1992).  The authors suggested that remarried people may tolerate less decline 

in relationship adjustment than first-marriage partners before considering divorce.    

The extent to which attitudes to divorce predict remarriage instability has been 

examined longitudinally.  In a study of first-marriage families, single remarried families 

(with and without stepchildren) and double remarried families (with and without 

stepchildren), were assessed on divorce approval (i.e., “beliefs that it is okay to get a 

divorce if things do not work out”, “that personal happiness is more important than 

putting up with a bad marriage”, and “that children are better off if the parents divorce 

when there are high levels of conflict”).  Divorce approval was higher in both single and 

double remarried families than in first-marriages, and people in double remarriages with 

children and stepchildren (complex stepfamilies) reported the most positive attitude 

towards divorce (White & Booth, 1985a).  The double remarrieds were twice as likely to 

have divorced by the 3-year follow-up than first-marriage families.   
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Parenting Characteristics 

Research on the relationship between couple relationship outcomes and 

parenting has primarily examined how poor couple relationship adjustment affects 

parenting and parent-child relationships in first-marriage families (Lavee, Sharlin, & 

Katz, 1996; Rossi & Rossi, 1990).  There is limited research on how the parenting of 

children may affect the couple relationship.  One cross-sectional study of 287 first-

marriage couples in Israel suggested that parenting and couple relationship difficulties 

were interrelated (Lavee et al., 1996).  Parenting in stepfamilies can be a more complex 

process than in first-marriage families, and may pose a great risk for decreased 

adjustment and stability in couple relationships in stepfamilies.  

 
 
Mutual Child 

A high proportion of couples (more than 50%) in second marriages choose to 

have children in their new relationship (Wineberg, 1990, 1992).  One American cross-

sectional study reported that the birth of a mutual child was not related to couple 

relationship adjustment or to relationships among other stepfamily members (Ganong & 

Coleman, 1988).  However, other American and Canadian research found that among 

stepfamily couples, having mutual children was associated with higher relationship 

intimacy for women (Gold, Bubenzer, & West, 1993) and higher relationship stability 

(Juby, Marcil-Gratton, & Le Bourdais, 2001) than was not having mutual children.  The 

variable findings on the association of a mutual child with relationship adjustment may 

be due to the gender of the stepparent.  In a study of 109 Canadian stepparents, 

stepfathers who had mutual children in the current stepfamily had higher relationship 
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adjustment than stepfathers without mutual children (Ambert, 1986).  In contrast, for 

stepmothers there were no differences in relationship happiness between those with and 

without mutual children.  However, due to the small number of stepparents with mutual 

children in this sample (N = 8) these findings should be viewed with caution.   

 

Child Problems 

As highlighted in Chapter 1, children living in stepfamilies are more likely than 

children in first-marriage families to exhibit both internalising and externalising 

behaviours (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994; Dawson, 1991; Hetherington, 1989; 

Nicholson et al., 1999).  Several studies have examined relationship outcomes in 

relation to children’s behaviour problems.  Cross-sectional research with 24 stepfather 

stepfamilies has revealed greater rates of both child behaviour problems and poor 

relationship adjustment in clinic stepfamilies compared to non-clinic stepfamilies (Bray, 

1992).  Furthermore, across both clinic and non-clinic stepfamilies lower relationship 

adjustment was found to be associated with more child problems.   

Two longitudinal studies found child behaviour problems prediction relationship 

outcomes.  An English study (N = 127) found that children’s aggressive and delinquent 

behaviours predicted an increase in parental arguments about the children over a 2-year 

period for both first-marriage families and stepfamilies after controlling for previous 

child behaviour and couple relationship conflict (Jenkins, Simpson, Dunn, Rasbash, & 

O’Connor, 2005).  There was a stronger influence on partner conflict in stepfamilies 

compared to first-marriage families.  An American study (N = 164) with first-marriage 

families and stepfather families found children’s externalising behaviour predicted a 
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decline in relationship positivity and an increase in relationship negativity.  Again, this 

association was stronger in stepfamilies than first-marriage families (Hetherington, 

1999a). 

The association between child behaviour problems and relationship adjustment 

and stability is moderated by the gender of the child and stepparent.  In cross-sectional 

research relationship adjustment in stepmother families was differentially related to 

child behaviour problems for stepsons and stepdaughters (Brand et al., 1988).  For girls, 

higher relationship adjustment for both the father and stepmother was associated with 

higher rates of child problems.  In contrast, for boys, a more positive couple relationship 

for both partners was associated with fewer child problems.  In stepfather families, more 

positive relationship adjustment for the mother was associated with fewer child 

problems for boys.  No relationships were found between relationship adjustment and 

problem behaviours for daughters in stepfather families.   

The findings from a longitudinal study with 62 stepmother families suggest that 

the level of child problems, and the extent to which the couple has a shared perception 

of these problems, may be important to relationship outcomes.  In their study, Guisinger 

et al. (1989) found that the discrepancy between the stepmother and the father’s view of 

the child’s problem behaviour (positive or negative) predicted poor relationship 

adjustment for both partners over a 3-year period (Guisinger et al., 1989).   

       In summary, similar to first-marriages, in stepfamilies child behaviour problems 

are correlated with, and predict, low relationship adjustment.  However, the research 

suggests that gender of the stepparent and children may moderate this association.  In 

addition, parents having a discrepant perception of child problems may also impact on 
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relationship adjustment in stepfamilies.  To date, no research has examined the effects of 

child adjustment on couple relationship stability in stepfamilies.       

  

Parenting Experience 

While most stepparents report they expect to be effective in their parenting role, 

the majority also report they find it very difficult (Ganong & Coleman, 1989).  It has 

been speculated that stepparents with no prior parenting experience have less knowledge 

about child development, and hold more unrealistic expectations for children, than 

stepparents with prior parenting experience (Adler-Baeder, 2001a).  This lack of 

parenting experience may also result in less trust by the biological parent in the 

parenting competence of the stepparent.  

In interviews with stepmothers, those without prior parenting experience 

reported having “greater difficulty accepting the messes children made, the noise and 

chaos children created, children's lack of gratitude for assistance, and the vying of the 

children for their father's attention” (Coleman & Ganong, 1997; p.113).  While most 

husbands were aware of their wife’s difficulties understanding and coping with their 

children’s developmental capabilities, they tended not to discuss this with them.  It was 

speculated that husbands were not discussing this with their wives out of concern for the 

possible impact on their relationship (Coleman & Ganong, 1997). 

Only one study could be found that examined the relationship between prior 

parenting experience of stepparents and relationship outcomes.  A cross-sectional study 

examined the couple relationship adjustment and stepparent adjustment of stepfathers 

who were also parents with biological children living with them in the stepfamily home 
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compared to stepfathers who were only stepparents (Palisi, Orleans, Caddell, & Korn, 

1991).  Relationship adjustment was higher for those stepfathers who were also 

biological parents than for stepfathers without biological children, and the stepfather-

stepchild relationship was more positive and interactive (e.g., the stepfather participated 

in sports, hobbies, games, talked with the child, and did something the child 

appreciated).  The researchers suggested that prior parenting experience made the 

transition to stepparenthood easier, which may have enhanced couple relationship 

adjustment (Palisi et al., 1991).  However, this study confounds prior parenting 

experience with having biological children living in the household.   

Approximately 70% of stepfamilies are simple stepfamilies (Weston & Khoo, 

1993), where one partner has no prior parenting experience.  The limited available 

research shows a lack of parenting experience is associated with low relationship 

adjustment and reported difficulties with parenting.  It is plausible that a lack of 

parenting experience could be associated with limited knowledge of developmentally 

appropriate expectations of children, or parenting skills.   

 
 
Parenting Behaviours  

In first-marriage families, partner’s incompetent parenting behaviours (e.g., 

overtly critical parenting, excessive use of discipline, lack of emotional responsiveness) 

are associated with poor relationship adjustment (Belsky, 1979; Olweus, 1980); 

Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1999).  In stepfamilies, disagreements over parenting 

behaviours are well documented, and include the stepparent being seen by the biological 

parent as using ineffective discipline and being overly controlling, and the biological 
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parent being seen by the stepparent as being too lenient with the children (e.g., Bray, 

1988; Furstenberg, 1987; Hetherington, 1993; Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992).  A 

number of factors are likely to contribute to poor parenting in stepfamilies.  First, some 

stepparents lack parenting experience and may not be well prepared to assume the 

stepparent role (Coleman & Karraker, 2000).  Second, stepparents often do not have the 

same emotional relationship with the children as the biological parent does, and might 

not be as emotionally invested in caring for their stepchildren.  In stepparents or 

biological parents with prior parenting experience, past dysfunctional parenting 

practices may have contributed to the breakdown of the first-marriage family.  In other 

words, there could be a selection effect which results in a higher proportion of parents 

with poor parenting skills living in stepfamilies.   

Parenting behaviours have been compared for first-marriage families and 

stepfamilies.  In a cross-sectional study Bray, Berger, Silverblatt, and Hollier (1987) 

found more coercion and less effective problem solving occurred in stepfamilies than in 

first-marriage families. More specifically, stepfathers used authoritarian (high discipline, 

low warmth) or disengaged (low discipline, low warmth) parenting styles more often 

than biological parents in first-marriage families, and they were less consistent with 

limit setting compared to biological fathers.   

According to clinicians working with stepfamilies, stepparents need to take a 

slow, gentle approach with the children and develop a solid friendship before taking on 

the disciplinarian role (Visher & Visher, 1996).  Interviews with stepfamilies suggest 

that if stepparents engage in discipline and control too early they may be rejected by the 

stepchildren, creating a situation where family conflict is likely to develop (Ganong, 
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Coleman, Fine, & Martin, 1999).  Some evidence exists for a relationship between 

parenting behaviours and relationship adjustment and stability in stepfamilies.    In a 

study of 103 stepfamilies, the stepparent’s satisfaction with their role in disciplining 

stepchildren predicted relationship satisfaction five years later (Hermansen, 1993).  For 

parents, their satisfaction with the stepparent’s role in discipline predicted both 

relationship adjustment and stability.  Of course, some other factor (for example, low 

neuroticism) might be causing positive reports of parenting and the couple relationship.    

There is some evidence that enhancing parenting skills can improve relationship 

outcomes (Ireland, Sanders, & Markie-Dadds, 2003).  The Triple P-Positive Parenting 

Program was conducted with 37 Australian couples who had a young child with 

behaviour problems and reported experiencing high levels of conflict over parenting.  

This behavioural family intervention program aims to “encourage positive and caring 

family relationships, and to assist parents in developing effective discipline strategies” 

(Ireland et al., 2003; p.129).  From pre- to post-intervention there were significant 

reductions in conflict over parenting, dysfunctional parenting, and child behaviour 

problems, and significant improvements in couple relationship adjustment and 

communication.        

 

Cooperative Parenting   

Another aspect of parenting that researchers believe to be important to 

stepfamilies is the concept of cooperative parenting (Belsky, Crnic, & Gable, 1995; 

Ganong & Coleman, 2000).  Cooperative parenting refers to the couple having a strong 

parenting alliance “in which both parents invest in the child, value each others’ 
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involvement with the child, respect each others’ judgment about child rearing, and have 

a desire to communicate child-related information with one another” (Weissman & 

Cohen, 1985; p.180).  Cooperative parenting is distinct from parenting behaviours.  

Parenting behaviours refers to what parents do (for example, the way a parent 

disciplines a child), whereas cooperative parenting refers to the alliance that exists 

between the couple around parenting issues.     

In interviews with American stepfamilies, couples almost universally report that 

they feel they need to establish a strong couple bond in the minds of children, and work 

together to establish a solid parenting alliance that can resolve family conflict (Cissna, 

Cox, & Bochner, 1990).  Stepfamily couples report that they believe that the biological 

parent needs to display to the children their confidence in the stepparent’s ability to be a 

good parent.  The biological parent needs to support the stepparent’s parenting decisions 

as this will help stepchildren accept the stepparent’s parenting authority.             

Researchers have speculated that a strong parenting alliance may bond the 

stepfamily couple together as a team, and help the stepparent to feel more included in 

the stepfamily (Ganong & Coleman, 2000; Kheshgi-Genovese & Genovese, 1997).  On 

the other hand, a weak parenting alliance may result in the stepparent feeling left out of 

the stepfamily and this may impact negatively on the couple relationship.  In research 

with 22 Canadian stepmothers, more than half stated they felt angry and resentful 

towards their partner because their partner did not set limits for the children, failed to 

support them in their stepparenting role and they often felt excluded from the father-

child relationships (Morrison & Thompson-Guppy, 1985).  A high proportion of 

stepmothers (81%) reported confusion over their role in the family as well as feeling 
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helpless and burnt out.  

In longitudinal research couple adjustment in stepfamilies was predicted by the 

stepparent’s perception of a strong alliance with their partner (Hermansen, 1993).  

Unfortunately, the formation of a good parenting alliance may be difficult to achieve in 

some stepfamilies.  In newly formed stepfamilies, parents often perceive stepparents as 

being too strict and controlling with their children while stepparents perceive parents as 

being too lenient (Wilkes & Fromme, 2002).  Retrospective reports from stepparents 

suggest that their main reason for ending their relationship was that they held different 

parenting values compared to the biological parent (Wilkes & Fromme, 2002).     

Another aspect of cooperative parenting is agreement between the couple on 

parenting issues.  Research with first-marriage families has found parental disagreement 

over child rearing practices predicts a decrease in relationship adjustment and an 

increase in conflict across a 3-year period (O’Connor & Insabella, 1999), and an 

increased risk of divorce over a 10-year period (Block, Block, & Gjerde, 1988).  

Compared to first-marriage couples with children, stepfamily couples were found to 

argue more over the rearing and disciplining of children (Hobart, 1991; O’Connor & 

Insabella, 1999; Schultz, Schultz, & Olson, 1991).  This conflict over parenting was 

found to occur more around parenting of stepchildren than of mutual children.  Research 

with 70 Australian couples suggests that disagreement over parenting occurs more often 

in complex than in simple stepfamilies (Schultz et al., 1991).  This may be due to the 

increased parenting challenges which complex stepfamilies face.  For example, both 

partners have been parents before and may hold different opinions on how to raise 

children.  Also in complex stepfamilies there are variations in biological relatedness to 
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children and this may be associated with preferential treatment of some children over 

others (O’Connor & Insabella, 1999).      

 Further, in a study of 60 American stepfather families a correlation was found 

between the level of agreement over care for stepchildren and relationship adjustment 

(Orleans, Palisi, & Caddell, 1989).  Stepfathers who viewed their wives as agreeing with 

them on how to treat the stepchildren reported higher levels of relationship adjustment 

and this accounted for 11% of the variance (after controlling for a range of demographic 

and predictor variables such as negative behaviours and thoughts by the stepfather 

towards stepchildren, and decision making by the stepparent).  Other cross-sectional 

research conducted with 50 stepmother families found high levels of agreement between 

parents and stepmothers about child issues were correlated with couple relationship 

adjustment (Quick, Newman, & McKenry, 1995).  For both first-marriage and 

stepfamily couples, conflict about child rearing was concurrently associated with low 

relationship adjustment, and predicted a decline in relationship adjustment and an 

increase in conflict across a 3-year period (O’Connor & Insabella, 1992).  In sum, 

cooperative parenting appears to consist of two inter-related aspects; parenting alliance 

and parenting disagreement.    

 

Family Characteristics 

The formation of a stepfamily alters the relationships between individuals as the 

new family form is established (Hetherington, 1999a).  The complexity of the family 

increases with parent-stepparent and stepparent-stepchild alliances being formed and 

parent-child alliances being challenged (Bray, 1999b).  In this section the impact of 
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these stepfamily dynamics on couple relationship adjustment and stability are discussed.            

 

Stepfamily Complexity 

Simple stepfamilies are families in which only one partner brings children from a 

previous relationship to the new union (Ganong & Coleman, 1994b).  In complex 

stepfamilies, either both partners have children from prior relationships, or they have a 

combination of children from past and current relationships.  Cross-sectional Australian 

(Schultz et al., 1991; N = 70) and American (Clingempeel, 1981; N = 40; Clingempeel 

& Brand, 1985; N = 48) studies have found that living in a complex stepfamily is 

associated with lower relationship adjustment compared to living in simple stepfamilies.  

However, other cross-sectional American (Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984b; N = 91) 

research found no difference in simple and complex stepfamilies’ reports of relationship 

adjustment, though relationship disagreements occurred more often in complex than in 

simple stepfamilies (Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984b).  In longitudinal research stepfamily 

complexity predicted wives thinking more about relationship dissolution and seeking a 

divorce (O’Connor & Insabella, 1992).   

 
 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

Cohesion refers to the degree to which family members view themselves as 

emotionally connected to each other (Olson, 2000).  There is a well-replicated finding 

that cohesion is central to family functioning in first-marriage families with moderate 

levels of cohesion between family members being optimal for family relationship 

quality (Olson, 1996).   When cohesion is too low there is little closeness among family 
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members, they are highly independent, lack committment to the family, and are 

primarily “I” focused (Olson, 2000).  When cohesion is too high individuals may be 

overly dependent on one another, demand loyalty from everyone in the family, lack 

privacy as individuals, and are primarily focused on “we” (the family).   

Several cross-sectional studies have found lower family cohesion in stepfamilies, 

especially those with adolescents, than in first-marriage families (Hetherington, 1993; 

O’Connor, Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1997; Pill, 1990; Pink & Wampler, 1985; 

Smith, 1991; Waldren, Bell, Peek, & Sorell, 1990).  One explanation for the lower 

cohesion in stepfamilies is that samples of first-marriage families typically have been 

together longer than samples of stepfamilies, and therefore have had more time to 

develop a sense of cohesion (Pasley, 1993).  However, two studies found that length of 

remarriage was unrelated to levels of cohesion in the stepfamilies (Pink & Wampler, 

1985; Smith, 1991), while another study found that stepfamilies’ cohesion actually 

decreased over time (Bray & Berger, 1993).   

For stepfamilies, developing a sense of cohesion may be a long term goal.  

Longitudinal research has found that it may take some stepfamilies up to nine years for a 

strong sense of stepfamily cohesion to develop (Wilkes & Fromme, 2002).  In 

interviews with stepfamilies, an increase in stepfamily cohesion was reported to be 

associated with the family taking part in new family rituals or traditions that were 

unique to the stepfamily, planning future activities together, and reminiscing about past 

stepfamily experiences, all of which helped create a collective sense of identity for the 

family (Pill, 1990).  Retrospective qualitative research suggests that the birth of a mutual 
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child or adolescent children either maturing or leaving the family home may also help 

increase stepfamily cohesion over a 4-year period (Wilkes & Fromme, 2002).   

A range of factors might make it difficult to achieve stepfamily cohesion 

(Ihinger-Tallman & Pasley, 1997; Pill, 1990).  When a stepfamily forms there is a lack 

of shared history between the stepparents and stepchildren.  Cross-sectional research has 

found that many stepparents experience difficulty integrating into the new family 

(Felker, Fromme, Arnaut, & Barre, 2002).  They feel a lack of belonging and unity with 

the stepfamily despite their best efforts to bond with stepchildren.   

According to clinicians, integration of the stepparent into the stepfamily may be 

difficult as there are strong alliances that already exist in the stepfamily (Keshet, 1988; 

Visher & Visher, 1982).  It has been speculated that the development of a stepfamily 

identity may be problematic if the individuals in the stepfamily have stronger alliances 

to each other than to the stepfamily as a unit (Hartin, 1990).  Stepfamily identity may 

also be delayed if the strongest alliance in the stepfamily is between the biological 

parent and child.  Cross-sectional research has found that stepfamilies have stronger 

biological parent-child alliances compared to fathers and children in first-marriage 

families (Anderson & White, 1986).  When the level of cohesion was compared for 

functional versus dysfunctional stepfamilies (stepfamilies currently in treatment for 

child or family issues), stronger biological parent-child alliances occurred more often in 

dysfunctional stepfamilies together with negative or nonreciprocal stepparent-stepchild 

relationships than in functional stepfamilies.  These unhealthy alliances and stepparent-

stepchild relationships are likely to impact negatively on stepfamily cohesion.       
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Other barriers to the formation of a stepfamily identity include a poor alliance 

between the stepparent and stepchild, or the children’s perception of the stepparent as 

being a threat to them (Felker et al., 2002).  While these alliances may make some 

stepfamily members feel secure in the stepfamily they also may result in some members 

feeling insecure and excluded.  These in-group and out-group memberships may 

decrease the chance for development of stepfamily cohesion (Fine, 1995).   

Several studies have examined how stepfamily cohesion relates to overall 

stepfamily functioning.  In a cross-sectional study of sixty American stepfather families 

family cohesion was positively related to relationship adjustment (Roberts & Price, 

1989). In longitudinal research stepfamily cohesion predicted stepfamily happiness, and 

the quality of the stepparent-stepchild relationship predicted stepfamily cohesion and 

family happiness (Ludwig, 2001).  In another study high levels of cohesion in the 

stepfamily were associated with low levels of family stress (Waldren et al., 1990).   

  

Stepparent-Stepchild Relationships 

Researchers and clinicians have suggested that in many stepfamilies there is a 

desire for an intimate relationship to form quickly between a stepparent and stepchildren 

(Bray, 1995).  However, it can often take several years for the relationship to develop 

(Kheshgi-Genovese & Genovese, 1997).  The expectation for instant love between 

stepparent and children may be unrealistic, and can create additional pressure and 

conflict in the family (Bray, Berger, & Boethel, 1994).   

In interviews, stepchildren have expressed the wish that their biological parents 

would reunite (Pasley, Dollahite, & Ihinger-Tallman, 1993).  This desire could 
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undermine the chance of a good relationship with the stepparent.  Children may also feel 

jealous towards the new stepparent, who may be seen as competing for the time and 

attention of the parent (Brand & Clingempeel, 1987).  In Pasley et al.’s (1993) research, 

if stepchildren believed their stepparent ruined the chances of their parents reuniting, or 

if they saw their stepparent as coming between them and their parent this was associated 

with rejection of the stepparent (Pasley et al., 1993).  If children do form a close 

relationship with their stepparent they may believe they are betraying their non-

residential parent.  Several studies with stepfamilies found that children reported that 

divided loyalties were one of the most stressful aspects of stepfamily life (Arnaut, 

Fromme, Stoll, & Felker, 2000; Erera-Weatherley, 1996; Lutz, 1983).  From the 

stepparent’s perspective, it has been speculated that those who have biological children 

living elsewhere may feel guilt over forming close relationships with their stepchildren 

(Kheshgi-Genovese & Genovese, 1997). 

Clinical literature has many references to the disillusionment and conflict that 

occurs when a positive relationship fails to develop between the stepparent and stepchild 

and in some cases an expressed aversion for the stepparent or stepchild prevails 

(Jacobson, 1979; Visher & Visher, 1988).  Two multi-method longitudinal studies found 

that stepfathers’ relationships with their stepchildren generally became more negative 

over time compared to father-son relationships in first-marriage families (Bray, 1999a; 

N = 180; Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992; N = 144).   An interview study of 

American stepfamilies that had been together on average for four years, asked 

stepparents to compare their current relationship with their oldest stepchild to before 

they were married.  Eighty per cent of stepparents at Time 1 reported perceiving their 
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relationship with the target stepchild as being better than it was before the remarriage.  

Four years later this figure decreased to 64%, suggesting that for some stepparents the 

relationship with their stepchild had deteriorated over time (Ganong & Coleman, 1994b; 

N = 53).  It should be noted however that the average age of the stepchild at Time 2 was 

15 years.  The decline in the stepparent-stepchild relationship may therefore be due to 

developmental changes the child was going through.  For example, adolescents tend to 

withdraw more from parental figures and try to resist their control (Baumrind, 1991) and 

these behaviours may have placed additional strain on the stepparent-stepchild 

relationship.     

Some cross-sectional research has examined the development of relationship 

closeness in stepparent-stepchild relationships.  In a series of in-depth semi-structured 

interviews with the parent, stepparent and stepchildren (aged between 10 and 19 years) 

it was reported that satisfying relationships between stepparents and stepchildren 

occurred when stepparents slowly built a friendship with their stepchildren and did not 

take on a disciplinary role early in the relationship (Ganong et al., 1999).  Positive 

stepparent-stepchild alliances were reported to develop when a stepparent used a range 

of strategies to foster friendship and liking with the child. These strategies included 

spending time together and talking as a dyad, expressing affection to each other, buying 

stepchildren gifts and teaching them skills.  For close bonds to form with stepchildren, 

the interviewees believed these strategies needed to begin when the stepparent and 

stepchild first met, and to continue on after they were living together as a stepfamily.       

The quality of the stepparent-stepchild relationship may impact on stepfamily 

functioning (Crosbie-Burnett, 1984; Van Biber, 1988).  In two cross-sectional studies of 
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American and Canadian stepfather families, the stepfather’s report of his satisfaction 

with the stepparent-stepchild relationship was highly positively associated with 

stepfamily happiness and positive stepfamily adjustment.  Stepfamily happiness and 

positive adjustment were associated more strongly with the quality of the step-

relationships than with the relationship adjustment of the couple (Beauvolsk, 1993; 

Crosbie-Burnett, 1984; Wald, 1981).   

Several family theorists have highlighted the association between the marital and 

parent-child relationships (Belsky, 1990; Parke & Tinsley, 1987).  There is some 

empirical research to suggest that the stepparent-stepchild relationship may have a 

particularly strong impact on relationship adjustment and stability.  Three cross-

sectional studies found that stepparent-stepchild relationships are associated with 

relationship outcomes.  In research conducted with 50 American stepfather families with 

adolescent children, the stepfather’s satisfaction with his remarriage was related to his 

perception of the quality of the stepfather-stepchild relationship (Skopin, Newman, & 

McKenry (1993). In another study, positive stepfather-stepchild interactions correlated 

with positive couple relationship adjustment (Brand & Clingempeel, 1987).  A 

combined cross-sectional and longitudinal study of 62 stepmother families found that a 

stepmother’s positive relationship with her stepchildren was positively correlated with 

both partners’ relationship adjustment (Guisinger et al., 1989).   

  Longitudinal studies have also found positive associations between relationship 

adjustment, and the perceived quality of the stepparent-stepchild relationship and 

parent-child relationship in both stepfather and stepmother families (Bray & Berger, 

1993; Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992).  However, other research has found that 
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child gender, complexity of stepfamily, and time of stepfamily formation moderated the 

relation between the perceived adjustment of the couple subsystem and the stepparent-

stepchild and parent-child subsystems (Brand et al., 1988; Hetherington, 1989).         

 

Biological Parent-Child Alliance 

The biological parent-child alliance predates the couple relationship in 

stepfamilies and may impact on the adjustment and stability of the couple relationship.  

It has been speculated that a strong alliance between biological parent and child can 

interfere with the development of a stable couple bond and the development of the 

stepparent-stepchild relationship (Anderson & White, 1986; Michaels, 1996).  When 

stepfamilies first form, biological parent-child alliances may be at risk of deteriorating 

as the parent spends time strengthening the couple relationship at the expense of the 

biological parent-child relationship.  According to some clinicians, children may resent 

the time and love given to their new stepparent and may feel abandoned by their parent 

(Visher & Visher, 1988).  Less time with parents has also been associated with increased 

problem behaviours for first-marriage, stepfamily and single-parent families (Tygart, 

1990).   

 Some evidence has been found for a decline in biological parent-child 

relationships in stepfamilies.  In interviews with 28 stepchildren, a loss of time and 

attention was a theme, with one-quarter of participants stating they thought their 

relationship with the biological parent had deteriorated since the formation of the 

stepfamily (Cartwright, 2005).  In another study, newly remarried mothers’ relationships 

with their biological children deteriorated over the first year of remarriage (Stanley-
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Hagan, Hollier, O’Connor, & Eisenberg, 1992).  However, their relationship with their 

children recovered after 26 months.  In contrast, the relationships that stepchildren had 

with their stepfathers were more negative than relationships between biological fathers 

and children, and these stepfather-stepchild relationships remained negative 26 months 

later.   

Research on the biological parent-child alliance and its impact on relationship 

stability is limited, as historically it has been believed that the stepparent-stepchild 

relationship is of more importance to healthy stepfamily functioning, couple relationship 

adjustment and stability.  However, one longitudinal study of American stepfather 

families found that stepfathers perceived strong alliances between the biological parent 

and children as being problematic to their remarriage (Koren, 1980).  Another 

longitudinal American study of stepmother and stepfather families found that when 

stepparents reported that the biological parent had formed a main alliance with their 

children (as measured by the Stepfamily Adjustment Scale) and did not feel supported 

by the biological parent, there was a greater subsequent probability of divorce 

(Hermansen, 1993).   

There is some evidence to suggest that a strong biological parent-child alliance 

may have a negative impact on couple adjustment and stability.  However, there is 

stronger evidence for the stepparent-stepchild relationship being problematic for couple 

outcomes and therefore this relationship will be focused on in the current research.      

 

 112



 

 

Environmental Characteristics 

Incomplete Institutionalisation 

A popular theory proposed for higher divorce rates in stepfamilies is what has 

been described as ‘incomplete institutionalisation’ (Cherlin, 1978).  First-marriage 

families are said to have well-established norms and rituals that help them to structure 

interactions between family members.  For stepfamilies there is a lack of societal norms 

to guide their complex family relations.  Stepfamily members often start their life 

together unsure about the roles and boundaries within the new stepfamily (Walker & 

Messinger, 1979).  Roles in the stepfamily tend to be developed over time in a tentative 

manner.  The lack of structured guidelines may result in conflict between stepfamily 

members and, in turn, impact negatively on the couple’s adjustment and stability (Visher 

& Visher, 1988).   

Some cross-sectional research supports Cherlin’s (1978) theory.  In interviews, 

people living in a stepfamily reported that in the first few years of stepfamily formation 

the relationships between family members were very confused, and there were no 

prevailing patterns for stepfamily life (Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984a).  Furthermore, 

there was less agreement between partners on family obligations in a stepfamily 

compared to first-marriage families (Ganong & Coleman, 1999).   

The lack of clarity of expectations for stepparents was demonstrated in a study 

by Schwebel, Fine, and Renner (1991).  In this study 240 psychology undergraduate 

students were randomly assigned to one of three versions of a questionnaire containing 

16 vignettes describing situations that require children receiving parenting.  The three 
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versions referred to a biological parent, an adoptive parent, or a stepparent.  There were 

greater disagreement in people’s responses on how stepparents should respond 

compared to either biological or adoptive parents.         

Cross-sectional research found that while many remarried partners 

(approximately half) expect both parent and stepparent to have an active role in 

parenting, in reality this was often not the case with stepparents typically sharing less in 

parenting decisions (less than one third of stepparents), indicating a gap between 

expectations and reality (Giles-Sims, 1984).   

Disagreements between the stepparent and biological parent about the 

appropriate role for the stepparent in raising stepchildren was related to strain in the 

couple relationship (Fine, Kurdek, & Hennigen, 1991; Giles-Sims, 1987).  A cross-

sectional study of 39 stepfathers assessed the link between perceptions of stepparent role 

clarity (level of certainty regarding the appropriateness of the role) and stepparent role 

discrepancies (difference between how often stepparents believe they should engage in a 

particular parenting behaviour versus how often one they actually do engage in these 

behaviours in the stepfamily) with stepfather adjustment (Fine, Ganong, & Coleman, 

1997).  Greater role clarity and smaller role discrepancies were related to greater 

satisfaction with the stepparent role, a perception of greater self efficacy in the role, 

higher levels of stepfamily involvement, greater perceived closeness with the 

stepchildren, and higher relationship adjustment.  Longitudinal research with 62 

American stepmother families found that the ambiguity in role expectations for 

stepmothers predicted poor relationship adjustment for both the parent and stepparent 

(Guisinger et al., 1989).      
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In other research, parents indicated that they would prefer for stepparents to be 

more of a friend to their children and play less of a parenting role (Furstenberg, 1987).  

A cross-sectional study of 98 stepfather stepfamilies found that relationship adjustment 

in the early stages of remarriage was positively correlated with a belief by both the 

parent and stepparent that stepparents should not play a parental role immediately 

(especially in discipline) and that the stepparent should go slowly in forming a 

relationship with the stepchildren (Bray et al., 1994).  For couples who had been married 

for more than two and a half years (but less than five years), relationship adjustment for 

stepfathers was positively correlated with stepfathers performing household tasks.  For 

both stepfathers and mothers relationship adjustment was related to couple consensus 

that the stepparents should develop a relationship with the stepchildren.  For couples 

who had been together for five to seven years no association was found between 

relationship adjustment and either the role the stepparent had in the stepfamily or level 

of child rearing duties.   

 

Contact with Extended Family and Ex-Partners 

In stepfamilies, non-residential parents and extended family may wish to play an 

active role in the children’s lives, and be part of the decision making process in 

children’s lives (Cherlin, 1978).  While this has the benefit of a child being able to 

access a larger family network for their needs, it can also cause additional stress on the 

stepfamily as more understanding and negotiation about roles is required in comparison 

to first-marriages (Ihinger-Tallman, 1988).  In particular, the ongoing relationship a 

person has with their ex-partner may interfere with the new stepfamily.  Ideally, a 
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healthy coparenting relationship needs to exist where parents can communicate 

effectively about child related issues.  However, a close relationship with former 

partners may be very threatening and cause conflict in the new relationship (Knox & 

Zusman, 2001).   

Unfortunately negative relationships can exist between ex-partners long after 

separation (Buunk & Mutsaers, 1999; Guisinger et al., 1989).  A study of 290 remarried 

individuals in the Netherlands who had been married on average for 13 years, divorced 

for nine years, and remarried for five years, found positive feelings towards an ex-

spouse were rare while feelings of hostility were common (Buunk & Mutsaers, 1999).  

Relationships between ex-spouses were more positive when no children were born to 

that relationship.  The researchers suggested that the presence of children from a former 

marriage means people have to collaborate on parenting matters and this can intensify 

the hostility toward the former partner.  They also found a continuing attachment to an 

ex-partner was related to low couple relationship adjustment in the new relationship, 

particularly for men’s relationships with their ex-partner.  Men were less satisfied in 

their new relationship the more attached they still felt to their ex-partner.  Women who 

perceived their partners as still attached to former partners were less satisfied than those 

who did not believe an attachment still existed between ex-partners.           

Early research on stepfamilies found a curvilinear relationship existed between 

contact with quasi-kin (former partners and in-laws) and couple relationship adjustment 

(Clingempeel, 1981; French, Rogers, & Cobb, 1974).  A moderate level of contact with 

extended family that satisfies the couples’ needs but does not interfere with the couple 

relationship has been suggested as ideal (Hess & Waring, 1978).   However, a later 
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study found no association between contact with quasi-kin and couple relationship 

adjustment for stepfamily couples (Clingempeel & Brand, 1985).   

In conclusion, the limited research on contact with ex-partners and relationship 

outcomes has found a strong attachment to an ex-partner is associated with poor couple 

adjustment (Buunk & Masters, 1999).  The relationship between the level of contact a 

stepfamily couple has with an ex-partner’s extended family and couple outcomes is less 

clear.  More research is needed in this area, in particular, studies that examine not only 

the level of contact with others but also the quality of contact between people 

(Clingempeel, Brand, & Segal, 1987).             

 

Social Support 

In the period of time between a divorce and a remarriage, people often turn to 

their family of origin and friends for support (Anspach, 1976).  When people remarry 

their support system can increase with the addition of their new partner’s friends and 

family.  Alternatively, there can be denied familial and social support for the remarried 

couple as a result of disapproval by friends and relatives of the new family arrangement 

(Albrecht, Barr, & Goodman, 1983; Cherlin, 1978; Hartin, 1990; Messinger, 1976; 

Pasley & Ihinger-Tallman, 1982; Visher & Visher, 1978; Visher & Visher, 1988).  A 

cross-sectional study of 60 American stepfather families examined the relationship 

between support given to the new relationship by family and friends and relationship 

adjustment.  The researchers found when people felt their relationship was accepted and 

supported by their social network they were more satisfied in the marriage (Roberts & 

Price, 1989).  Similar findings were reported in another cross-sectional study of 274 
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stepmothers who had been married on average for two years.  Stepmothers who felt their 

family and friends were unsupportive of their new relationship were more likely to 

report lower levels of relationship adjustment, more thoughts about divorce, and were 

more likely to wish that they had not married their present spouse (Knox & Zusman, 

2001). 

   

Money 

Research shows that finances are a frequently reported problem for stepfamilies 

(Albrecht et al., 1983; Whitsett & Land, 1992).  Unfortunately financial issues are rarely 

discussed before people enter a stepfamily (Burgoyne & Morison, 1997). While the 

income of stepfamilies post remarriage may be comparable to that of first-marriage 

families, the stepfamily couple is often faced with financial burdens incurred from a 

previous marriage (Hernandez, 1988; Santrock & Sitterle, 1987).  Financial pressures 

may cause disagreements, jealousy and acrimony within the family (Hetherington et al., 

1989).  In one study almost two thirds (66%) of stepmothers reported resentment over 

the financial obligations of their husbands to their ex-partner and children (Knox & 

Zusman, 2001).  These women were more likely to be dissatisfied in their relationship, 

to think more about divorce and to wish they had not married their present spouse. 

Two studies examined how couples manage their financial arrangements and 

relationship outcomes.  Stepfamilies which pooled their finances were found to be more 

unified as a couple and as a family compared to those stepfamilies in which partners 

kept separate finances (Fishman, 1983).  In contrast, another study found no differences 

 118



 

in relationship adjustment between the two types of financial management (Pasley, 

Sandra, & Edmonson, 1994).   

Summary 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 3 indicated that there is a wide range of 

parenting and family variables occurring in stepfamilies that may add risk for poor 

relationship adjustment and instability.  The factors most consistently identified as being 

related to relationship outcomes are child behaviour problems, parenting behaviours, 

cooperative parenting, stepparent-stepchild relationships, biological parent-child 

relationships, and stepfamily complexity.  There is some evidence that prior parenting 

experience and stepfamily cohesion impact on couple adjustment and stability. 

 

Overview of the Research Program 

An increasing number of people in Australia are spending some time living in a 

stepfamily.  Research suggests that stepfamilies breakdown at higher rates than first-

marriage families but it is not clear why this occurs.  It may be factors that trigger first-

marriage breakdown (primarily couple factors) also drive stepfamily breakdown.  

Research conducted with first-time married couples and stepfamily couples were 

reviewed in order to identify the factors that may predict poor relationship adjustment 

and instability in stepfamily couples. To provide coherence across the literature 

reviewed, a conceptual framework was constructed that defined potential risk factors for 

relationship breakdown in terms of individual, couple, family and environmental 

characteristics.  
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The reviews indicated that for couples in general, risk factors that have been 

most commonly reported as predicting couple outcomes are negative couple 

communication, physical and/or verbal aggression, withdrawal behaviour, negative 

affect, and marital status.  Other emerging areas in couple research include couple 

commitment, avoidance and the use of the Oral History Interview to measure a couple’s 

cognitive representation of their relationship.  In addition, a wide range of parenting and 

family variables have been identified that may add risk for poor relationship adjustment 

and instability for those couples who are in stepfamilies.  The factors most consistently 

identified as being related to stepfamily relationship adjustment and stability are child 

behaviour problems, parenting behaviours, cooperative parenting, stepparent-stepchild 

relationships, biological parent-child relationships and stepfamily complexity.  There is 

some evidence that prior parenting experience and stepfamily cohesion also are related 

to relationship adjustment and stability.   

The focus of the current research was informing education programs for 

stepfamilies.  I wanted to examine the association of potentially modifiable risk factors 

with stepfamily relationship dissatisfaction and instability.  Based on this focus the key 

variables selected for the study were couple communication, withdrawal, aggression, 

committment, avoidance, cognitive representations of the couple relationship, 

dysfunctional parenting, parenting conflict, child behaviour problems, and stepfamily 

cohesion.  In addition, a set of variables that cannot be modified by a relationship 

program but of interest were incorporated into the research.  These included stepfamily 

complexity, marital status (married versus cohabitation), and prior parenting experience 

by the stepparent.           
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In order to advance understanding of stepfamily stability the current research 

sought to establish whether it is couple factors alone that drive stepfamily breakdown, or 

whether stepfamily specific factors also impact on relationship adjustment and stability.  

To increase our knowledge in this area, these variables need to be examined together in 

one study, and the association between these variables and relationship adjustment and 

stability needs to be tested longitudinally using reliable and valid measures.   

The current research consisted of two studies.  The first was a 5-year follow up 

of 63 stepfamilies who had taken part in a randomised control study of a stepfamily 

education program.   The original data was collected by other researchers, and I 

collected the data for the five year follow up. The original data suggested there was no 

intervention effect.  Contact details were available for couples who participated in the 

program and this provided a unique opportunity to conduct a 5-year longitudinal study 

with an established cohort.  As the Time 1 data had already been collected, this study 

was restricted in its design to examination of those variables for which measures had 

been collected.  Several of these assessed constructs were identified in the preceding 

reviews as potential determinants of couple adjustment and stability.  Specifically, in 

Study 1 the effects of marital status, stepfamily complexity, couple aggression, couple 

negativity, couple withdrawal, parenting disagreement, and dysfunctional parenting 

behaviours measured at Time 1 on couple relationship adjustment and stability at 5-year 

follow-up were examined.  A secondary aim of the study was to check if there was any 

delayed effect of the intervention.   

Study 2 was a cross-sectional study of 122 stepfamilies.  This study examined in 

greater detail and with a larger sample size, the factors identified in Study 1 as 
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potentially important to couple adjustment and stability.  In addition, it considered the 

influence of other factors identified in the literature review which were not measured in 

Study 1.  Specifically, in Study 2, the associations of couple aggression, parenting 

disagreement, prior parenting experience, couple committment, couple 

avoidance/withdrawal, couple bond, stepparent-stepchild relationships, stepfamily 

cohesion, stepfamily complexity and child behaviour problems with couple relationship 

adjustment and stability were examined.     
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Study One 
 
 

As described in earlier chapters, the high rate of break up in stepfamily couples 

might be attributable to selection factors. That is, couple risk factors that account for 

break up in first-marriage couples might be over-represented in stepfamily couples. 

Alternatively, the high rates of break up in stepfamilies might be attributable to the 

stepfamily specific challenges, such as the need to negotiate the parenting role of the 

stepparent.  The current study assessed whether couple factors or stepfamily factors 

predicted couple relationship adjustment and stability over a 5-year period.  A cohort of 

couples who had attended a relationship education program five years earlier were 

recontacted and their relationship adjustment and stability were assessed.  On the basis 

of the literature reviewed, negative couple communication, couple aggression, couple 

withdrawal, parenting disagreement, dysfunctional parenting, stepfamily complexity and 

marital status (married versus cohabiting) were considered important to examine in the 

study.        

 

Couple Risk Factors 

As highlighted in Chapter 2 there is substantial evidence that physical aggression 

is related to poor relationship adjustment and instability in first-marriage families   

(O’Leary et al., 1989; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).  However, there have been no studies 

of the association of couple physical aggression and stepfamily couple outcomes.  The 

current study was the first longitudinal examination of the association of physical 

aggression with relationship adjustment and stability in stepfamily couples.        
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In longitudinal research with first-marriage couples there is strong evidence that 

negativity in couple interactions predicts poor relationship adjustment (Hetherington, 

1993; Karney & Bradbury, 1995).  Two studies examined the relationship between 

negativity and couple adjustment in stepfamilies, but with somewhat contradictory 

findings. A cross-sectional American study found that male negativity was correlated 

with high female relationship adjustment (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992).  

However, in an Australian longitudinal study, partner’s negativity was unrelated to 

couple relationship adjustment one year later (Beaudry et al., 2004). The current 

research examined the prospective association between negativity and couple 

adjustment, and also tested the association between negativity and couple stability in 

stepfamilies.  

Cross-sectional and longitudinal research examining the relationship between 

withdrawal and couple outcomes in first-marriage families has produced inconsistent 

findings.  Some studies found no association of withdrawal with couple relationship 

adjustment or stability (Bradbury et al., 1995; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998), while others 

found significant associations between withdrawal and couple relationship adjustment 

(Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Christensen & Shenk, 1991; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; 

Heavey, Christensen, & Malamuth, 1995).  One study examined withdrawal in 

stepfamilies and found that withdrawal occurs at higher rates in stepfamily couples than 

in first-marriage couples (Halford, Nicholson, & Sanders, 2006).  The current study was 

the first assessing the longitudinal association of withdrawal with stepfamily couple 

relationship adjustment and stability.   
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Stepfamily Risk Factors 

Parenting is not unique to stepfamilies. However, needing to parent from the 

beginning of the couple relationship is distinctive to the stepfamily experience. For 

example, the partners need to develop a shared understanding about parenting of a child 

who is biologically related to only one parent, and this is unique to stepfamilies. There is 

considerable evidence that the early years of both first-marriage and stepfamily couples 

relationships are a high risk period for relationship separation (Bradbury, 1998; White & 

Booth, 1985a).  Stepfamily couples face issues about parenting early in their 

relationship, which likely represent an additional stress in this high risk early phase of 

the relationship. 

Longitudinal research conducted with first-marriage families has shown that 

disagreement over child rearing and discipline predicted increased risk of divorce 

(Block et al., 1988).  Cross-sectional research with stepfamilies suggested that 

disagreement over parenting is common, and was associated with poor relationship 

adjustment (Orleans et al., 1989; O’Connor & Insabella, 1999; Quick et al., 1995).  In 

longitudinal research parenting disagreement predicted increasing partner negativity for 

husbands over a 2-year period (O’Connor & Insabella, 1999).  It is likely that parenting 

disagreement predicts couple instability in stepfamilies, but this has not been tested 

empirically.  Testing this proposition was a focus of the current study.   

Cross-sectional research demonstrated that dysfunctional parenting (e.g., 

withdrawal, negativity, coerciveness) in first-marriage families was correlated with 

relationship conflict and low relationship adjustment (Belsky, 1979; Fauber, Forehand, 

Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Olweus, 1980; Webster-Stratton, 1989).  No research has 
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assessed the impact of dysfunctional parenting on relationship adjustment and stability 

in stepfamilies. However, it seems likely that dysfunctional parenting could be 

impacting on stepfamilies, and this proposition was examined in the current study.   

In addition to the variables have already been identified as being important to 

couple relationship satisfaction and stability, two other variables, stepfamily complexity 

and marital status, were also included in this study.  Several cross-sectional studies have 

found that living in a complex stepfamily is associated with lower couple relationship 

satisfaction compared to living in a simple stepfamily (Clingempeel, 1981; Clingempeel 

& Brand, 1985; Schultz et al., 1991).  Longitudinal research has also found that 

stepfamily complexity predicted wives thinking more about marital dissolution and 

divorce (O’Connor & Insabella, 1992).  Longitudinal research with stepfamilies has 

shown that cohabiting couple relationships breakdown at higher rates than married 

couple relationships (O’Connor et al, 1999).  It has been suggested that cohabiting 

couples may be less committed to their relationship and therefore are more likely to 

leave a relationship when they are not happy (Brown & Booth, 1996; Lillard et al., 

1995; Nock, 1995).  While these variables may be of less importance in terms of 

assessing what changes could be achieved within a relationship education program, they 

may be useful markers of poor couple adjustment and instability.  Therefore they were 

included as control variables in the study.     

 

Research Aims and Hypotheses 

The current study sought to add to knowledge on stepfamilies by conducting a 

long-term follow-up of couples in the early years of stepfamily formation. Specifically, 
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this was the first study to concurrently examine the longitudinal prediction of stepfamily 

couple stability by couple physical aggression, communication negativity, withdrawal, 

disagreement over parenting, and dysfunctional parenting. Based on the preceding 

synthesis of the literature it was hypothesised that couple relationship stability would be 

predicted by the couple risk factors (low couple aggression, low negativity, and low 

withdrawal) that predict stability in first-marriage couples (Hypothesis 1), and that the 

stepfamily specific factors of low disagreement over parenting of children, and low 

dysfunctional parenting would add to the prediction of relationship stability (Hypothesis 

2). It was further hypothesised that high couple relationship adjustment also would be 

predicted by the couple risk factors that predict adjustment in first-marriage couples 

(Hypothesis 3), and that stepfamily specific variables would add to the prediction of 

relationship adjustment (Hypothesis 4).  Furthermore, it was hypothesised that the 

family characteristics of stepfamily complexity and cohabiting status would be 

associated with poor adjustment and instability (Hypothesis 5).  

 
 

Method 

Participants 

For the initial intervention study, 65 couples were recruited for a randomised 

controlled trial of a stepfamily intervention program.  Couples were recruited using a 

variety of outreach methods including referrals from family service agencies, paid 

newspaper advertisements, and outreach through television, radio and print media.  

Inclusion criteria were that couples were in a committed relationship, and at least one 

partner had at least one child from a former relationship, aged between 7 and 12 years, 
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who lived at least two days per week with the presenting biological parent. Each couple 

was asked to identify one child who they felt was having the most difficulty in adjusting 

to the new stepfamily arrangement.  A secondary aim of the intervention was to assess 

the impact of the intervention on the behavioural adjustment of the “identified child”.    

The intervention was designed as a preventive program to maintain and enhance 

the relationships of current well adjusted couples.  This program was brief and 

educational, and was not intended to provide therapy for distressed couples.  When 

conducting brief prevention focussed educational programs it is usual practice to 

exclude severely distressed couples and therefore couples who were already showing 

signs of significant relationship distress (which was defined as a score of 90 or less on 

the Dyadic Adjustment Scale) were excluded from the study.  Couples were also 

excluded if either adult partner was currently in treatment for a psychological disorder. 

 

Measures at Time 1 for Step-PREP1

Couples and the identified target child were assessed using a comprehensive 

battery of measures before the intervention, after the intervention (post), and at 6-month 

and 1-year follow-ups.   

Couple Self-Report Measures. A modified version of the Marital Status 

Inventory (MSI; Weiss & Cerreto, 1980) was administered. The original MSI is a 14-

item true-false Guttman rating scale of steps taken toward separation and divorce.  

Sample items are:  “I have thought specifically about ending the relationship: I have 

considered how things would be divided, the pros and cons of such actions”, and “I have 
                                                 
1 The dataset of Time 1 measures that was provided for use in this research contained summary scores only.  Therefore it was not 
possible to compute Cronbach's Alpha. 
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discussed the question of separation with someone other than my partner”.  In the 

modified version of the MSI two items were dropped that specifically referred to 

divorce and there was some rewording of the remaining items to make the measure 

suitable for use with cohabiting as well as married couples.  High scores reflect more 

steps having been taken toward relationship separation.  A score of 4 or more predicts 

high likelihood of eventual separation and poor prognosis in couples therapy (Crane, 

Newfield, & Armstrong, 1984).   

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) is a 32-item measure of 

relationship adjustment for intimate dyads. The DAS has high internal consistency, good 

test-retest reliability, and validly discriminates between maritally distressed and non-

distressed couples (Carey, Spector, Lantinga, & Krauss, 1993; Eddy, Heyman, & Weiss, 

1991; Fredman & Sherman, 1987; Graham, Liu, & Jeziorski, 2006).   

The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979) is an 18-item report of the 

frequency of occurrence of specific behaviours during couple conflict in the past 12 

months. The behaviours rated reflect three different tactics for handling interpersonal 

conflict in intimate relationships: reasoning, verbal aggression and physical aggression.  

Respondents rate the frequency of their own use of these tactics and the use of these 

strategies by their partner from 0- “did not occur” to 6- “occurred more than 20 times”.  

The frequency of occurrence of specific acts is not particularly reliable, but the CTS 

reports give adequate inter-partner agreement on the occurrence of any acts of physical 

aggression (Schaefer, 1996).  Participants tend to under report the level of aggression 

occurring in their relationship (Riggs, Murphy, & O’Leary, 1989), and consequently the 

report of physical aggression by either partner is suggested as the most sensitive index 
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of detecting aggression as having occurred (Heyman & Schlee, 1997).  Therefore, a 

couple was defined as physically aggressive if either partner reported that physical 

aggression had been perpetrated in the past 12 months.  

 

Couple Observational Measure.  At pre- and post-intervention couples 

undertook a 10- minute problem-solving discussion on a topic about which they 

currently disagreed. The couple were asked to discuss the issues “however you normally 

would at home”, and were left alone for 10 minutes. The resulting discussion was 

recorded on a videotape and later coded.   

Research assistants coded the recordings of couple discussions using the Rapid-

KPI (KPI; Hahlweg et al., 1984), which is an abbreviated version of the 

Kategoiensystem fur Partnershaftliche Interaktion (Couple Interaction Coding System; 

KPI) for assessing couple communication. In the Rapid-KPI each 30-second time 

interval is rated for the occurrence of each of six classes of communication: (a) positive 

discussion (describe problem, positive solution); (b) validation (accept, agree); (c) 

invalidation (disagree, justify); (d) conflict (criticize, negative solution); (e) withdrawal; 

and (f) negative non-verbal affect. Definitions of each code are presented in Table 6. 

The derived measures were the percentage of intervals in which the behaviours 

occurred. These measures discriminate between distressed and non-distressed couples 

(Kelly, Halford, & Young, 2002), and are sensitive to changes in communication 

occurring from couple relationship education (Halford et al., 2001).  

Two research assistants coded the videotapes. The research assistants were blind 

to the hypotheses being tested in the research. Assistants received approximately 50 
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hours training on the Rapid-KPI, consisting of memorising code definitions, watching 

videotapes that were pre-coded, extensive practice in coding, and feedback. A random 

sample of one-third of all tapes was coded independently by a second research assistant. 

Inter-rater agreement on behavioural coding was satisfactory, with Kappa = 0.65 for 

positive discussion, 0.58 for validation, 0.69 for invalidation, 0.62 for conflict, 0.68 for 

withdrawal, and 0.59 for negative nonverbal behaviour. 

 

Table 6 

Coding Definitions for the Rapid-KPI 

Code Code Definition 

Positive discussion  Neutral statements or questions which describe the event or 
issue; statements or questions that offer specific, realistic ideas 
for change. 

Validation  Agreement with the partner about what has been previously said; 
acknowledgement and empathy for what partner has said.  

Invalidation Defence of own behaviour or position through denial of 
responsibility; disagreement over what the partner has previously
said. 

Conflict  Negative judgement, condemnation, or devaluing of partner; 
indicates a need or desire for change but in a destructive or 
demanding way.   

Negative non-verbal affect Expression of negative emotions such as anger or sadness 
through body posture or movement. 

Withdrawal Verbal or non-verbal lack of participation in the conversation.  

 

Parenting Self-Report Measures.  The Parent Problem Checklist (PPC; Dadds & 

Powell, 1991) is a 16-item true-false measure of interparental conflict over different 

parenting issues (e.g., “disagreement over type of discipline”).  For the current study 

four items were added that specifically addressed problems likely to occur in stepfamily 
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parenting situations (“one (step)parent feeling other (step)parent and children ganging 

up against them; self or partner feels unappreciated for their child care efforts; 

disagreements over financial responsibilities for children; disagreements about amount 

of time spent doing things for children”).  High scores reflect that more topics about 

parenting are perceived to be areas of disagreement.   The PPC has good internal 

reliability and test-retest reliability, and correlates highly with measures of relationship 

adjustment and child psychopathology (Dadds & Powell, 1991).   

The Parenting Scale (PS; Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993) is a 30-item 

self-report measure of dysfunctional discipline practices commonly used by parents.  

The items reflect three dysfunctional parenting strategies of laxness, over-reactivity and 

verbosity.  Each dysfunctional parenting behaviour is paired with a more effective 

counterpart to form the anchors for a 7-point scale.  For example, “When I say my child 

can’t do something - I let my child do it anyway =1 versus I stick to what I said =7 

(laxness), “When a child does something I don’t like, I insult my child, say mean things, 

or call my child names – never or rarely =1 versus most of the time =7 (overreactivity), 

and “When I tell my child not to do something - I say very little=1 versus I say a lot =7 

(verbosity).  The derived score is the Total reflecting overall dysfunctional parenting.  

The PS has good test-retest reliability and convergent validity, and correlates with 

observational measures of dysfunctional discipline and child misbehaviour (Reitman, 

Currier, Hupp, Rhode, Murphy, & Callaghan, 2001).   
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Procedure for Time 1 Step-PREP 

 When couples were first recruited into the study they attended an assessment 

session at the Health Clinic at the Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane, 

Australia.  After assessment, couples were randomly assigned to one of the two 

intervention conditions: the Stepfamily Positive Relationship Education Program (Step-

PREP) or the Self-Regulatory Positive Education Program (Self-PREP). Step-PREP 

consisted of six weekly 2-hour group sessions held with between four and eight couples.  

The Step-PREP program aimed to enhance the development of positive couple and 

stepfamily relationships through the provision of support, education, and active skills 

training in five key areas: 1) positive relationship skills, 2) effective couple 

communication, 3) effective couple conflict management, 4) child management 

strategies, and 5) partner support strategies.  Each session involved some didactic input, 

group discussion, and use of active skills training. Application of skills and knowledge 

was encouraged through the use of structured homework tasks.  Couples also completed 

set readings from the popular Australian text “Living in a Stepfamily” (Webber, 1994) 

each week.   

Self-PREP comprised an initial group meeting followed by a 6-week self-

directed education program based on the Living in a Stepfamily book (Webber, 1994). 

Couples read a chapter from the book each week and were set weekly discussion topics.  

Couples were contacted by telephone to review their understanding of the reading and 

check on their progress. The Self-PREP program was designed to provide coverage of  

the same stepfamily educational information as that covered in the Step-PREP program, 

but without the active skills training or group interaction.  
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Four registered female psychologists ran the two intervention programs. Each 

group was run by two of these psychologists. The psychologists were assigned to 

conditions so that they ran equal numbers of participants in each condition. There was a 

written therapist manual prepared for each condition, and fortnightly supervision 

sessions were run for the participating psychologists to ensure they adhered to the 

intervention protocol.  After couples had completed the intervention they were 

reassessed at the clinic post-intervention.  Couples were then reassessed by mail out 

questionnaire at 6- and 12-month follow-up assessments. 

In the original outcome study it was hypothesised that the provision of active 

skills training in the Step-PREP group intervention would be associated with better 

couple, individual, adult and child outcomes than Self-PREP. However, no significant 

differences were evident between the conditions at post-intervention, 6- or 12-month 

follow-up assessments (Nicholson et al., 2006).   

 

Five Year Follow-up 

The current study was a 5-year follow-up assessment of the stepfamily couples 

who had participated in the randomised control trial.  At 5-years, 63 of the original 65 

couples participated.  The primary aim of the study was to examine the predictors of 

couple relationship adjustment and stability.  A secondary aim was to see whether there 

was any delayed effect of the intervention.      
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Participants for the 5-Year Follow-up 

Demographic characteristics were assessed at Time 1.  For those who 

participated at 5-years, men were a mean of 38.3 years of age (SD = 6.3) and women 

35.9 years (SD = 5.7).  In almost all couples at least one of the partners had been 

previously married (93%).  Couples had been in their current relationship for a mean of 

31.7 months (SD = 20.8) and lived together as a stepfamily for a mean of 23.2 months 

(SD = 20.0).  In 44 (70%) stepfamilies both partners were biological parents of children 

(complex stepfamilies), and in 19 stepfamilies one partner was a biological parent and 

one partner a stepparent (simple stepfamilies).  Of the 19 simple stepfamilies, 11 were 

stepmother, and 8 were stepfather families.  There were more cohabiting (n = 41, 65%) 

than married couples (n = 22, 35%).  Couples were more highly educated than the 

general Australian population, with 41% of both men and women having completed 

university education.  The average age of the identified children participating in the 

research was 9.6 years (SD = 1.7) with approximately equal numbers of male and 

female children (males n = 31, females n = 32).    

 

Measures for the 5-Year Follow-up 

For the 5-year follow-up study, couple relationship adjustment and stability were 

measured.  A shorter battery of self-report assessments was administered by telephone 

interview.   

Couple stability was again assessed using the modified version of the Marital 

Status Inventory (MSI; Weiss & Cerreto, 1980).  The original MSI is a 14-item measure 

of steps taken toward separation and divorce.  For StepPrep a modified 12-item version 
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was used that removed/ reworded some of the items for use with engaged and de facto 

couples.  At the 5-year follow-up the modified MSI had an alpha of .81 for men and .84 

for women.        

To minimise burden on participants, relationship adjustment was assessed using 

the abbreviated version of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (ADAS; Sharpley & Rogers, 

1984).  This 7-item measure of relationship adjustment has been found to be a 

psychometrically sound short form for assessing couple adjustment (Hunsley, Best, 

Lefebre, & Vito).  The ADAS correlates highly, r > 0.85, with the full Dyadic 

Adjustment Scale (Sharpley & Rogers, 1984), and has good internal consistency and 

test-retest reliability (Hunsley, Best, Lefebvre, & Vito, 2001).  For this study, the 

converted total score for the participant was used, with high scores reflecting high 

relationship adjustment. An alpha of .79 was obtained for men and .86 for women.  Due 

to the high correlation at the 5-year follow up ( r = .85**) between men and women on 

this measure, the mean of the two partner’s ADAS scores was used as an index of 

relationship satisfaction. 

 

Procedure for the 5-Year Follow-up  

Five years after the interventions couples were recontacted for the 5-year follow-

up study.  As it was anticipated that substantial numbers of couples might have relocated 

during the period between the 1-year and 5-year follow-up, the original addresses 

provided by the 65 participants five years earlier were checked against the address 

provided in the electoral roll (voting is compulsory in Australia, and the electoral roll 

gives a near exhaustive list of all Australians over 18 years of age).  Some couples had 
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relocated and their details on the electoral roll were out of date. When first recruited, 

couples were asked to provide the names and addresses of two people not currently 

residing with them, but who might know where they were should they relocate.  These 

nominated people were contacted (usually close friends or family) in order to gain 

current contact details for the couple.  If this was unsuccessful, initially, all people with 

listed telephone numbers in Queensland with the same surname were called, and then 

the search was extended to Australia and then overseas, using electronic telephone 

directories and electronic search services via the internet.   

Once a current valid address was established, participants were sent a covering 

letter explaining the study and they were telephoned to obtain verbal consent for 

continuing participation in the follow-up.  Of the 65 couples who completed the 

stepfamily programs, 63 agreed to participate in the current study.  One couple could not 

be located and one couple declined to participate.  For the first 8 couples that 

participated, data were collected only for the Modified Marital Status Inventory and not 

the Abbreviated Dyadic Adjustment Scale.  A review of the study design after 

completion of these cases indicated the benefit of extending the data collection to 

include the Abbreviated Dyadic Adjustment Scale as an additional measure. For the 5-

year follow-up study participants were paid thirty dollars to cover participation costs.        

 

Results 

It was originally hypothesised that the provision of active skills training in the 

Step-PREP group intervention would be associated with better outcomes for couples 

when compared to those receiving the Self-PREP intervention.  This was not supported, 
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with the results obtained at post-intervention, 6-months and 1-year follow-up indicated 

no difference between groups.  However, couple relationship education program effects 

on relationship adjustment and stability have sometimes only been evident some years 

after the program (Hahlweg, Markman, Thurmaier, Engli, & Eckert, 1998; Halford et 

al., 2001; Stanley, Markman, St. Peters, & Leber, 1995).  Therefore, for the current 

study, a comparison of the relationship stability and adjustment of the couples across the 

two intervention conditions was undertaken as the first step of data analysis.  

Fifteen (24%) of the original 63 couples had separated by the 5-year follow-up.  

Of the 48 couples (76%) who remained together, for 18 couples (38%) one or both 

partners scored four or greater on the Modified Marital Status Inventory, indicating a 

major risk for couple separation.  To compare relationship stability across the two 

intervention groups, the separated couples and those with a Modified Marital Status 

Inventory score of four or greater were combined and defined as having unstable couple 

relationships (n = 33, 52%).  The remaining couples (n = 30, 48%) were defined as 

having stable relationships.  A two-way chi-square analysis of couple stability (stable 

versus unstable) by intervention condition (Step-PREP versus Self-PREP) showed no 

difference in couple stability between the two groups χ2 (1, N = 63) = 0.13, ns.   

To determine whether there were any long-term effects of the intervention on 

relationship adjustment, a one-way ANOVA of condition (Step-PREP versus Self-

PREP) by adjustment (as measured by the Abbreviated Dyadic Adjustment Scale) was 

conducted.  There was no difference between groups F (1, 39) = 0.21, ns.  Thus, the 

intervention conditions did not differ at 5-year follow-up on relationship stability or 
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adjustment, and the couples in the two conditions were combined for all further 

analyses.  

 

Descriptive Information 

The means and standard deviations for the continuous measures at Time 1 are 

shown in Table 7.  Twenty (32%) of the 63 couples in the study reported the occurrence 

of physical aggression in their relationship at Time 1 which was the pre-intervention 

assessment. This rate of aggression is somewhat lower than the rate reported in the early 

stages of first marriages, such as the 41% reported by O’Leary et al. (1989).  Mean 

scores on the Modified Marital Status Inventory were low, but in 15 couples (24%) at 

least one partner scored above 4, indicating that they were actively considering 

separation.  Mean scores on relationship adjustment as measured by the Abbreviated 

Dyadic Adjustment Scale reflected high adjustment.  Partners’ negativity (conflict, 

invalidation and negative non-verbal) in the couple interactions was very low.  The skew 

and lack of variability in this measure precluded its use in the subsequent analyses.  A 

score of six or higher on the Parent Problem Checklist (with additional four stepfamily 

items) indicates clinical levels of inter-parental disagreement over parenting issues, and 

37 (57.1%) couples reported equal to or greater than this level of disagreements.  The 

mean Parenting Scale scores suggest high levels of dysfunctional parenting in the 

sample, with scores being similar to those found in samples of parents presenting to 

clinics with child behaviour problems (Arnold et al., 1993). 
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Table 7   

Means and Standard Deviations on Couple and Parenting Variables at Time 1 for 

Groups whose Relationships were Stable or Unstable Five Years Later 

 

 Unstable 
(n = 33) 

Stable 
(n = 30) 

 

Total Group 
(N = 63) 

Variables Females Males Females Males Females Males 

 
Marital Status 
Inventory 
 

 
1.8 

(1.8) 

 
1.4 

(1.7) 

 
1.8 

(2.5) 
 

 
1.2 

(1.6) 

 
1.8 

(2.1) 

 
1.3 

(1.7) 

Dyadic Adjustment 
Scale 

116.6 
(12.9) 

119.3 
(13.7) 

118.8 
(12.0) 

118.5 
(13.2) 

117.6 
(12.9) 

118.9 
(12.8) 

Conflict 
 
 
Invalidation 
 
 
Negative non-verbal 
 

1.4 
(5.0) 

 
6.2 

(10.9) 
 

3.3 
(12.8) 

 

2.1 
(5.5) 

 
5.4 

(10.0) 
 

1.5 
(7.1) 

 

6.3 
(14.6) 

 
13.3 

(21.7) 
 

4.0 
(12.9) 

3.0 
(7.4) 

 
9.2 

(16.8) 
 

0.8 
(2.7) 

3.7 
(10.9) 

 
9.6 

(17.2) 
 

3.7 
(12.7) 

 

2.5 
(6.5) 

 
7.2 

(13.7) 
 

1.2 
(5.4) 

 
Withdrawal 19.9 

(20.9) 
20.8 

(22.3) 
13.3 

(14.0) 
17.3 

(22.3) 
 

16.8 
(18.2) 

19.1 
(22.2) 

Parent Problem 
Checklist 
 

8.2 
(5.0) 

7.7 
(5.1) 

6.3 
(4.7) 

5.5 
(4.0) 

7.3 
(4.9) 

6.7 
(4.7) 

Parenting Scale 
 
 

3.2 
(0.6) 

3.2 
(0.6) 

3.1 
(0.5) 

3.2 
(0.6) 

3.2 
(0.5) 

3.2 
(0.5) 

 
 

Analysis of Couple Data 

There are a number of ways to examine couple data.  There is a long history of 

analysing couple data using both the individual male and female scores on a variable 

(Scott, Halford & Ward, 2004).  Alternatively, the data of both partners can be 
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combined to reflect a couple score (Bouma, Halford, & Young, 2004; Kline, Stanley, 

Markman, Olmos-Gallo, St. Peters, Whitton, & Prado, 2004; Kramer & Jacklin, 1979).  

Depending on the variable of interest there are several different ways for deriving 

couple scores.  If there is a significant correlation between male and female scores then 

the mean of the two partner’s scores can be used as a couple score.  It is assumed that 

the couple average is an accurate reflection of the couple’s status.  Alternatively, the 

formation of couple scores can be based on theoretical considerations.  For example, in 

research on violence and marital stability, participants tend to under report the level of 

physical aggression occurring in their relationship (Riggs, Murphy, & O’Leary, 1989), 

and consequently the report of physical aggression by either partner is suggested for use 

as a couple aggression score (Heyman & Schlee, 1997).  

 

Data Reduction   

Given the sample size of N = 63, it was important to reduce the total number of 

predictor variables in order to avoid saturating the prediction equations.  First 

correlations between all variables were examined to see if data could be combined to 

form a couple average.  There was high correlation between the partners at pre-

intervention on DAS relationship adjustment, r = 0.78, and PPC rated parenting 

disagreement, r = 0.70.  For each of these variables the mean of the two partners’ scores 

was used as the indices of couple relationship adjustment and parenting disagreement 

respectively. There also was a high correlation between partners’ scores on the ADAS 

relationship adjustment at the 5-year follow-up, and again the partner average on that 

measure was used as the index of couple relationship adjustment.   
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The MSI at preintervention and at 5-year follow-up showed only low 

association, r = .37 at each time.  In the absence of a strong correlation between 

partner’s reports, it was decided that the score of the partner most actively 

contemplating separation would be used.  This was based on the rationale that it only 

takes one partner to leave for the relationship to end. The withdrawal and parenting 

dysfunction variables showed low or no correlation between partners, so both male and 

female scores were retained as predictors. As highlighted above, couples often under 

report physical violence in their relationship.  Therefore, a couple was defined as 

physically aggressive if either partner reported that physical aggression had been 

perpetrated in the past 12 months.   

 

Correlations amongst Key Constructs 

Correlations amongst the predictor variables assessed at Time 1 and the criterion 

variables of couple relationship adjustment and stability five years later are presented in 

Table 8.  Given the number of correlations, there is significant risk of type 1 error, and 

therefore general patterns of association are described.  The vast majority of correlations 

between variables were non-significant.  Modest correlations existed between the couple 

outcome measures at pre-intervention (Time 1) of couple adjustment (DAS), couple 

stability (MSI), and couple aggression (CTS).  There also was a moderate association of 

parenting disagreement (PPC) with couple adjustment and stability at Time 1.  There 

were no significant correlations between Time 1 variables and couple ADAS and couple 

MSI at year five. 

 



 

 

Table 8   
 
Correlations for Couple and Parenting Measures for Study 1 
 

 (a) (b) (c) (d) 
 

(e) 
 

(f) 
 

(g) 
 

(h) 
 

(i) (j) 

Independent Variables (Time 1) 
 
Couple Adjustment 
 
(a) Couple DAS Adjustment 
 
(b) Couple MSI Stability   
 
(c) Couple CTS Physical Aggression 
 
(d) Male Withdrawal 
 
(e) Female Withdrawal  
 

 
 
 
 

1.00 
 

-.420* 
 

-.336* 
 

-.060 
 

-.012 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1.00 
 

.048 
 

.068 
 

-.005 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.00 
 

.066 
 

.038 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.00 
 

.233 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.00 
 

 
 
 

 

    

Parenting Adjustment 
 
(f) Male PS Parenting Dysfunction 
 
(g) Female PS Parenting Dysfunction 
 
(h) Couple PPC Parenting Disagreement 
 

 
 

-.022 
 

-.047 
 

-.493* 
 

 
 

.217 
 

.193 
 

.379* 
 

 
 

-.133 
 

-.066 
 

.169 
 

 
 

.030 
 

.285 
 

.148 

 
 

.059 
 

.117 
 

.124 

 
 

1.00 
 

.231 
 

.116 

 
 
 
 

1.00 
 

.322 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1.00 

  

Dependent Variable 
 
(i) Couple ADAS Adjustment at 5 years 
 
(j) Couple MSI Stability at 5 years 
 

 
 

.164 
 

-.028 
 

 
 

.021 
 

.037 

 
 

.112 
 

-.169 

 
 

-.094 
 

.078 

 
 

-.131 
 

.181 

 
 

.119 
 

-.036 

 
 

-.276 
 

.104 

 
 

-.118 
 

.238 

 
 

1.00 
 

-.680** 

 
 
 
 

1.00 

Note. N=63 for all Time 1 variables, N=40 for dependent variables at 5 year follow-up.  DAS = Dyadic Adjustment Scale, MSI-M= Modified Marital Status Inventory, CTS = 

Conflict Tactics Scale, PS = Parenting Scale, PPC = Parent Problem Checklist, ADAS = Abbreviated Dyadic Adjustment Scale.  * p <.05, ** p <.01. 



 

Couple Stability 

To examine the prediction of couple relationship stability (stable or unstable) by 

couple and parenting variables, a hierarchical logistic regression model was conducted 

using SPSSX 11.5 (SPSS Inc, 2002).  Three blocks of variables were entered.  First, the 

higher score of the two partners’ at Time 1 on the MSI was entered, to control for 

contemplation of separation at Time 1.  In Block 2 the couple relationship variables of 

any report of physical aggression by the couple on the CTS, and the male and female 

scores on couple withdrawal were entered.  Block 3 included the stepfamily specific 

variables, the mean of the male and female scores on the PPC Problem scale, and the 

male and female scores on the PS Total scale.  This sequence of blocks tested the 

hypothesis that stepfamily specific variables account for stability beyond the variance 

accounted for by couple variables.  The results of the logistic regression are shown in 

Table 9.  As is shown in that Table, none of the blocks predicted couple instability.  In 

Block 3, when all the variables were entered into the regression parenting disagreement 

(p < .057) and couple aggression (p < .072) showed trends towards predicting 

instability. 

Further logistic regressions were conducted using demographic data obtained at 

Time 1.  Two blocks of variables were entered.  First, couple instability at Time 1 was 

entered to control for contemplation of separation at Time 1.  Block two included 

stepfamily complexity (simple versus complex), and marital status of the couple 

(married versus cohabiting).  Neither couple stability at Time 1, χ2 (1, N = 63) = 4.7, p 

.45 nor the demographic measures, χ2 (1, N = 63) = 2.7, p .27 were significant predictors 

of couple instability.  
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Table 9   

Logistic Regression Prediction of Couple Instability 

Block ∆R2  Block χ2 Df Variables B Wald 

1. .002 0.09 1 Couple instability at Time 1 0.04 0.09 

2. .094 4.50 3 Couple aggression 

Withdrawal male 

Withdrawal female 

8.32 

0.01 

0.02 

2.12 

0.17 

1.91 

3. .184 4.78 3 Parenting disagreement 

Dysfunctional parenting male 

Dysfunctional parenting female  

0.14 

-0.45 

0.24 

3.61 

0.71 

0.02 

 

For these analyses, the stability variable was derived from two sources of data: 

the couple’s actual separation status, and for those who were not separated, their MSI 

score.  It is possible that the predictors of these two outcomes are distinct.  To test this, 

the logistic regression analyses were repeated using only couples separation status as the 

outcome.  The pattern of results was unchanged with none of the variables significantly 

predicting separation.      

 

Couple Adjustment 

Couple relationship adjustment scores were available at the 5-year follow-up for 

those couples who were still together (N = 40).  Given this sample size, the regression 

analysis for couple adjustment was restricted to three variables in order to provide 

adequate power.  Variables chosen for inclusion were those that showed a trend towards 

significance in the analyses of couple stability, namely couple aggression and parenting 

disagreement.  A hierarchical multiple regression was used to test whether couple 
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aggression and disagreement over parenting significantly predicted relationship 

adjustment for the couple at the 5-year follow-up, above the influence of couple 

adjustment at Time 1.  Data were first screened to ensure normality, linearity and 

homoscedasticity of residuals.  No multicollinearity among predictors was identified.  A 

univariate outlier was identified on the 5-year follow-up couple relationship adjustment 

variable and it was censored, as recommended by Tabachnik and Fidell (2001).  

Analyses were run with and without the outlier censored, and there were no substantive 

differences in the results.  Therefore the regression is presented with all the data 

included.   

Table 10 presents the hierarchical multiple regression predicting couple 

relationship adjustment at the 5-year follow-up.  Couple adjustment at Time 1 was 

entered first to test if it predicted couple relationship adjustment five years later.  Block 

2 included any report of physical aggression by the couple on the CTS and the average 

score of males and females on the PPC.  Neither Block 1 nor Block 2 accounted for 

significant variance in relationship adjustment.    

A second hierarchical multiple regression was run to see whether stepfamily 

complexity and marital status predicted couple adjustment.  Two blocks of variables 

were entered.  First, the couple adjustment score at Time 1 on the DAS was entered to 

control for couple adjustment at Time 1.  Block two included stepfamily complexity 

(simple versus complex) and marital status (married versus cohabiting).  Neither couple 

adjustment at Time 1, F (1, 38) = 1.44, p .24 or block 2 data, F (2, 36) = .02, p .98 were 

significant predictors of couple adjustment.   
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Table 10 

Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Time 1 Couple Adjustment, Couple Aggression, 

and Parenting Disagreement on Time 2 Couple Adjustment  

Variables 1 2 3 4 β sr2

1.  Couple Adjustment at Time 2  1      

2.  Couple Adjustment at Time 1  .19 1   .25 .04 

3.  Couple Aggression .09 -.38 1  .19 .03 

4.  Parenting Disagreement -.10 -.34 .13 1 -.04 .03 

Means 124.73 119.19 .38  6.36    

Standard Deviations 15.40 11.44 .49 4.26   

 

As mentioned earlier, eight couples did not complete the Abbreviated Dyadic 

Adjustment Scale.  Further analyses were therefore conducted using the SPSS program 

“Missing Value Analysis” to replace the missing data for the eight couples on this 

measure.  This program calculates missing data using the expectation maximisation 

method and is regarded as the most appropriate method for estimating missing data 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).  Inclusion of the additional eight cases produced a pattern 

of results that was very similar, with none of the blocks providing significant prediction 

of couple adjustment at 5-years.    

 

Discussion 

The aim of Study 1 was to assess longitudinal predictors of couple relationship 

adjustment and stability over a 5-year period.  Specifically, it was hypothesised that 

couple relationship stability would be predicted by the couple risk factors that predict 
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instability in first marriage couples: low couple aggression, low negativity, and low 

withdrawal (Hypothesis 1), and that the stepfamily specific factors of low disagreement 

over parenting of children, and low dysfunctional parenting would add to the prediction 

of relationship stability (Hypothesis 2).  The results did not support these hypotheses.  

None of the predictors accounted for significant variance in couple stability.  However, 

there were trends for couple aggression and parenting disagreement to predict couple 

instability.  It was further hypothesised that high couple relationship adjustment also 

would be predicted by the couple risk factors that predict adjustment in first marriage 

couples (Hypothesis 3), and that stepfamily specific variables would add to the 

prediction of couple relationship adjustment (Hypothesis 4).  Again, the results did not 

support these hypotheses.  Neither couple nor stepfamily specific variables predicted 

couple relationship adjustment.  Finally, it was hypothesised that marital status and 

stepfamily complexity would also predict couple relationship adjustment and instability 

but this hypothesis was not supported.     

Unlike previous research with first-marriage couples (Heyman, O’Leary, & 

Jouriles, 1995) physical aggression was not a significant predictor of relationship 

adjustment or stability.  The truncated range on the Conflict Tactics Scale may have 

contributed to the nonsignificant relationship between couple aggression and couple 

outcomes, as most partners (64%) did not report any physical aggression occurring in 

their relationship.  It is possible that partners who would have scored high on physical 

aggression were not part of the sample, as they may have previously separated or 

divorced.   
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Longitudinal research with first-marriage couples has found that negativity is 

associated with poor relationship adjustment (Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).  In this sample 

the base rate of negativity was extremely low, with rates of negative conflict, 

invalidation and non-verbal affect occurring in less than 10% of intervals.  Rates of 

withdrawal, on the other hand, were much higher for these stepfamily couples compared 

to other first-marriage studies (Halford et al., 2001; Sanders et al., 1999), however, 

withdrawal did not predict couple outcomes.            

Although the literature has generally indicated that there is a relationship 

between stepfamily complexity and couple outcomes (Clingempeel, 1981; Clingempeel 

& Brand, 1985; Schultz et al., 1991; White & Booth, 1985a), the current finding was in 

accordance with a previous study (Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984b) indicating that there 

was no association between stepfamily complexity and couple adjustment or couple 

instability.   

Many studies have found that people who cohabit break up at higher rates than 

those who marry (Lillard et al., 1995; Smock, 2000; Weston et al., 2003).  In the current 

study whether people were married or not did not predict couple outcomes.   This might 

reflect modest power to detect an effect for marital status.  Alternatively, as highlighted 

by Dempsey and de Vaus (2004), the difference in separation rates of married and 

cohabiting couples may be accounted for by selection effects, such as levels of 

psychopathology in the partners, an socioeconomic disadvantage.  Almost all stepfamily 

couples begin their relationship with a period of cohabitation (HILDA, 2001).  This 

almost universality of cohabitation for stepfamily couples reduces the chance that 
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marital status covarying with other risk factors and might account for marital status not 

predicting stepfamily relationship stability.          

Unlike previous cross-sectional research with first-marriage families (Belsky, 

1979; Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Olweus, 1980; Webster-Stratton, 

1989), no association was found between dysfunctional parenting and couple 

adjustment, despite high levels of dysfunctional parenting occurring in the sample.  In 

this study the biological parent and stepparent were asked to rate their own parenting 

behaviours.  In Hermansen’s (1993) longitudinal research on stepparent’s use of 

discipline and couple outcomes, it was the parent’s perception of their satisfaction with 

the stepparent’s handling of discipline that predicted both relationship adjustment and 

stability.  Therefore it may be that perceptions of one’s partners’ parenting rather than 

parenting per se is the important factor. Prior research in first-marriage families also 

found disagreement over parenting was correlated with poor couple adjustment and 

instability (Block et al., 1981).  While no association was found between disagreement 

over parenting and couple outcomes for this stepfamily sample high levels of conflict 

were reported suggesting that this may be a problem area for stepfamilies.  Further, as 

discussed in Chapter 3 parental disagreement is one aspect of cooperative parenting.  

However, the alliance between the parents has also been found to influence relationship 

adjustment (Hermansen, 1993).  Therefore, in Study 2 a measure of parental alliance 

was included.        

There are a number of other possible reasons for the lack of association between 

couple and stepfamily factors and couple stability.  The null results may be due to low 

power.  According to Cohen (1992), the current sample size (N = 63) provided moderate 
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power for the detection of large effect sizes, but the sample size was not sufficient to 

provide adequate power to detect small and medium effects.  For a regression analysis 

with seven independent variables, 102 couples were needed to provide adequate power 

to detect a medium effect size and 726 couples to detect a small effect (power =.80, 

alpha = .05).  A similar problem existed for the couple adjustment hierarchical 

regression.  With three independent variables and a sample size of 40 couples, there was 

adequate power to detect a large, but not a moderate, effect size (power =.80, alpha = 

.05).  The problem of limited power in the design might have been exacerbated if 

couples with deteriorating relationship adjustment dropped out from the study at higher 

rates than those with stable high adjustment.  This would have the effect of truncating 

the range of adjustment in the sample at the 5-year follow-up, and reducing the chance 

of detecting an association between the predictors and adjustment.   

It has been speculated that stepfamily couples may not follow the traditional 

first-marriage pattern of couple instability where deteriorating relationship adjustment 

leads to couple instability.  Rather, stepfamily couples could have quite high relationship 

adjustment but still break up because they cannot resolve stepfamily specific factors, 

such as parenting of the children.  This issue will be examined in Study 2 which 

assessed the role of a range of predictors of couple adjustment and stability and whether 

they operate through couple adjustment or have a direct link to couple instability. 

 

Effects of the Step-PREP Program 

A secondary aim of the current study was to test whether an active skills training 

stepfamily intervention (Step-PREP) enhanced relationship adjustment and stability for 
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couples five years after receiving the intervention.  The intervention had no significant 

impact on couple adjustment or stability.  As was the case with the prediction of 

relationship adjustment and stability, these null effects might reflect limited power in the 

design.  Alternatively, it is possible the components common to the control and 

intervention conditions such as couples attending assessments, reflecting on their 

experience, undertaking reading tasks, and giving some attention to their relationship 

might have enhanced the couple relationship.  It is noteworthy that in this study 24% of 

stepfamily couples separated over five years, which is lower than reported by Fergusson 

et al. (1985), and might reflect an effect of the interventions.  It also is possible that the 

couples who attended for relationship education were highly committed to making their 

relationship work.  However, media outreach to recruit participants for relationship 

education typically yields couples with lower relationship adjustment than a 

representative sample of couples (Bradbury et al., 1998).   

Although evaluation of the effects of the intervention was not a major aim, it is 

worth noting that an intervention which taught couple and parenting skills did not 

enhance couple relationship adjustment or stability.  The couple skills taught have 

enhanced couple relationship adjustment in first-marriage couples (Hahlweg et al., 1998; 

Stanley et al., 1995), and the parenting skills component (Ireland et al., 2003; Sanders, 

Markie-Dadds, Tully, & Bor, 2000) have proved useful in assisting parents with 

concerns similar to those described by participants in the current study.  However, there 

was no evidence here that the combination of the two evidence based approaches helped 

these stepfamilies.  In the current sample of stepfamilies high rates of parenting 

disagreement occurred.  Anecdotally, in the 5-year follow-up telephone calls with 
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participants, participants commonly reported that their relationship was being adversely 

affected by disagreement over discipline with the children, and feeling unsupported by 

their partner around parenting issues.  This suggests that parenting disagreement is an 

area requiring attention in relationship education for stepfamilies.  For example, 

programs might need to include how to develop coparenting roles, how to deal with the 

unrealistic expectations of the parent and stepparent around parenting, and how to reach 

agreement on discipline strategies.   

 

Strengths and Limitations 

This study had several strengths over past research. It was one of the few studies 

that has followed up stepfamily couples over a number of years, and the measures 

employed were validated, reliable measures of the constructs of interest. Additionally, 

sample retention was excellent, reducing the likelihood that the findings would be 

influenced by bias arising from selective drop-out.  Another strength of the study was 

that Time 1 data included both self-report and observational measures.   

The present research also had a number of limitations.  The most substantial 

limitation was the modest sample size, which limited the power available for detecting 

medium to small associations.  The sample size also precluded assessment of a range of 

other factors that the literature indicates may have an impact on couple relationship 

adjustment and stability.  For example, there is some research which suggests that the 

presence of mutual children in the stepfamily is related to couple outcomes (Juby, 

Marcil-Gratton, & Le Bourdais, 2001).  In the current study there was a very small 

number of stepfamily couples who had a mutual child (N=7) and this made such an 
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analysis impossible.  It is also acknowledged in the literature that age of children may be 

important to the prediction of couple adjustment and stability (O’Connor & Insabella, 

1992).  However, it can be difficult to compute a meaningful score for age of children 

when many families have several stepchildren.  Furthermore, it is probably a 

combination of the child/ren’s current age and their age when the stepfamily first 

formed that moderates adjustment.     

Consistent with a high proportion of other stepfamily studies, the current participants 

were predominately middle class, anglo saxon couples with reasonably high education 

levels which may not be representative of other countries with different social and 

cultural groups (Bar-Hava & Pryor, 1998).  A number of stepfamilies are likely to come 

from different ethnic backgrounds and socio-economic groups and therefore the 

generalisability of these findings to other stepfamily couples is questionable.  Finally, 

when conducting the 5-year follow-up study we did not ask whether the couples had 

been in therapy or completed any other stepfamily program since taking part in the 

initial study.  It may be that these couples had benefited from another source.       

 

Future Research Directions 

Several directions for future research into couple adjustment and stability in 

stepfamilies are suggested by the current results.  It would be useful to further examine 

the effects of parenting disagreement and couple aggression on couple relationship 

adjustment and stability with a larger group of stepfamilies to enhance statistical power.  

Second, it might be better to recruit a sample of stepfamilies for a longitudinal study 

rather an intervention study, as intervention studies might bias the sample recruited.  
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Third, although withdrawal did not predict couple outcomes, very high rates were 

reported by these stepfamily couples compared to first-marriage studies (Halford et al., 

2001; Sanders et al., 1999).  It would be useful to examine this communication pattern 

further.  It may be that individuals who have experienced relationship breakdown before 

have been exposed to high levels of negative communication in a prior relationship and 

may wish to avoid this happening again.  These partners may be trying to manage their 

conflict by withdrawing from difficult discussions before any negativity occurs.  More 

research is needed to clarify whether avoidance of issues is constructive for stepfamily 

couples.  Finally, as identified in Chapters 1 and 2, there are a number of additional 

variables that could affect couple relationship adjustment and stability.  Such variables 

include couple committment, stepparent-stepchild relationships, stepfamily cohesion, 

couple bond, and parenting alliance.  These variables are examined in Study 2.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Study Two 
 

The current study had three aims.  First, to examine the association of couple 

relationship adjustment and stability with a range of couple and stepfamily variables.  

The couple and stepfamily variables examined in the current study extended the range of 

variables considered in Study 1.  A large sample of stepfamily couples who had not been 

recruited for an intervention program were used in order to clarify whether the null 

results of Study 1 were attributable to a lack of statistical power or a selection bias in the 

sample.  Second, to examine the association between couple relationship adjustment and 

stability in stepfamilies.  Finally, to use multi-method assessment of couple and 

stepfamily factors.  

 

Couple Risk Factors 

There is strong evidence for aggression being associated with poor relationship 

adjustment and instability in first-marriage families (Heyman et al., 1995; Rogge & 

Bradbury, 1999; Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001).  However, in Study 1 no association was 

found between for physical aggression and relationship stability.  There was a 

nonsignificant trend for physical aggression, though this might have been due to limited 

power due to the modest sample size.  In the current study the association of aggression 

with couple adjustment and stability was assessed again but with a larger sample size.  

Several studies previously found an association between withdrawal and poor 

couple adjustment in first-marriage couples (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Gottman & 

Levenson, 2000; Heavey et al., 1995), but in Study 1 no association was found between 
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withdrawal and couple outcomes.  Stepfamilies in Study 1 exhibited withdrawal at high 

rates compared to that observed in other studies with first-marriage families (Halford, 

Nicholson, & Sanders, 2006).  In the current study the association of withdrawal to 

couple outcomes was re-examined using a larger sample of stepfamily couples.  In 

Study 1 withdrawal was assessed using an observational measure.  In Study 2 the 

assessment was broadened with the use of a questionnaire which examined withdrawal 

and avoidance in couple relationships.  On the basis of the literature reviewed it was 

believed that both these behaviours may have a negative effect on couple relationship 

adjustment and stability (Golish, 2000).  Withdrawal and avoidance around child related 

issues was also assessed.  From the start of their relationship stepfamily couples are 

confronted with a range of parenting issues that may be associated with couple conflict.  

As has been proposed by several researchers, if parenting issues are difficult to discuss 

partners may avoid or withdraw from parenting discussions (Ganong & Coleman, 1989, 

1994a; Martin & Martin, 1985; McKenry & Price, 1994). Failure to communicate about 

parenting issues may prevent resolution of these issues, and the couple may become less 

satisfied with their relationship (Golish, 2000).   

Cross-sectional evidence in first-marriage couples has shown high committment 

in a couple relationship is associated with greater relationship adjustment (Jones & 

Adams, 1999; Stanley & Markman, 1992; Whitton, Stanley, & Markman, 2002).  

However, very little is known about committment and its relationship to couple 

outcomes in stepfamilies.  It has been speculated in the stepfamily literature that 

stepfamily couples have less committment to their relationship than do first-marriage 

couples (Hetherington & Elmore, 2004).  This low committment may be related to 
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people having previously experienced a relationship separation and being pessimistic 

about the long-term success of their current relationship.  This current study was the first 

to examine the association between committment and couple adjustment and stability in 

stepfamilies.    

 

Stepfamily Risk Factors 

As argued in Chapter 3, research suggests that stepfamily specific issues may 

also need to be considered when accounting for stepfamily couple relationship 

adjustment and stability (Crosbie-Burnett & Giles-Sims, 1994; Mandell & Birenzweig, 

1990).  As highlighted previously, the relationship between the stepparent and stepchild 

seems to be particularly important to stepfamily functioning.  Several cross-sectional 

and longitudinal studies have found an association between stepparent-stepchild 

relationships and couple relationship adjustment (Bray & Berger, 1993; Guisinger et al., 

1989; Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992; Skopin et al., 1993).  The current study aims 

to replicate these findings.   

The degree to which the stepfamily has a sense of cohesion also seems to be 

important to couple outcomes.  When comparing the cohesiveness of first-marriage 

families and stepfamilies, several cross-sectional studies have found lower levels of 

cohesion in stepfamilies (Hetherington, 1997; O’Connor et al., 1997; Pill, 1990).  

Stepfamily cohesion may be hard to achieve as there is a lack of shared history between 

family members or because there are strong alliances existing in the stepfamily prior to 

stepfamily formation.  One cross-sectional study found an association between 

stepfamily cohesion and couple relationship adjustment (Roberts & Price, 1989).  This 
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will be the first study to examine the relationship between stepfamily cohesion and 

couple stability. 

In Study 1, both stable and unstable stepfamilies reported high rates of parenting 

disagreement, and there was a trend for parenting disagreement to predict couple 

instability.  These findings suggest that parenting disagreement might be associated with 

couple instability in stepfamilies, and that low power prevented finding a prediction of 

instability from parenting disagreement.  In the current study with a larger sample it was 

predicted there would be an association between parenting disagreement and poor 

couple adjustment and instability.     

Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter 3, parenting alliance is another facet of 

cooperative parenting.  Researchers have suggested that a strong parenting alliance may 

bond a couple together and help the stepparent to feel more included in the stepfamily 

(Ganong & Coleman, 2000; Kheshg-Genovese & Genovese, 1997).  However, forming 

a parenting alliance may be difficult (Wilkes & Fromme, 2002).  One longitudinal study 

found that a stepparent’s perception of a strong parenting alliance in the stepfamily was 

associated with couple happiness (Hermansen, 1993).  The current study aims to 

examine the relationship between parenting alliance on couple relationship adjustment 

and stability.   

In addition to the variables that are already identified as being important to 

couple relationship adjustment and stability, the current study also included an 

examination of child behaviour problems, stepfamily complexity and prior parenting 

experience in the current study.  Children living in stepfamilies are more likely than 

children in first-marriage families to exhibit internalising and externalising behaviours 
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(Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994; Dawson, 1991; Hetherington, 1989; Nicholson et al., 

1999).  Several cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have examined relationship 

outcomes in relation to children’s behaviour problems and most found a negative 

association between child behaviour problems and couple relationship outcomes (Bray, 

1992; Jenkins, et al., 2005; Hetherington, 1999a).  It was therefore thought to be 

important to control for child behaviour problems in the current study.       

Several cross-sectional studies found that living in a complex stepfamily is 

associated with lower couple relationship adjustment compared to living in a simple 

stepfamily (Clingempeel, 1981; Clingempeel & Brand, 1985; Schultz et al., 1991).  

Longitudinal research also found that stepfamily complexity predicts wives thinking 

more about marital dissolution and divorce (O’Connor & Insabella, 1992).  While 

stepfamily complexity may seem to be of little importance in terms of assessing what 

might change within a relationship education program, it is still important to examine as 

it may be an important marker of poor couple adjustment and instability.  Therefore it 

was included as a control variable in this study.  Little research has been conducted on 

the association between prior parenting experience and couple outcomes.  One cross-

sectional study found prior parenting experience correlated with relationship adjustment 

(Palisi et al., 1991). Prior parenting experience seems important to study as it might be 

related to dysfunctional parenting or to conflict about child rearing due to the stepparent 

holding unrealistic parenting expectations.   
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Multi-Method Assessment Using the Oral History Interview 

The vast majority of research on stepfamilies has relied exclusively on self-

report questionnaires.  In the current study multi-method assessment was used to 

establish if there were convergent results across assessment methods.  The Oral History 

Interview (OHI) was used to assess the couple’s cognitive representation of their 

relationship with their partner (Buehlman et al., 1992).  The OHI is a series of open-

ended questions which explores the history of a couple's relationship, the partners' 

philosophies about marriage, and how their parents' marriages compare with their own.  

Recordings of the OHI are rated for the occurrence of fondness and negativity 

individuals display towards their partner, the level of expansiveness in response to 

questions by the partners, the level of disillusionment expressed about the couple 

relationship, and whether there is a sense of conjoint belonging (“we-ness”) expressed 

about the relationship.  Gottman and others found these different ratings loaded together 

to form a composite variable they called the “the couple bond” (Carrere et al., 2000).  

High levels of couple bond reflect positivity, expansiveness and we-ness, with little 

negativity or disillusionment.  A high couple bond predicts relationship stability and 

adjustment (Buehlman et al., 1992; Carrere et al., 2000).  This is the first study to use 

the OHI with stepfamily couples.   

In the current study the original OHI (Buehlman et al., 1992) was extended to 

include stepfamily specific questions.  These questions assessed the cognitive 

representations partners have about the stepfamily, in particular, the stepparent-stepchild 

relationship, stepfamily cohesion, and the parent-stepparent alliance around parenting 

issues.  These questions were included to reflect the dimensions identified above as 
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stepfamily specific variables.  It was expected that there would be couple and stepfamily 

specific dimensions to participants’ responses to the expanded OHI, and that the 

stepfamily specific dimension(s) would predict stepfamily couple relationship 

adjustment and stability beyond the variance accounted for by the couple bond. 

 

The Association between Couple Adjustment and Stability 

The process by which risk factors have been assumed to influence first-marriage 

couples has been described by Gottman (1993) as the “Cascade” model.  It begins with 

the couple feeling dissatisfied for some time with the relationship, then seriously 

contemplating ending the marriage, progressing on to separation, and finally divorce 

(Gottman, 1993).  It is not clear from the research which variables trigger the cascade 

toward relationship dissolution (Gottman, 1994b).  However, in first-marriage 

relationships, the quality of the couple relationship is likely to be the major predictor of 

the cascade commencing.   

For stepfamilies, the cascade cycle may not describe the process of relationship 

dissolution.  There is evidence that some stepfamilies break up not because the couple 

are dissatisfied in their relationship but because of other unique stepfamily factors 

(Crosbie-Burnett & Giles-Sims, 1994; Mandell & Birenzweig, 1990).  Stepfamily 

specific stresses (e.g., disagreement over parenting, difficult stepparent-stepchild 

relationships) are likely to impact on couple adjustment, but also might lead partners to 

contemplate separation even if couple relationship adjustment is high.  Figure 1 is a 

schematic representation of the process that is being proposed by which couple 
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adjustment is influenced by both couple and stepfamily factors, with stepfamily factors 

also directly influencing couple instability.     

 

Couple 
Factors 

Stepfamily 
Factors 

Couple 
Adjustment 

Couple 
Instability 

 

Figure 1.  Model of pathways for stepfamily couple adjustment and stability.  

If this model is correct this would suggest that the risk factors for couple 

instability in first-marriage families and stepfamilies are different.  One would therefore 

need to ensure that stepfamily education programs address stepfamily specific risk 

factors.  

 

Research Aims and Hypotheses 

Study 2 was a cross-sectional study that aimed to test the model depicted in 

Figure 1.  Specifically it was predicted that couple and stepfamily factors would be 

associated with couple adjustment and stability, that there would be a direct pathway 
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from adjustment to stability, and that there would be a direct pathway from stepfamily 

factors to couple instability.  It was hypothesised that this prediction would hold up 

when it was tested independently with a set of self-report questionnaires (Hypothesis 1) 

and that the model would also fit interview data based on the Oral History Interview for 

Stepfamilies (Hypothesis 2).   

     

Method 

Participants 
 

The participants were 122 stepfamilies from Brisbane, Australia who met the 

following inclusion criteria.  The couples were in an early stage committed relationship, 

defined as married or living together as a stepfamily for a minimum of six months, but 

not married or cohabiting for longer than three years.  Couples had at least one child 

aged between 4 and 16 years who lived at least three days per week (on average) with 

them.  Families were excluded from the study if either the parent or stepparent reported 

currently receiving psychological or psychiatric treatment.   

Participants were recruited by distribution of brochures and flyers to child care 

centres, community groups, psychologists and general practitioners; advertisements in 

primary and secondary school newsletters, parenting magazines, newspapers and 

websites; and interviews conducted for radio and print media.  The majority of 

participants were recruited through school newsletter advertisements (55% of sample). 

Recruitment took place over a 1-year period.  Approximately 180 stepfamilies expressed 

interest in taking part in the study by contacting the researcher.  Of these 180 families, 

25 (14%) failed to meet the study inclusion criteria.  The most common reasons for 
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exclusion were that the couple had been living together as a stepfamily for more than 

three years, or that the child/ren spent less than three days per week in the stepfamily 

home.  Of those 155 families who were eligible, 33 (22%) later declined to participate or 

failed to make their appointment times, giving the final sample of 122 families.        

 The men were a mean age of 37.4 years (SD = 7.1) and women 35.0 years (SD = 

5.6). The married couples had been in their current relationship for a mean of 40.2 

months (SD = 16.3), and those in cohabiting relationships 26.1 months (SD = 12.9).  

There were more cohabiting relationships (N = 76, 62%) than married relationships (N = 

46).  In 54 (44%) stepfamilies both partners were biological parents of children 

(complex stepfamilies), and in 68 stepfamilies one partner was a biological parent and 

one partner a stepparent (simple stepfamilies).  Of the simple stepfamilies 50 (73%) 

were stepfather families and 18 stepmother families (27%).  The couples were more 

highly educated than a truly representative Australian sample with 65 (53%) women and 

54 (44%) men having completed a university education.   

 

Measures                                        

 The following self-report measures were used to assess couple and parenting 

behaviour: the Dyadic Adjustment Scale, the Marital Status Inventory, the Conflict 

Tactics Scale, the Dyadic Withdrawal Scale-Couple, the Commitment Inventory, the 

Parent Problem Checklist, and the Dyadic Withdrawal Scale–Parenting.  In addition, 

couples were video taped undertaking the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies.   
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Couple Self-Report Measures. The Marital Status Inventory (MSI; Weiss & 

Cerreto, 1980) is 14-item Guttman rating scale of true-false statements that assesses the 

extent to which each partner has taken steps towards ending the relationship (e.g., 

Thoughts of separation occur to me very frequently, as often as once a week or more”,” 

I have occasionally wished that we were not together any more, usually after an 

argument or other incident”).  For the current study a modified 12-item version was 

used that reworded two items and reworded other items specific to marriage so it could 

be used with cohabiting couples.  A higher score indicates that more steps have been 

taken towards separation.  A score of four or greater is regarded as a major risk indicator 

for separation and predicts poor prognosis in couples therapy (Weiss & Cerreto, 1980).  

In this study the MSI had an alpha of .78 for men, and an alpha of .81 for women.      

  The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) is a 32-item measure of 

relationship adjustment and consists of four subscales: dyadic consensus (13 items), 

dyadic satisfaction (10 items), dyadic cohesion (5 items), and affectional expression (4 

items).  The total DAS score has been widely used as an index of couple adjustment.  It 

discriminates between married and divorced couples, and has good convergent validity 

with other measures of couple adjustment (Carey et al., 1993; Crane, Allgood, Larson, 

& Griffin, 1990; Eddy et al., 1991; Spanier, 1976).  Marital distress is usually indicated 

by a score of 100 or less, which is one standard deviation below the nondiscordant mean 

(Spanier & Filsinger, 1983).  In the current study an alpha of .93 was obtained for both 

men and women.      
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The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979) is an 18-item measure that 

assesses three different ways of handling interpersonal conflict in intimate relationships: 

reasoning (e.g., “calmly discussed the issue”), verbal aggression (e.g., “insulted or 

swore at my partner”) and physical aggression (e.g., “threw something at my partner”).  

Respondents report their own use of these tactics and the use of these strategies by their 

partner in the past year.  The CTS has good construct validity and there is moderate 

agreement between partners on reports of aggression (Schaeffer, 1996).  For the current 

study there was a low level of physical aggression occurring so verbal aggression was 

used in the analysis.  An alpha of .81 was obtained for men describing their partner’s 

aggressive behaviour towards them and an alpha of .78 for their aggressive behaviour 

towards their partner.  For women, there was an alpha of .81 for their partner’s 

aggressive behaviour and an alpha of .82 for their own aggressive behaviour.   

The Dyadic Withdrawal Scale–Couple (DWS-C; L.J. Roberts, personal 

communication, June 26, 2002) is a 12-item measure of withdrawal and avoidance from 

couple interactions.  It has four dimensions: angry withdrawal (e.g.,“when we are 

discussing something we disagree about, my partner gets angry and refuses to talk to 

me”), avoidance of conflict (e.g., “my partner avoids talking to me about things that 

could cause tension between us”), avoid confiding (e.g., “when my partner and I talk, 

they hold back from sharing their innermost thoughts and feelings with me”), and 

emotional withdrawal (e.g., “when I need emotional comforting or support, my partner 

makes themselves completely available to me”).  The total score reflects overall 

withdrawal and avoidance behaviour.  Participants report both their own behaviour and 

their partner’s behaviour.  This is a relatively new scale and does not have clearly 
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established reliability and validity.  The DWS was used because it measures both 

withdrawal and avoidance behaviour by partners whereas other measures tend to 

measure just withdrawal.  An alpha of .88 was obtained for men describing their 

partner’s withdrawal behaviour in the relationship and an alpha of .90 for their 

behaviour in the current sample.  For women, there was an alpha of .91 for their 

partner’s behaviour in the relationship and .84 for their own (see Appendix A for full 

measure).     

The Dyadic Withdrawal Scale–Child (DWS-C; L.J. Roberts, personal 

communication, June 26, 2002) is an amended version of the original 12-item DWS 

measure of withdrawal behaviour from couple interactions applying questions to couple 

discussions about parenting in the stepfamily.  The same four dimensions of withdrawal 

were assessed: angry withdrawal (e.g.,“when we are having a disagreement over child 

issues, my partner ends up walking away or leaving the room in anger”), conflict 

avoidance (e.g., “when we are faced with a child related problem that could lead to 

conflict between us, my partner tries to sweep it under the rug”), avoid confiding (e.g., 

“when my partner and I talk about the children they hold back from sharing their 

innermost thoughts and feelings with me”), and emotional withdrawal (e.g., “when I 

need emotional comforting or support about the children, my partner makes themselves 

completely available to me”).  An alpha of .86 was obtained for men describing their 

partner’s withdrawal behaviour when discussing issues related to the children and an 

alpha of .87 for their withdrawal behaviour.  For women, there was an alpha of .90 for 

their partner’s withdrawal behaviour when discussing child issues and an alpha of .84 

for their own (see Appendix B for full measure).    
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The Dedication Scale of the Commitment Inventory (CI; Stanley & Markman, 

1992) is 14-item measure of a person’s stated desire to remain in and improve the 

quality of their couple relationship.  Participants indicate their level of agreement with 

statements assessing committment such as “My relationship with my partner is more 

important to me than almost anything else in my life”, and “I like to think of my partner 

and me more in terms of "us" and "we" than "me" and "him/her”.  The Dedication scale 

of the CI has demonstrated internal consistency and concurrent validity (Renick et al., 

1992; Stanley & Markman, 1992; Stanley et al., 2001; Trathen, 1995), and has shown 

theoretically consistent relationships with other couple variables (Adams & Jones, 

1997).  In this study the Dedication Scale had an alpha of .82 for men, and an alpha of 

.84 for women.      

 

 Parenting Self-Report Measure. The Parent Problem Checklist (PPC; Dadds & 

Powell, 1991) is a 16-item measure of interparental conflict over parenting issues.  Each 

item is rated yes-no for whether the parent-stepparent perceives an issue to have been a 

problem for the couple in the last month (e.g., “disagreement over type of discipline”).  

Four items were added that specifically addressed problems likely to occur in 

stepfamilies (e.g.,“self or partner feels unappreciated for their child care efforts”, 

“disagreements over financial responsibilities for children”, “disagreements about 

amount of time spent doing things for children” and “one (step) parent feeling other 

(step) parent and child (ren) gang up against them”).  The original PPC has good 

internal stability, test-retest reliability, and criterion validity in predicting relationship 
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adjustment and child psychopathology (Dadds & Powell, 1991).  The 20-item PPC used 

in the current study had an alpha of .88 for men, and an alpha of .84 for women. 

 

Child Adjustment. The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; 

Goodman, 1997) is a 25-item measure of internalising and externalising child behaviour 

problems that can be completed by parents of children aged 4 to 16 years.  The five 

scales assess conduct problems (e.g.,“steals from home, school or elsewhere”), 

hyperactivity (e.g.,“constantly fidgeting or squirming”), emotional symptoms (e.g., 

“nervous in new situations, easily loses confidence”), peer relationship problems (e.g., 

“has at least one good friend”), and prosocial behaviour (e.g., “considerate of other 

people’s feelings”).  The problem scales (i.e., all but prosocial behaviour) are summed 

to generate a total difficulties score for the child.  The SDQ has good internal stability 

and test-retest reliability (Goodman, 2001), shows high convergent validity with the 

Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL r = .75), and is as good at detecting internalising and 

externalising behaviour problems in children as the CBCL (Goodman & Scott, 1999).  

In this study the SDQ scale had an alpha of .82 for men, and an alpha of .84 for women.  

The total scale score for the child who scored the highest in the family on this measure 

was used for analysis.   

 

Couple Interview. The Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies (OHI-S) assesses 

a couple’s cognitive representation of their stepfamily.  A semi-structured interview of 

open-ended questions is administered to the couple.  The OHI-S is an extension and 

adaptation of the Oral History Interview (OHI) developed by Buehlman and Gottman 
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(1996) that was intended to measure spouses’ global perceptions about their relationship 

and each other.  The OHI predicts couple relationship stability and adjustment (Carrere 

et al., 2000).  In the original OHI, questions are asked about the history of the couple’s 

relationship (how they met, the dating period, how their relationship has changed over 

time, the ups and downs in their relationship and how they worked through them) and 

their philosophy on what makes relationships work (Carrere et al., 2000).  The OHI-S is 

intended to assess the cognitive representation partners have of their relationship with 

their partner plus their relationship with children in the stepfamily.  The OHI-S extends 

the OHI by adding extra questions related to specific stepfamily issues (e.g., the good 

and bad times in stepfamily life, the experience of parenting-stepparenting in a 

stepfamily, philosophy on what makes stepfamilies work).   

The interviewer was trained to use active listening skills to draw out the 

respondents, to be nonjudgemental about the answers provided, and to allow the partners 

great freedom in the content and length of their answers.  Interviews typically took one 

to two hours to complete.  The OHI-S was video taped and subsequently coded.  The 

coding procedure for the OHI-S was based on the OHI method whereby the way the 

couple tells their story is more important than the content of the interview.  The coding 

system focuses on the positive or negative nature of what the participants say and how 

they refer to their partner (Carrere et al., 2000).  Codes were derived for five general 

relationship dimensions: fondness, negativity to partner, couple bond, positive 

expansiveness, disillusionment; and three more stepfamily specific dimensions: 

stepfamily cohesion, stepparent-stepchild relationships and parenting alliance (see Table 

11).   
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Table 11  
 
 Code Definitions for the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies  
 
Original Oral History Codes 
 

 

Fondness-Affection 
 

This dimension rates how in love or fond couples are of each 
other.  It is the overt expression of affection and fondness 
displayed by a person toward their partner (e.g., smiling, 
touching, positive comments, joking). 
 

Negativity to Partner 
 

This is the extent of negative feelings displayed by a person 
towards their partner (e.g., disagreeing, being cynical or 
sarcastic, vague about what attracted them to their partner) 
 

Couple Bond 
 

Is the extent to which a partner presents themselves as part 
of a couple versus emphasising their individuality or 
independence (e.g., say “we” more than “I”, have similar 
values, beliefs, goals as partner). 
   

Positive Expansiveness 
 

Is the extent to which individuals are expressive and 
expansive during the interview as distinct from being 
withdrawn (e.g., partner provides detailed answers, self-
discloses) 
 

Disillusionment 
 

Is when partners express dissatisfaction in their relationship 
or are pessimistic about the future. 
 

Additional Stepfamily Codes 
 

 

Stepfamily Cohesion 
 

Is the extent to which each partner expresses a sense of a 
shared stepfamily cohesion.  Emphasis here is upon 
inclusiveness across all members of the stepfamily. 
 

Parenting Alliance 
 

Is the extent to which a partner presents themselves as a 
team/united front with their partner when it comes to 
parenting in the stepfamily.   
 

Stepparent-Stepchild 
Relationship 
 

Is a sense of warmth, love, affection, and understanding 
displayed by the stepparent towards the stepchildren.   

 

Participating stepfamilies differed in the numbers of stepparent-stepchild 

relationships that existed within their families.  To provide a common metric for 

operationalising stepparent-stepchild relationships across families, the least positive 
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stepparent-stepchild relationship was selected for the analyses.  This was based on the 

assumption that one problematic stepparent-stepchild relationship could be a major 

influence on couple and stepfamily functioning.   

The OHI-S coding procedure is a behavioural rating system. Training for the 

coders included learning verbatim the definitions of each scale, and watching and 

coding the video tapes individually and in group sessions.  Coder training took 

approximately 30 hours.  Throughout the training process small changes were made to 

the manual in order to improve coder reliability.  In the original OHI coding system 

coders were asked to view the whole video tape and then score the couple on each of the 

dimensions (interviews ran for approximately one hour).  This procedure was 

problematic as the reliability proved difficult to obtain at satisfactory levels. 

To make the coding procedure more accurate, the coders were asked to rate 

couple interactions every five minutes for the presence or absence of responses within 

the defined scale category in that five minute period.  For the stepfamily specific 

dimensions, coders also rated whether the occurrence was positive or negative.  Then 

every 15 minutes each of the eight scales were rated for the level of that behaviour 

occurring using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 “none” to 7 “extreme”.  This 

occurred for the whole of the interview.  The derived score was the mean of the 15-

minute ratings.  The intent of the modified rating procedure was to focus observers on 

the occurrence of specific behaviours as they occurred throughout the tape and to use the 

presence-absence categorisation to guide global ratings (for further explanation see the 

Coding Manual in Appendix C).  Coder reliability was assessed by independently 

coding one third of the sample (random sample).  The inter-coder agreement was high, 
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with intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) of 0.7 and above for all codes (see Table 

12).   

 

Table 12  

Inter-coder Reliability on Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies 

 Intraclass Correlation Coefficients 
 

Coding Category 
 

Males Females 

Fondness  .85 .86 

Negativity  .91 .89 

Couple Bond  .90 .83 

Expansiveness  .87 .82 

Disillusionment  .70 .91 

Stepfamily Cohesion  .83 .82 

Parenting Alliance  .83 .84 

Stepparent-Stepchild Relationship (Male Stepparent) .91 .94 

Stepparent-Stepchild Relationship (Female Stepparent) .86 .85 

 

Procedure 

In the advertising of the project potential participants were invited to telephone 

the researcher.  At this initial contact respondents were screened to establish whether 

they met the inclusion criteria.  Following the initial telephone screening, eligible 

participants were sent child, couple and parenting self-report questionnaires to answer 

individually at home.  This package took approximately 45 minutes to complete.  

Written informed consent was obtained from both partners, and couples were provided 

with information about the aim of the study.  Couples then attended a session held in the 
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Psychology Clinic of Griffith University and took part in the OHI-S.  On completion of 

the interview, each couple received $50 for taking part in the research. 

 
Results 

 
Data Screening 

To ensure accuracy of data entry, questionnaire items were entered via a 

computerised data entry program (Remark).  There were very few (less than 5%) 

occurrences of missing values on individual items.  The SPSS program “Missing Value 

Analysis” was used to calculate missing values using the expectation maximisation 

method, which is widely regarded as the most appropriate method for estimating missing 

data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).     

Five variables were positively skewed (Relationship Status Inventory, Parent 

Problem Checklist, Couple Disillusionment, Couple Negativity and Stepfamily 

Cohesion).  This positive skew is not unexpected with measures of problems or 

negativity in community samples.  According to Tabachnik and Fidell (2001), 

assumptions regarding normality are not critical when conducting a factor analysis 

summarising the relationships between variables.  Therefore data were not transformed 

prior to the running of the factor analysis; and means are presented for the raw data.     

Several univariate outliers were identified in the self-report data including cases 

in the Conflict Tactics Scale, Dyadic Adjustment Scale, Couple Dedication Scale, Parent 

Problem Checklist and Dyadic Withdrawal Scale–Couple and Child scales.  A single 

univariate outlier was found in the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies data (Couple 

Disillusionment).  To reduce the influence of these univariate outliers, the scores were 

censored.   This involved assigning the outlying cases a raw score one unit larger (or 
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smaller) than the next most extreme score in the distribution.  According to Tabachnik 

and Fidell (2001), measurement of variables can be arbitrary at times so this is an 

appealing alternative method to reduce the impact of univariate outliers.     

 

Couple and Stepfamily Adjustment 

Means and standard deviations for all couple self-report measures are presented 

in Table 13.  Partners’ scores on the Dyadic Adjustment Scale indicated that they had 

high relationship adjustment.  Their scores were slightly higher than the mean 

population score of 115 for married couples (Spanier, 1976).  Nine couples (7%) 

reported levels consistent with relationship distress (one SD below the mean) (Spanier, 

1976).  Weiss and Cerreto (1980) suggest a score of four or more by either partner on 

the Marital Status Inventory indicates poor stability in the relationship and likely 

separation.  In the current sample, one or both partners in 23 couples (19%) scored four 

or more on this measure.  A score of six or higher on the 20-item Parent Problem 

Checklist indicates clinical levels of interparental conflict over parenting issues.  In the 

current sample 48 women (40%) and 40 men (37%) reported conflict equal to or greater 

than this level of disagreement.  Stepparents reported high levels of child behaviour 

problems occurring within the family (M = 14.6, SD = 6.7) compared to other large 

scale studies (Meltzer, Gatward, Goodman, & Ford, 2000; M = 8.4, SD = 5.8).  The 

couples can be characterised as having high relationship adjustment and low 

contemplation of separation, but high conflict over parenting and significant child 

behavioural problems.   
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Table 13 

Summary of Means (and Standard Deviations in Parentheses) for Questionnaire Data 

Measure Male Female 

Relationship Status Inventory  1.49 (2.07) 1.80 (2.32) 

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Total) 118.38 (14.02) 117.49 (15.58) 

Conflict Tactics Scale (Verbal - Partner) 10.83 (9.17) 9.39 (8.65) 

Conflict Tactics Scale (Verbal – Self) 9.15 (7.56) 10.74 (8.52) 

Dyadic Withdrawal Scale (Couple – Self) 19.33 (6.60) 19.43 (5.56) 

Dyadic Withdrawal Scale (Couple – Partner) 20.20 (7.49) 22.56 (8.69) 

Dyadic Withdrawal Scale (Parenting – Self) 19.13 (6.80) 19.43 (6.37) 

Dyadic Withdrawal Scale (Parenting Partner) 19.20 (6.81) 22.27 (9.06) 

Parent Problem Checklist (Number of Problems) 4.97 (4.60) 5.29 (4.48) 

Commitment Inventory (Dedication Scale) 85.2 (8.07) 84.61 (8.65) 

 
 

Couples’ scores on the Dedication Scale of the Commitment Inventory were 

similar to scores obtained in past research with first-marriage families (Renick et al., 

1992; Stanley & Markman, 1992).  In the present study couples’ scores showed high 

reported committment to making their relationship a success.  To date there is no 

published normative data for the Dyadic Withdrawal Scale for couples (L.J. Roberts, 

personal communication, June 26, 2002).  However, an unpublished study of early 

dating couples that examined withdrawal behaviour within the couple has produced very 

similar scores to the current stepfamily sample (O’Rourke & Halford, 2006).  This is the 
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first time the Dyadic Withdrawal Scale has been used for parenting dyads.  On Straus’s 

(1979) Conflict Tactics Scale both partners reported similar levels of aggression as 

reported in previous studies of married and cohabiting couples (Julian, McKenry, 

Gavazzi, & Law, 1999; Sagrestano, Heavey, & Christensen, 1999).  Partners reported 

low to moderate levels of verbal aggression and low levels of physical aggression.  

Twenty-six (21.5%) men and 31 (25.6%) women reported performing an act of physical 

aggression in the past twelve months towards their partner.  Given the low rate of 

physical aggression, the analyses focused on verbal aggression. 

Means and standard deviations for the OHI-S are presented in Table 14.  

Possible scores range from 1 to 7 on each scale and the means on the positive couple 

subscales (couple bond, fondness and expansiveness) indicated there were moderate 

(mid-range) levels of fondness, couple bond and expansiveness expressed.  In contrast, 

the means on the two negative couple subscales showed low levels of negative affect 

and criticism expressed.  Means on the stepfamily-specific subscales indicated that the 

stepfamilies expressed moderate levels of stepfamily cohesion, parenting alliances, and 

that even the worst relationship between stepparents and stepchildren were fairly 

positive. 

 

Data Reduction 

In order to test the hypotheses the data was summarised into key indices of 

family functioning.  As per the rationale used for Study 1 couple data, correlations 

between partner scores were first examined to see if a couple average could be derived.  

Most of the self-report measures showed moderate to high correlation between partners  

178 



 

 

Table 14 

Summary of Means (and Standard Deviations in Parenthesis) for the Oral History 

Interview for Stepfamilies 

Measure Male Female 

Couple Bond 4.31 (1.42) 4.89 (1.29) 

Couple Fondness 3.88 (1.42) 4.55 (1.36) 

Couple Expansiveness 4.84 (1.24) 5.45 (1.03) 

Couple Disillusionment 2.27 (1.36) 2.86 (1.54) 

Couple Negativity 2.34 (1.47) 2.80 (1.67) 

Parenting Alliance 4.21 (1.42) 4.28 (1.54) 

Stepfamily Cohesion 5.04 (1.31) 5.20 (1.48) 

 Parent Stepparent 

Stepparent-Stepchild Relationship (Male Stepparent) 4.80 (1.37) 4.83 (1.34) 

Stepparent-Stepchild Relationship (Female Stepparent) 4.39 (1.50) 4.48 (1.67) 

Note. Scores range from 1–7 where a score of 1 = no sign of this behaviour and 7 = extreme levels of this 
behaviour.     
 

reports (MSI r = .67, DAS r = .78, DWS Couple r = .50, CTS Verbal r = .71, PPC r = 

.78, DWS Parenting r = .52).  The means of the male and female partner reports on each 

of these measures were used as an index of the couple report.  For the Commitment 

Inventory (CI) there was a low correlation between male and female reports (r = .36).  

In the analysis the male CI score was used as previous research has found men tend to 

score lower on measures of couple committment (Murstein & MacDonald, 1983; 

Stanley et al., 2001).  Ratings of male and female behaviour during the OHI-S showed 
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moderate to high correlations, which ranged from r = .50 to r = .80, on all scales except 

couple expansiveness (r = .30).  The mean of male and female ratings were used as an 

index of the couple on all OHI-S scales except couple expansiveness.   As noted in the 

method, the least positive of the stepparent-stepchild relationships was used as the 

family index of stepparent-stepchild relationships.   

Correlations between variables were examined.  In each instance these 

correlations were in the expected direction.  Surprisingly, a small but significant positive 

correlation was found between couple fondness and steps taken toward separation.  The 

remaining variables, male and female expansiveness, did not share significant variance 

with couple stability.  

Table 15 presents the correlations between the self-report and OHI-S measures.  

The key criterion variable of steps taken toward separation on the MSI was associated 

with all of the other measures except positive expansiveness during the OHI-S.  All of 

the associations were in the expected direction.  Similarly, the DAS correlated with all 

other variables, and the correlations were all in the expected direction. 

The OHI-S ratings correlated with the self-report measures in a manner 

consistent with what would be expected in measures of similar constructs.  For example, 

high stepfamily cohesion was related to low couple verbal aggression, withdrawal and 

disagreement over parenting.  High couple negativity and disillusionment in the OHI-S 

were correlated with high couple verbal aggression, withdrawal and disagreement over 

parenting. 

To examine the hypothesised association between couple relationship instability 

and the couple and stepfamily factors, analyses were undertaken separately for the self- 
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Table 15    Bivariate Correlations for Self-Report and Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies Data 

 
Note: MSI = Marital Status Inventory, DAS = Dyadic Adjustment Scale, CTS = Conflict Tactics Scale, CI = Commitment Inventory, DWS-Couple = Dyadic Withdrawal Scale –Couple, DWS-Parenting 
= Dyadic Withdrawal Scale – Parenting, SI = Stepfamily Cohesion, PA = Parenting Alliance, SC= Worst stepparent-stepchild relationship, FA = Fondness, NEG = Negativity, CB = Couple Bond, DIS = 
Disillusionment, EXP = Expansiveness.  Note: Questionnaire Data N=121, Video Data N=120.   *p <05, ** p<.01.



 

report variables and the OHI-S variables. The aim was to provide a comparison of 

models across methods of measurement, providing a more rigorous test of the 

hypotheses. To minimise the number of variables used in the analyses, a decision 

was made to combine the reports of participants into composite factor scores.  

Composite scores were created for all self-report and OHI-S variables.  In order to 

summarise the data three separate factor analyses were conducted: two on the self-

report measures and one on the OHI-S ratings.  As described in the introduction, it 

was anticipated that the analysis would yield two factors: one related to couple 

adjustment and one related to stepfamily.  I wanted to test the hypothesised 

association of couple relationship instability with couple and stepfamily factors 

separately with the self-report measures and OHI-S data.  My reasoning was that 

testing patterns of findings across different measurement methods would provide a 

more rigorous test of the hypotheses.  

An exploratory factor analysis using principal axis extraction and oblique 

rotation was conducted on the three self-report couple measures (DWS-Couple, CTS 

Verbal Aggression and male scores on the CI).  The analysis yielded one factor 

(Couple Problems) with an Eigenvalue greater than one and it accounted for 42.4% 

of the variance.  The two parenting measures (PPC and DSW-Child) also yielded one 

factor with an Eigenvalue greater than one.  The Stepfamily Parenting Problems 

factor accounted for 68.2% of the total variance.  The variable loadings for the 

Couple Problems and Stepfamily Parenting Problem factors are presented in Table 

16.   
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Table 16    
 
Factor Loadings for Self-report Data 
 

Couple Problems Stepfamily Parenting Problems 

Item Loading Item 
 

Loading 

Withdrawal–Couple .875 Parenting Disagreement .826 

Verbal Aggression .558 Withdrawal–Child .826 

Male Commitment -.440   

 

An exploratory factor analysis with principle axis extraction and oblique 

rotation was conducted for the OHI-S scales.  Two factors were extracted with 

Eigenvalues greater than one.  Factor loadings are reported in Table 17.  The first 

factor was labelled Positive Couple Bond, and consisted entirely of positive couple 

focused items, and accounted for 47.5% of the variance. The second factor was 

labelled Stepfamily Disillusionment as it combined couple negativity and couple 

disillusionment with stepfamily issues.  The Stepfamily Disillusionment component 

accounted for 36.2% of the variance.    

 

Hypothesised Models 

Two path analyses were conducted using the Analysis of Moment Structure 

(AMOS) software package, version 5.0 (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999).  Although 

using a latent variable approach would have been desirable, the current sample size 

(N = 121) was too small to use this more complex procedure (Boomsma, 1982). 

Thus, path analyses using manifest variables were used.  In the analyses scale scores 

were used for the MSI and DAS variables and factor scores were used for the 
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composite variables (Couple Problems, Stepfamily Parenting Problems, Positive 

Couple Bond, and Stepfamily Disillusionment).  

 

Table 17    

Factor Loadings for the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies Data  

Positive Couple Bond Stepfamily Disillusionment 
 

Item Loading Item 
 

Loading 

Couple Bond .746 Couple Negativity .811 

Couple Fondness .714 Couple Disillusionment .789 

Expansiveness Male .605 Worst Stepparent-Stepchild 
Relationship 

-.667 

Expansiveness Female .568 Stepfamily Cohesion -.643 

  Parenting Alliance -.437 

 

Prior to undertaking the path analysis, factor scores were screened for 

univariate and multivariate outliers.  Two univariate outliers were found in the self-

report data (one in the Couple Problems factor and one in the Stepfamily Parenting 

Problems factor) and one in the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies data 

(Stepfamily Disillusionment factor).  These were censored and path analyses were 

conducted with and without the censored data.  The analysis was not improved when 

using the censored data so the original data set was employed.  Using Mahalanobis 

distance with p = <.001, one case was identified as a multivariate outlier in the 

questionnaire data.  West, Finch, and Curran (1995) suggest that multivariate outliers 

may have a major influence on variance calculations in path analysis and can lead to 

biased results.   Therefore the multivariate outlier was deleted from the data set.  

This deletion resulted in data analyses being performed on questionnaire data from 
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121 couples.  Although 122 couples completed the surveys, two of these couples did 

not present for their Oral History Interview.  Accordingly, the final analysis of the 

OHI-S data included data from 120 stepfamilies. 

The first path analysis used the self-report data.  The proposed model tested 

the association of Couple Problems and Stepfamily Parenting Problems with couple 

instability.  It was hypothesised that couple relationship adjustment would mediate 

the relationship between these components and couple relationship instability.  In 

addition, it was predicted that Stepfamily Parenting Problems would be associated 

with couple instability without mediation through couple adjustment. The second 

path analysis used the OHI-S data, and tested the model that proposed the Positive 

Couple Bond and Stepfamily Disillusionment would be associated with couple 

instability.  As per the first model, it was predicted that couple adjustment would 

mediate this relationship and that the Stepfamily Disillusionment and couple 

instability association would be partially mediated by couple adjustment but that 

Stepfamily Disillusionment would also have a direct association with couple 

instability.   

Current conventions for interpreting AMOS models suggest that several fit 

indices need to be considered.  First, a nonsignificant chi-square (χ2) is consistent 

with a good model fit. However, this index is sensitive to sample size and additional 

goodness-of-fit indices are typically used (Byrne, 2001). Comparative goodness of 

fit indices such as the Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI), Comparative Fit 

Index (CFI), and the Normed Fit Index (NFI) should all exceed 0.9 for an acceptable 

fit and exceed 0.95 for an excellent fit (Byrne, 2001; Hu & Bentler, 1999).  A root-

mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) score of <.08 indicates good model 

fit (Byrne, 2001; Hu & Bentler, 1999).   
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The AMOS analysis for the self-report measures showed the independence 

model had very poor fit to the data.  The original model in which Couple and 

Stepfamily Parenting Problems were associated with couple instability through 

couple adjustment, with partial mediation of the Stepfamily Parenting Problems to 

couple instability association, was not a good fitting model. Although, χ2 (1) = 2.48,  

ns, NFI = .992 and CFI = .995 suggested good fit, more sensitive fit indices revealed 

rather poor fit: RMSEA = .111; AGFI = .899. Further, the Stepfamily Parenting 

Problems to couple adjustment pathway was nonsignificant (p = .369). Modification 

indices suggested constraining this pathway to zero (i.e., dropping the path from the 

model).  The modified model with standardized coefficients is presented in Figure 2.  

This model was a much better fit to the data across all fit indices, χ2 (2) = 2.75, ns; 

AGFI = .941, CFI = .998, NFI = .992, RMSEA = .056. Change in chi-square 

between the two models was nonsignificant (change χ2 (1) = 0.27, ns). Given the 

lack of difference in overall fit between the hypothesised model (i.e., Figure 1) and 

the modified model (i.e., Figure 2), and that the modified model offers the more 

parsimonious solution, the modified model was considered the better model.  As is 

evident from Figure 2, Couple Problems were associated with low relationship 

adjustment and high couple instability, while Stepfamily Parenting Problems had a 

direct association with couple instability independent of couple adjustment.  
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Figure 2.  Standardised coefficients for self-report data. 

The AMOS analysis for the OHI-S data showed the independence model was 

a very poor fit to the data, while the hypothesised model presented in Figure 3 fit the 

data very well, χ2 (1) = .353, ns; AGFI = .985, CFI = .999, NFI = .998, RMSEA = 

.000.  As is evident from Figure 3, each of the hypothesised pathways had a 

significant coefficient.   
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Figure 3.  Standardised coefficients for initial oral history interview data. 
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The AMOS analyses showed there was the expected association between 

parenting and stepfamily issues with couple instability.  However, these associations 

might be attributable to correlations with other confounding variables.  In particular, 

more parenting problems might reflect poor child adjustment, and poor child 

adjustment might predate stepfamily formation.  Similarly stepfamily complexity or 

a lack of prior parenting experience by a stepparent might account for the observed 

associations.  In order to explore these possible confounds I examined the 

correlations of these confounds with the criterion variable of the MSI, the mediator 

variable of the DAS, and the predictor variables.  These correlations are presented in 

Table 18.    

 

Table 18 

Correlations between Risk Factors and Confound Variables 

 (a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) (g) (h) (i) (j) 

a) RSI – Stability 1.00          

b) DAS – Adjustment -.593** 1.00         

c) Couple Problems .604** -.783** 1.00        

d) Stepfamily    
    Parenting Problems 

.564** -.683** .844** 1.00       

e) Positive Couple  
    Bond 

-.292** .460** -.535** -.382** 1.00      

f) Stepfamily Disillusion .543** -.598** .607** .574** -.455** 1.00     

g) Most Severe Child  .182* -.193 .296** .272** -.124 .251** 1.00    

h) Simple vs Complex .232* -.054 .103 .197* -.095 .264** .183* 1.00   

i) Parenting Exp – male -.221* .241* -.374** -.369** .151 -.397** -.363** -.423** 1.00  

j) Parenting Exp – fem -.160 -.188 -.160 .005 .029 .112 .158 -.556** -.075 1.00 

 

As can be seen from the table, a small but significant association was found 

between couple stability and simple versus complex stepfamily, severity of child 
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problems and parenting experience (male stepparent only).  Low levels of couple 

stability appeared to be associated more with complex stepfamilies, high levels of 

child problems as reported by the stepparent, and no prior parenting experience by 

the male stepparent.  For couple adjustment there was a small correlation with prior 

parenting experience (male stepparent only) with high couple adjustment associated 

with parenting experience.        

For the predictor variables, there were some small to moderate correlations 

with the potential confounds.  Prior parenting experience by the male stepparent 

shared more covariance than other confounds with Couple Problems, Stepfamily 

Parenting Problems and Stepfamily Disillusionment.  A small but significant 

association was found between the simple versus complex stepfamilies, and 

Stepfamily Parenting Problems and Stepfamily Disillusionment.  A small correlation 

also existed between severe child problems as reported by the stepparent and Couple 

Problems, Stepfamily Parenting Problems and Stepfamily Disillusionment.  Prior 

parenting experience for the female stepparent did not appear to be associated with 

any of the outcome or predictor variables.          

 

Exploring Alternative Explanations 

As discussed earlier there are a number of potential variables that could 

impact on couple adjustment and stability.  In order to control for the variance 

accounted for by potential confounds regression analyses were first performed with 

the dependent variable (couple instability) regressed on each of the potential 

confounds (prior parenting experience by the male stepparent, simple versus 

complex stepfamilies, and most severe child problems as reported by a stepparent in 

the stepfamily).  Residual scores from the dependent variable (i.e. variance not 
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accounted for by the confounds) were then entered into the variance covariance 

matrix for the path analysis. 

In order to check for the influence of these potential confounds the self-report 

model was re-run with the outcome variable (couple instability) having been 

statistically adjusted for each of the potential confounds (prior parenting experience 

by the male stepparent, simple versus complex stepfamilies, and most severe child 

problems as reported by a stepparent in the stepfamily).  Each of the three models 

had good fit indices and the results obtained were very similar to those predicted by 

the model described above.  The only difference being that the magnitude of the 

Stepparent Parenting Problems to couple instability pathway decreased slightly from 

.30 in the original model to around .25 for the adjusted models. 

The OHI-S data model was re-run in order to check for the influence of 

potential confounds.  When couple instability was adjusted for stepfamily 

complexity and most severe child problems as reported by a stepparent there was 

still good fit for both models with statistically significant chi-square values.  The 

AGFI, CFI and NFI values were above .95, and the RMSEA values were less than 

.08.  The magnitude of the paths between Positive Couple Bond and couple 

adjustment and between Stepfamily Disillusionment and couple adjustment did not 

alter.  However, there was a slight decrease in the magnitude of the pathway between 

Stepfamily Disillusionment and couple instability in both models (standardized 

coefficient from -.31 to -.25).  When these confounds were controlled for the results 

were very similar to the original model, and therefore these results suggest that 

stepfamily complexity and most severe child problems as reported by the stepparent 

are not adding to the prediction of couple instability.  
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However, when statistically adjusting the model for the effect of prior 

parenting experience by the male stepparent on couple instability a different result 

was found.  The model displayed good fit indices but the path from Stepfamily 

Disillusionment to couple instability was smaller in absolute value (-.18) and was no 

longer significant (.08).  Accordingly a new model was run with this path 

constrained to zero (see Figure 4).   
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Figure 4.  Final Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies model with couple 

instability adjusted for prior parenting experience by male stepparent.   

 

The model fitted the data well χ2 (2) = 3.50, ns; CFI = .987, NFI = .971 and 

RMSEA = .071.  The magnitude of the paths between Positive Couple Bond and 

couple adjustment, and Stepfamily Disillusionment and couple adjustment did not 

alter but there was a small increase in the magnitude of the pathway from couple 

adjustment to couple instability (standardised coefficient from -.41 to -.55).  When 

accounting for prior parenting experience by the male stepparent in the path analysis, 
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couple instability appeared to be well explained by a model incorporating an indirect 

effect by Positive Couple Bond via couple adjustment (standardized coefficient = 

.25, p <. 05) to couple instability and an indirect effect by Stepfamily 

Disillusionment via couple adjustment to couple instability (standardized coefficient 

= .47, p < .05).   

 

Discussion 

Study 2 tested a model of how couple factors and stepfamily factors were 

associated with couple relationship adjustment and stability, using both self-report 

and interview data.  For both self-report (Hypothesis 1) and interview data 

(Hypothesis 2), it was predicted that couple relationship adjustment and stability 

would be associated with both couple variables and stepfamily variables.  Moreover, 

it was predicted that stepfamily variables would show a direct association with 

stability independent of relationship adjustment.  Hypothesis 1 (using self-report 

measures) was partially supported; both couple and stepfamily variables were 

associated with couple stability, however only couple factors were associated with 

relationship adjustment.  Couple adjustment mediated the relationship between 

couple variables and couple stability, but as predicted there was an independent 

pathway from stepfamily factors to relationship stability.  Hypothesis 2 (using Oral 

History for Stepfamilies interview data) was supported with couple and stepfamily 

factors being associated with couple relationship adjustment and stability.  The 

association of couple factors with couple instability was mediated by couple 

relationship adjustment.  In contrast, as predicted, stepfamily factors had a direct 

association with stability independent of relationship adjustment. 
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The current results extend prior research showing that the couple variables of 

aggression, withdrawal, committment, and couple bond that are associated with 

relationship adjustment in first-marriage studies also correlate with couple 

adjustment for stepfamily couples (Heyman et al., 1995; Christensen & Heavey, 

1990; Renick et al., 1992; Carrere et al., 2000).  Moreover, the current research 

shows that these same couple variables are associated with couple stability, and that 

the association of couple variables with stability is mediated by relationship 

adjustment.  Finally, the current research adds substantially to existing knowledge by 

showing that the stepfamily specific variables of stepparent-stepchild relationships, 

parenting agreement, parenting alliance and stepfamily cohesion are associated with 

relationship stability, with this association replicated across both self-report 

questionnaire and interview data.  These stepfamily specific variables have a direct 

association with couple stability, whereas the couple variables associated with 

stability were mediated completely through couple adjustment.  

 

The Dynamic of Relationship Dissolution in Stepfamilies 

The current research examined variables associated with relationship 

instability in stepfamilies. The pattern of findings suggest that there are some 

additional influences on stability in stepfamily couples beyond those identified in 

research on first marriage couples. In particular models like the cascade model to 

separation (Gottman, 1993) that has been proposed for first-marriage couples may 

need to be extended to adequately account for stepfamily couples.  As Gottman 

proposed in first-marriage couples, deteriorating relationship adjustment could 

produce a cascade toward separation.  However, in addition, stepfamily specific 

concerns related to effective parenting, stepparent-stepchild relationships, child 
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adjustment, and the development of stepfamily cohesion might lead to contemplation 

of separation, even in the presence of high couple relationship adjustment.   

There may be differences between stepfamily couples with regards to the 

trigger for couple dissolution.  For example, it may be that some biological parents 

enter the relationship with a very strong focus on protecting their children and even 

modest difficulty in the stepparent-child relationship may lead the biological parent 

to leave the couple relationship.  For other individuals their main focus may be the 

couple relationship, and they would only end the relationship if the couple 

relationship was unsatisfying.  Anecdotally, in my interviews some individuals 

reported that the couple relationship was their priority, and that the children would 

just have to adapt to the new stepfamily situation. Other individuals said that their 

relationship with the children was their primary focus, and that the couple 

relationship would have to adapt or it would not survive.  

Finally, it worth noting that many previous models of relationship 

dissolution, like the cascade to divorce model, assume that relationship instability 

develops gradually with erosion of relationship satisfaction. However, recent 

research is converging on the idea that there may sudden or transformative change 

processes in coupe relationship stability. For example, Gottman, Murray, Swanson, 

Tyson, and Swanson (2002) used dynamic non-linear modelling to represent the 

processes by which sudden change can occur. Building on these ideas Halford, 

Lizzio, Wilson and Occhipinti (in press) found newly married couples had sudden 

changes in relationship satisfaction across the first four years of marriage, and 

speculated that stressful life events might interact with other variables to produce 

sudden change.  For example, high stress at work might make a stepfather irritable, 

and if he is an inexperienced parent the combination of inexperience and stress might 
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result in him striking a badly behaved stepchild. Such an event might dramatically 

alter the mother’s perception of her couple relationship and even precipitate 

termination of the couple relationship.  Future research needs to address the 

interaction of life events with other risk factors, and to asses for the possibility of 

transformative relationship changes.   

 

Potential Confounds 

In Study 2 prior parenting experience, stepfamily complexity and problem 

child behaviour as reported by the stepparent were controlled for.  Of these variables, 

only a lack of prior parenting experience by the male stepparent was related to 

stepfamily outcomes, with inexperience by the stepfather being associated with a 

poor parenting alliance, a lack of cohesion as a stepfamily, and a poor stepparent-

stepchild relationship.  It could be that if a biological parent forms a relationship 

with a novice parent, then the stepparent is likely to struggle to adapt to their new 

parenting role, and the biological parent may worry about the effect the stepparent is 

having on their children.       

The majority of stepfamilies in this study were stepfather families, which is 

consistent with the pattern in the Australian population in which stepfather families 

out-number stepmother families (Weston & Khoo, 1993).  There were insufficient 

stepmother families to test whether no prior parenting experience would be 

associated with couple outcomes.  If the finding that parenting inexperience mediates 

couple stability is replicated, then parenting education might be an important 

inclusion in stepfamily interventions.  If a screening instrument was developed to 

assess relationship risks, it would be useful to include questions about prior 

parenting experience.  
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Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies 

To provide a rigorous test of the hypotheses this study employed multi-

method measures.  The Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies measures an 

individual’s cognitions about their couple relationship and their stepfamily 

experience.  The self-report measures are reports on behaviours displayed by 

individuals in the stepfamily (e.g., Conflict Tactics Scale and Parenting Problem 

Checklist).  Despite these differences in constructs measured, a similar pattern of 

results was found across both assessment methods.  This increases confidence in the 

reliability of association found between couple and stepfamily variables with couple 

outcomes.                

Gottman’s work using the Oral History Interview found the OHI predicted 

couple outcomes in first-marriage families (early in the relationship and through the 

transition to parenting) (Buehlman et al., 1992; Carrere et al., 2000).  The current 

research replicates and extends on his findings in two important ways.  First, it 

replicates for the first time (outside of Gottman’s laboratory) that there is a 

correlation between the Oral History Interview and couple adjustment and stability, 

although the current finding is cross sectional.  Secondly, Gottman’s research was 

extended by examining stepfamily couples and by including several stepfamily 

specific variables to the interview (stepfamily cohesion, stepparent-stepchild 

relationship, and parenting alliance).  Similar to past cross-sectional research using 

self-report measures stepfamily cohesion correlated with couple adjustment (Roberts 

& Price, 1989).  Consistent with past longitudinal research using self-report 

measures poor stepparent-stepchild relationships were associated with poor couple 

adjustment (Bray & Berger, 1993; Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992).  There was 

one longitudinal study that found a strong parenting alliance predicted relationship 
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adjustment (Hermansen, 1993).  The Oral History Interview data supports these 

findings.  The current study extends on previous research by finding a relationship 

between these three stepfamily variables and couple stability.         

The current extended version of the Oral History Interview also highlights 

that in the early stage of the relationship, the cognitive representation people have of 

the couple relationship in stepfamilies has extra dimensions than in first-marriage 

couples.  In stepfamilies, couples they think about both their relationship with their 

new partner, and also the relationship between their children and their new partner, 

and how this arrangement is working for the whole family.     

It should be noted that in the current study the factor analysis conducted on 

the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies data resulted in a different loading of the 

variables than was found in previous research (Buehlman, 1992; Carrere et al., 

2000).  The positive couple variables loaded together as the couple bond factor as 

they did in the earlier research of first-marriage couples.  However, couple negativity 

and couple disillusionment, which previously also loaded with the other couple 

variables, loaded with the stepfamily variables that made up the stepfamily factor.  

This clustering of negativity and disillusionment with stepfamily variables suggests 

that the negativity and disillusionment expressed by stepfamily couples in interviews 

is more closely related to stepfamily issues than couple issues.  For example, couples 

may have shown more negative affect and expressed more disillusionment in the 

context of having difficulty with stepparent-stepchild relationships than with their 

couple relationship.  
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Research Limitations  

There were several limitations to the current study.  Of the stepfamily studies 

conducted to date that have used reliable and valid measures (Nicholson et al., 1996; 

Nicholson et al., 1999) this study had one of the largest samples.  However, the 

current study had a somewhat smaller sample size than some of the large scale 

American and British epidemiological studies (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1999; 

O’Connor et al., 1998).  Although these large studies typically measure many 

different constructs using relatively brief or unstandardised measures (Esses & 

Campbell, 1984; Pasley et al., 1994).  In order to examine a range of possible 

mediators of stepfamily adjustment and stability, a substantially larger study is 

needed to examine specific subgroups such as those stepfamilies that have a mutual 

child versus those who do not, or those who have younger children versus older 

children. 

There are high rates of stepfamily breakdown reported in the first 5 years of 

stepfamily life (O’Connor et al., 1999).  In order to obtain a representative sample of 

stepfamilies, couples were recruited for the study that were in the early stages of 

their relationship (they had been together for at least 6 months and no more than 3 

years).  It was believed that if longer term couples were recruited then couples with 

the most problems in their relationship were likely to have already separated.  On 

average, couples in this study had been together for 18 months. It is likely that even 

at the 18 month mark couples with more pronounced problems may have separated 

therefore resulting in a non-representative sample.   

Another limitation of the study was that there was some difficulty for couples 

in defining when they began their relationship and when they started living together 

as a stepfamily.  For example, one couple dated for a week and then commenced 
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living half the week together in the parent’s house with all the children present and 

the other half of the week in the stepparent’s house with all the children.  However, 

the couple did not consider themselves living together as a stepfamily until both 

families were residing in the same house.                         

As in Study 1 the current sample consisted of predominantly middle class 

anglo saxon participants who had a reasonably high education level therefore the 

generalisability of the findings beyond this group is questionable.  As the current 

study was cross-sectional it is not possible to draw any causal conclusions.  A useful 

next step would be to conduct a longitudinal follow-up of the current sample of 

stepfamilies over a 5 or 10-year period to see if the variables examined predict 

couple outcomes.   

A final limitation of the study was that all the parenting measures were self-

report.  The capacity of a new stepparent with relatively little parenting experience to 

accurately comment on their parenting skills may be doubtful.  Future research could 

complement the self-report measures with observational measures of parenting as a 

means of obtaining more accurate data.   

 

General Discussion 

This thesis is a program of research investigating the association between a 

range of couple and stepfamily specific variables with couple adjustment and 

stability.  Study 1 found no significant relationships between couple or stepfamily 

variables and couple adjustment and stability (longitudinally).  However, low power 

may have produced the null results.  Study 2 showed that both couple and stepfamily 

specific variables predicted stepfamily outcomes (cross-sectionally).   
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Discrepancies in Findings across Study 1 and Study 2 

The discrepancy in results between the two studies may be associated with 

differences in recruitment, sample sizes, and methodology.  According to Bradbury, 

Cohan, and Karney (1998), the methods used for recruiting participants may impact 

on sample characteristics.  Recruitment differences existed across studies.  For Study 

1 participants who had previously been recruited to take part in an intervention 

program were studied, while for Study 2 the sample was recruited specifically for 

research purposes.  With different recruitment strategies it might be expected that 

there would be more people in distress in Study 1’s sample.  However, the two 

samples were fairly similar with couples being relatively happy in their relationship, 

and reporting low levels of couple aggression, high levels of parenting disagreement 

and high levels of child behaviour problems.  Study 2 had a larger sample size than 

Study 1 and this increased power may have made it easier to detect a real effect.         

With respect to methodology, Study 1 used direct observational data in 

conjunction with self-report measures, while Study 2 employed a semi-structured 

interview method and self-report measures.  The measurement of variables in 

somewhat different way may have resulted in different findings across studies.  For 

example, the use of an observational measure in Study 1 found that high levels of 

withdrawal occurred but were unrelated to couple outcomes.  However, in Study 2 

when withdrawal was measured using a self-report questionnaire that assessed a 

broader range of withdrawal behaviour, couples reported levels of withdrawal 

similar to those reported by first-marriage couples and there was a significant 

relationship of withdrawal to couple adjustment and stability.  Further longitudinal 

research is needed of withdrawal to clarify some of these inconsistencies.   
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Study 2 extended on Study 1 by assessing stepfamily specific parenting 

issues more thoroughly.  For example, in Study 1 parenting issues were measured 

with a single self-report measure of parenting disagreement.  In Study 2 three 

additional measures were employed: a self-report measure of withdrawal around 

parenting issues, an observational measure of the parenting alliance, and a measure 

of the level of prior parenting experience.  The difficulty that couples have around 

parenting in stepfamilies was believed to be important to examine further as while 

some of the parenting issues may be similar to parenting issues in first-marriage 

families, the timing of becoming a parent is different in stepfamilies.  For first-

marriage couples, partners come to the parenting experience at the same time after 

having several years together in their relationship.  Stepfamily couples have to try to 

coparent from the time they start to live together.  They also have to deal with unique 

aspects of parenting that other first-marriage couples do not, for example, the 

involvement of the non-residential parent, negotiation of the parenting role for the 

stepparent, and discrepancies in parenting experience.                      

 

Relationship Education for Stepfamilies 

Relationship education programs for stepfamilies might need to address some 

of the stepfamily specific variables that were associated with couple outcomes in 

stepfamilies in Study 2 (see Table 19).  First-marriage education programs 

commonly include sessions on communication, problem solving, conflict 

management, and having realistic expectations about the couple relationship 

(Hahlweg, Thurmair, Eckert, Engel, & Markman, 1992; Halford & Behrens, 1996; 

Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 1994), and there is support for the effectiveness of 

these programs with this target group.  These couple-focused components of  

201 



 

Table 19 

Intervention Strategies for a Stepfamily Intervention Program 

Stepfamily Specific Issues Intervention Strategies 

Parenting Alliance Normalisation of the difficulty of shared parenting in 
stepfamilies. 
 
Couple to learn how to work together as a parenting team.   
 
Couple to develop a shared understanding of parent and 
stepparent roles.  Acknowledgement that roles may change 
over time.   
 
Partners to identify and compare their parenting styles and 
parenting experience to date and develop parenting plan for 
new stepfamily. 
 
Couple to undertake Partner Support Training. 
 

Stepparent-Stepchild 
Relationships 

Discussion of the many different types of relationships that 
can occur between stepparents and stepchildren.   
 
Couple to develop realistic expectations about stepparent/ 
stepchild relationships.  Couple not to expect “instant love” 
and adjustment. 
 
Stepparent to spend one-on-one quality time with 
stepchildren. 
 

Stepfamily Cohesion Family members to develop a shared understanding of 
stepfamily development and how child developmental 
issues may impact on stepfamily cohesion (e.g., teenagers 
wanting to retain independence). 
 
Family members to develop new family rituals and rules. 
 
Hold regular family meetings for problem solving and 
organisation of family activities. 
 

Parenting Experience Stepparents to be educated in principles of positive 
parenting and child development. 
 

 

education are probably important to include in stepfamily programs.  In addition, 

education might need to include basic parenting education for inexperienced 

stepparents in a stepfamily intervention.  This could consist of a parenting skills 

program such as the Triple P-Positive Parenting Program (Ireland et al., 2003), 
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possibly combined with education about realistic expectations of children at various 

developmental stages.   

A strong parenting alliance can bond the couple together and help the 

stepparent feel more included in the stepfamily (Ganong & Coleman, 2000; Kheshgi-

Genovese, & Genovese, 1997).  To ensure the parenting alliance is successful, an 

intervention could include activities that ask partners to discuss and compare the 

parenting used in their family of origin, their current parenting style and rules for the 

family, their general beliefs about parenting, and their parenting expectations for the 

stepparent.  The aim would be for couples to develop a joint parenting plan, which 

includes the parent and stepparents’ involvement and limitations with the children.  

The couple could also take part in Partner Support Training (Dadds, Schwartz, & 

Sanders, 1987) to decrease conflict over child management strategies and increase 

partners’ supportive skills.               

Improving stepparent-stepchild relationships is another area that could be 

addressed in an intervention.  Several programs have used a range of strategies to try 

and enhance the functioning of this relationship (Michaels, 1996; Nicholson et al., 

1996; Visher & Visher, 1997).  One such strategy is the development of the couple’s 

understanding that stepchildren are not likely to instantly love the stepparent and that 

it may take time for a relationship to develop.  Another strategy is the development 

of the couple’s awareness that there are many different types of relationships (e.g., 

friend, parent, mentor) that can exist between a stepparent and stepchild and that this 

relationship may change over time.  In order to get to know the children better the 

stepparent needs to spend one-on-one quality time with the stepchildren, preferably 

in activities the children have chosen.              
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When stepfamilies first form they do not have a shared family history of 

traditions and may lack a sense of cohesion as a group (Wilkes & Fromme, 2002).  

To gain a greater understanding of stepfamily development and cohesion, the couple 

could learn about Papernow’s (1984) seven stage model of development for 

stepfamilies.  Other strategies previously used in stepfamily programs to improve 

family cohesion include the development of new stepfamily rituals and rules, and the 

holding of regular family meetings where family activities are organised and 

everyone has the opportunity to raise issues of concern (Nicholson et al., 1996; 

Visher & Visher, 1997).          

While a range of stepfamily education programs are available (Adler-Badler, 

2001b; Bosch, Gebeke, & Meske, 1992; Chidwick, 1994; Nelson & Levant, 1991; 

Olsen, 1997; Taylor & Taylor, 2003; Visher & Visher, 1997), most are based on 

clinical intuition and common sense.  The effectiveness of these programs is unclear 

as very few have provided published outcome evaluations (Adler-Baeder & 

Higginbotham, 2004).  Only one study used a randomised controlled experimental 

design that assessed the impact of the intervention on couple and child outcomes 

(Nicholson et al., 1996).  Future programs therefore need to be more research driven 

and documentation is needed on the effectiveness of these programs (Adler-Baeder 

& Higginbotham, 2004).             

Stepfamily education programs should ideally be conducted with couples 

who are anticipating forming a stepfamily or who are in the first few years of living 

together as this is a high risk period for stepfamily couples (Bray & Kelly, 1998; 

Clarke & Wilson, 1994).  Despite the growing prevalence of stepfamilies several 

researchers have reported difficulties recruiting stepfamily couples for intervention 

programs (Duncan & Brown, 1992; Esses & Campbell, 1984; Nicholson, 1995).  To 
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engage more couples in stepfamily education a different delivery format may need to 

be considered such as self-directed programs (including workbook, reading material 

and DVD).  This would allow couples the flexibility to work through exercises at 

home either individually, as a couple, and/or as a family.   

There can be great diversity in stepfamilies and this makes designing 

interventions difficult.  For example, there can be stepmother versus stepfather issues 

or simple versus complex stepfamily issues.  To address diverse participant needs, 

programs could include a set range of topics for all stepfamilies to work through 

(e.g., parenting alliance, stepparent-stepchild relationships), in conjunction with a 

selection of topics that couples could choose from if they felt it was relevant to their 

situation (e.g., parenting education, managing interactions with difficult ex-partners).               

The main focus of the thesis has been couple relationships in stepfamilies.  

However, as highlighted in Chapter 1, living in a stepfamily can also impact on child 

adjustment (Nicholson et al., 1999).  The way the parent and stepparent are getting 

along with each other and how the stepparent and stepchild relate to each other has 

direct implications for children.  If the couple decide to separate children are exposed 

to another family break down and this may increase their risk for psychopathology.  

Successful stepfamily programs may help to create stability in the family and in turn 

improve child adjustment.  Very few stepfamily programs have included children in 

the process (Adler-Baeder, 2001a; Bosch, et al., 1992).  Some research suggests that 

children’s behaviour towards stepparents can affect the stepparent-stepchild 

relationship and the couple relationship (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002; O’Connor et 

al., 1997).  Therefore it may be worthwhile including some sessions in which older 

children can work through such issues as debunking stepfamily myths and conflict 

management.  
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Suggestions for Future Research 

In this study a wide range of couple and stepfamily factors that might 

influence stepfamily couple instability were measured, but not all potentially 

important factors have been considered.  For example, the relationship between the 

biological parent and their children was not assessed.  There is some longitudinal 

evidence to suggest that an unhealthy relationship between the biological parent and 

child may have a negative impact on couple adjustment and stability (Hermansen, 

1993; Koren, 1980).  In future research, this relationship could be measured in the 

same way as the stepparent-stepchild relationship was measured, using the Oral 

History Interview for Stepfamilies. 

Several studies have found negative relationships can exist between ex-

partners for a long time after separation (Buunk & Mutsaers, 1999; Guisinger et al., 

1989).  One cross-sectional study has found that these unhealthy relationships are 

related to poor relationship adjustment in the new stepfamily (Buunk & Mutsaers, 

1999).  It is also likely that conflict between ex-partners may be related to poor child 

adjustment in stepfamilies.  Future research could examine this area further.  

However, there is a lack of reliable and valid self-report measures of the level and 

type (conflictual versus amicable) of contact someone has with their ex-partner, and 

new measurement approaches would need to be developed.  Alternatively, additional 

questions could be added to the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies that aim to 

capture the experience people have with their ex-partner.   

There is also increasing evidence that stressful major events and daily life 

stressors can have a negative effect on couple relationships (Gritz et al., 1990; 

Lehman et al., 1989).  Some cross-sectional research suggests that stepfamilies have 

higher stress levels than first-marriage families in the first few years of family 

206 



 

formation (Hetherington, 1993).  It is likely that these elevated levels of stress might 

affect the quality of the couple relationship if individuals are not able to manage their 

stress effectively.  To assess the impact of stress on stepfamily couples, participants 

could complete daily diary reports of stress.  As in previous research in this area, it 

would be important to measure not only the content of the stressor (e.g., whether the 

stressor was related to children, partner, work), but also the frequency and perceived 

severity of the effect of the stressor on the person’s daily life (Almeida, 2005).  It 

could be that different types of stressors may affect the couple relationship in 

different ways.  For example, child related problems or ex-partner problems may 

increase stress levels for stepfamily couples more than traditional couple problems. 

Finally, the samples obtained in the two research studies had a high 

proportion of individuals who were middle class, well-educated, living in complex 

stepfamilies, and choosing to cohabit rather than marry.  To obtain a more truly 

nationally representative sample of stepfamily couples a household survey could be 

conducted with the hope of recruiting more high risk couples, for example, 

individuals from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Bracher et al., 1993) and couples 

in the earlier stages of their relationship (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002). 

  

Conclusion 

This research investigated the association of couple and stepfamily factors 

with stepfamily couple adjustment and stability.  The research showed that both 

couple and stepfamily factors are associated with couple outcomes, and that 

stepfamily variables independently predicted risk for couple instability.  This is an 

important contribution to our understanding of risk factors for stepfamily breakdown 

and the future design of interventions for stepfamilies.  The results of this study 
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suggest that relationship education programs for stepfamilies should include program 

content specific to their needs.  For example, such content may include negotiation 

of the parenting role, setting realistic expectations for parenting in the stepfamily, 

learning how to build a strong parenting alliance, learning how to develop positive 

stepparent-stepchild relationships, and parenting education for stepparents without 

prior parenting experience.    
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DWS ® 
 
We are interested in how you and your partner respond to each other about issues 
other than the children.  Using the scale below, please indicate how much you agree 
or disagree with each of the following statements.  Please indicate your responses by 
placing a cross in one circle beside each statement. 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Scale: 

   Never or   Some of  About half       Most of All or almost      
Almost never       the time of the time       the time all of the time 
    1             2          3        4  5 

____________________________________________________________________ 
       1 2 3 4 5 
 
1. When my partner is troubled about something,  

she/he holds back from telling me how she/he  
is really feeling     O O O O O 

 
2. When we are discussing something we disagree  

about, my partner gets angry & refuses to talk to me O O O O O 
 

3. When we are faced with a problem that could lead to  
conflict between us, my partner tries to sweep it under  
the rug      O O O O O 

 
4. When I share my personal troubles or worries with my  

partner, she/he doesn’t seem to really listen to me O O O O O 
 
5. When my partner is troubled, she/he talks openly with me 

about her/his worries, fears, or insecurities  O O O O O 
 
6. When we are having a disagreement, my partner ends up 

walking away or leaving the room in anger  O O O O O 
 
7. My partner avoids talking to me about things that could 

cause tension between us    O O O O O 
 
8. When I need emotional comforting or support, my partner 

makes herself/himself completely available to me O O O O O 
 
9. When my partner and I talk, she/he holds back from  

sharing her/his innermost thoughts and feelings with me O O O O O 
 

10. When my partner and I are having an argument, she/he  
gets angry and gives me the “silent treatment”  O O O O O 
 

11. When we are discussing something we disagree about, my  
partner tries to keep the conversation short or get us off  
the topic      O O O O O 

 
12.  My partner gives me her/his full, undivided attention and 

really listens to me when I need someone to talk to O O O O O 
 
 
 

255 



 

 
DWS ® (continued) 

 
 
Please indicate your responses by placing a cross in one circle beside each 
statement. 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Scale: 

   Never or  Some of  About half Most of  All or almost 
Almost never the time  of the time the time  all of the time 

            1             2          3       4   5 
____________________________________________________________________ 
       1 2 3 4 5 
 
1. When I am troubled about something, I hold back from 

telling my partner how I am really feeling  O O O O O 
 
2. When we are discussing something we disagree about, 

I get angry and refuse to talk to my partner  O O O O O 
 

3. When we are faced with a problem that could lead to  
conflict between us, I try to sweep it under the rug O O O O O 

 
4. When my partner shares her/his personal troubles or  

worries with me, I don’t really listen to her/him  O O O O O 
 
5. When I am troubled, I talk openly with my partner about 

my worries, fears, or insecurities   O O O O O 
 
6. When we are having a disagreement, I end up walking  

away or leaving the room in anger   O O O O O 
 
7. I avoid talking to my partner about things that could 

cause tension between us    O O O O O 
 
8. When my partner needs emotional comforting or support,  

I make myself completely available to her/him  O O O O O 
 
9. When my partner and I talk, I hold back from sharing my 

innermost thoughts and feelings with her/him  O O O O O 
 
10. When my partner and I are having an argument, I get 

angry and give my partner the “silent treatment”  O O O O O 
 
11. When we are discussing something we disagree about, I  

try to keep the conversation short or get us off the topic O O O O O 
 
12. I give my partner my full, undivided attention and really 

listen to her/him when she/he needs someone to talk to O O O O O 
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Dyadic Withdrawal Scale – Child 

 

(Roberts, 2002) 
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DWS © 
 
We are interested in how you and your partner respond to each other about the 
children in your stepfamily.  Using the scale below, please indicate how much you 
agree or disagree with each of the following statements.  Please indicate your 
responses by placing a cross in one circle beside each statement. 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Scale: 

Never or  Some of  About half Most of  All or almost 
Almost never the time  of the time the time  all of the time 
      1             2          3       4   5 

____________________________________________________________________ 
       1 2 3 4 5 
1. When my partner is troubled about the children, he/she  

holds back from telling me how they are really feeling O O O O O 
 
2.   When we are discussing something relating to the  

children which we disagree about, my partner gets 
angry and refuses to talk to me    O O O O O 
 

3. When we are faced with a child related problem that  
could lead to conflict between us, my partner tries to  
sweep it under the rug     O O O O O 

 
4. When I share my personal troubles or worries with my  

partner about the children, he/she doesn’t seem to really 
listen to me      O O O O O 

 
5. When my partner is troubled about the children, he/she  

talks openly with me about their worries, fears, or  
insecurities      O O O O O 

 
6. When we are having a disagreement over child issues,  

my partner ends up walking away or leaving the room  
in anger      O O O O O 

 
7. My partner avoids talking to me about child issues that  

could cause tension between us    O O O O O 
 
8. When I need emotional comforting or support about  

the children, my partner makes themself completely  
available to me     O O O O O 

 
9. When my partner and I talk about the children, he/she  

holds back from sharing their innermost thoughts and  
feelings with me     O O O O O 
 

10. When my partner and I are having an argument over  
child issues, he/she gets angry and gives me the  
“silent treatment”     O O O O O 
 

11. When discussing child issues we disagree about, my 
partner tries to keep the conversation short or get us off 
the topic      O O O O O 

 
12. My partner gives me their full, undivided attention and  

really listens to me when I need someone to talk to about  
the children      O O O O O 
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DWS © (continued) 
 
 
Please indicate your responses by placing a cross in one circle beside each 
statement. 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Scale: 

   Never or  Some of  About half Most of  All or almost 
Almost never the time  of the time the time  all of the time 

           1             2          3       4   5 
____________________________________________________________________ 
       1 2 3 4 5 
 
1.    When I am troubled about the children, I hold back from 

telling my partner how I am really feeling  O O O O O 
 
2. When we are discussing something relating to the children 

that we disagree about, I get angry and refuse to talk to  
my partner       O O O O O 
 

3. When we are faced with a child related problem that  
could lead to conflict between us, I try to sweep it under  
the rug      O O O O O 

 
4. When my partner shares their personal troubles or worries  

about the children with me, I don’t really listen to them O O O O O 
 
5. When I am troubled about the children, I talk openly with  

my partner about my worries, fears, or insecurities O O O O O 
 
6. When we are having a disagreement over child issues, I  

end up walking away or leaving the room in anger O O O O O 
 
7. I avoid talking to my partner about child issues that could 

cause tension between us    O O O O O 
 
8. When my partner needs emotional comforting or support  

about the children, I make myself completely available 
to them      O O O O O 

 
9. When my partner and I talk about the children, I hold  

back from sharing my innermost thoughts and feelings  
with them      O O O O O 

 
10. When my partner and I are having an argument over  

child issues, I get angry and give my partner the  
“silent treatment”     O O O O O 

 
11. When discussing something we disagree about in relation 

to the children I try to keep the conversation short or get 
us off the topic     O O O O O 

 
12. I give my partner my full, undivided attention and really  

listen to them when they need someone to talk to about 
the children      O O O O O 
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This manual describes the procedure for administering and coding the Oral 

History Interview for Stepfamilies (OHI-S).  The OHI-S is intended to assess the 

cognitive representation partners have of their stepfamily relationship with their 

partner and children in the relationship. The OHI-S is an extension and adaptation of 

the Oral History Interview and Oral History Coding System developed by Kim 

Buehlman and John Gottman (1996) to assess the cognitive representation of the 

couple relationship in first marriages. The OHI-S extends the OHI by adding extra 

questions related to specific stepfamily issues. The coding procedure for the OHI-S 

has been based on the OHI but modified to focus on stepfamily issues by adding 

some new scales and deleting some OHI scales.  

This manual details the coding procedure. Couples are interviewed conjointly 

and the interview is videotaped. Coders then watch the tape and make a series of 

ratings. There are 10 scales on which ratings are conducted. Each scale is defined in 

this manual, and examples are given. Coding sheets are attached for the rating 

process. The questions put to couples in the OHI-S are included as an Appendix. 
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ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW FOR STEPFAMILIES (OHI-S) 
 
The OHI-S is a semi-structured interview in which the stepfamily couples are asked 
a series of open-ended questions about their relationship with each other and with the 
rest of their stepfamily. The interviewer is trained to use active listening skills to 
draw out the respondents, to be non-judgemental about the answers provided, and to 
allow the partners great freedom in the content and length of their answers. The 
interview typically takes from one to two hours to complete.  
 

OHI-S CODING PROCEDURE 
 
The OHI-S coding procedure is a behavioural rating system. Observers are asked to 
learn verbatim the definitions of each scale, and to strictly adhere to the definitions 
of the scales in making their ratings. Rating should be based on the content of what 
partners say, and their nonverbal behaviour. Inferences about intention, “real 
meaning” and other internal state of the partners are to be avoided.  
 
There are 10 scales used to rate partners’ behaviour during the OHI-S. In 9 of the 10 
scales participants are rated every 5 minutes for the presence or absence of responses 
within the defined scale category in that 5-minute period. For 3 of these 9 scales 
(Stepfamily Cohesion, Parenting Alliance and Stepparent-stepchild relationship) 
coders also have to indicate whether the response was positive or negative.  After 
every 15 minutes each of the 9 scales are rated on a 7-point rating. This occurs for 
the whole of the interview. The derived score is the mean of the 15-minute ratings. 
The intent of the rating procedure is to focus observers on the occurrence of specific 
behaviours as they occur through the tape and to use the presence/absence 
categorisation to guide global ratings. The first five-minute interval begins when one 
of the partners begins to speak in response to the first interview. (“Can you tell me 
how you met and got together?”) The ratings end after the answer to the last 
question. (“What are your plans for the future?”).  
 
The final (10th) scale is an assessment of each partner’s perceptions of his or her 
family-of-origin experiences. This rating is based on respondents answers to specific 
questions in the interview. This scale is rated for each partner immediately following 
the series of questions relating to their parents’ marriage.  While watching the 
videotape, coders are to write down any quotes that exemplify their answers. 
 
 

DEFINITION OF OBSERVATION CATEGORIES 
 
The 10 behaviour rating scales of the OHS-S are comprised of 7 scales used in the 
original Oral History Interview by Buehlman and Gottman (1996), and 3 new scales 
specifically designed to assess stepfamily couples.   
 
Nine of the 10 OHI-S scales are rated separately for each partner. The 10th scale is a 
rating of the Stepparent-stepchild relationship and is only rated for the stepparent in 
the family. (It is possible that both or only one parent is a stepparent).  
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Original Oral History Dimensions 
 

 
New Stepfamily Dimensions 

 
FA 
 
NEP 
 
CB 
 
PEX 
 
DIS 
 
CHR 
 
FOO 
 

 
Fondness 
 
Negativity to Partner 
 
Couple Bond 
 
Positive Expansiveness 
 
Disillusionment 
 
Chaotic Relationship 
 
Family of Origin 
 

 
SC  
 
PA  
 
SSR* 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 
 
Parenting Alliance 
 
Stepparent-Stepchild 
Relationship 

 
* Coded only for the stepparent in the relationship. 
 
 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF CODES 
 
 
(FA) Fondness  
 
Fondness is the overt expression of affection and fondness displayed by a person 
toward their spouse in the interview. This is reflected both in affectionate behaviour 
in the interview (e.g. smiling at the partner, touching, hugs, etc.), positive comments 
and compliments about the partner, and positive descriptions of feelings toward the 
spouse, or valuing of the spouse and mentioning positive times with the spouse. 
 
Examples: “he was very sensitive, beautiful, like a dream” 
 
  “I love her so much, I wish I had time to express that to her more” 

 
“he was like prince charming, tall, dark and handsome” 

 
 
(NE)  Negativity towards Partner 
 
Negativity is the extent of negative feelings displayed by a person towards their 
partner.  This can be behaviour in the interview itself or behaviour described by the 
partner when answering questions.  Negativity includes disagreeing with the partner, 
being cynical or sarcastic when answering questions, being critical or showing 
disapproval towards their partner.  It may also include the person being defensive 
when describing events, being in conflict with partner, or being unable to answer 
questions about what attracted them to their partner. 
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Examples: “he hasn’t changed a bit; he still expects me to do all the laundry and 

  all the cooking – it’s just not fair” 
 

  “no we didn’t meet that way.  You never remember anything” 
   

“if I’m nervous it’s because you make me that way” 
 
 
(CB)  Couple Bond 
 
Couple Bond is the extent to which a partner presents him or herself as part of a 
couple.  Partners high on Couple Bond see communication, verbal openness, being 
in love and displaying affection as important in relationships.  They downplay 
distinct individual traits, habits, and individuality. Person emphasises ‘we’ as 
opposed to ‘he/she’ or ‘I’ in their description of activities, and response to events.  
They also emphasise having similar beliefs, values, and goals as their partner eg. we 
both think that…...   
 
It should be noted that there is a separate scale for Parenting Alliance, which refers 
specifically to shared views of parenting. In Couple Bond the emphasis is on a 
shared view of the couple on aspects of their relationship other than parenting.  
 
Examples: “We had a tough time initially, but we kept at the talking and have 

gradually worked out what we want together” 
 

   “we both have the same values about things in life” 
   

“we really nurture one another and our marriage.  We trust each other  
completely and are supportive of one another” 
 
“It was pretty tough for us financially at that stage, but things are 
getting better now” 

 
 
(PEX) Positive Expansiveness  
 
Positive Expansiveness is high when individuals are expressive and expansive 
during the interview, as distinct from being withdrawn and disengaged.  
Expansiveness can be seen when a person is expressive, self-discloses, and provides 
detailed answers. There usually is evidence of active engagement with the 
interviewer and/or the partner when answering through eye contact, smiles and 
expressive gestures. The person can describe their memories of the past vividly and 
distinctly in a positive manner eg. recalls easily their first date, proposal, wedding, 
and so forth.  Expansiveness is reflected in positive and energetic answers to 
questions during the interview. Expansiveness also is reflected in acknowledging, 
paraphrasing, validating and actively listening to their partner’s answers, and 
sometimes expanding on what has been said by their partner in a positive way.   
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Examples of high scoring responses: 
 
 “I remember when we first met at the club.  He looked very handsome 

 in his leather jacket with the tiger on the back and his levi jeans with  
 heaps of holes and rips in the knees.  He said to me…..” (detailed 
answer) 

     
Husband – “It was just very exciting to find somebody that I had such  
a good time with and be so comfortable and be myself and not have to  
worry about what are they thinking?” 

 
Wife – “Yeah, I think that’s what I was most impressed with.  It was  
the first situation where I felt totally comfortable.  I didn’t feel as  
though I had to do anything or be anything” (Elaboration of partner 
response) 

 
Examples of low scoring responses: 

  
“I am not sure exactly when we met. It’s a while ago.” 

 
Husband – “It was a time when I was very lonely, I was just looking 
for somebody, anybody.”  

 
Wife – looks away, does not talk   

 
 
(DIS)  Disillusionment 
 
Disappointment is when partners express dissatisfaction about their relationship, 
and/or being pessimistic about the future of the relationship. Dissatisfaction usually 
is expressed in terms of unmet expectations, criticism of partner behaviours or 
characteristics. The person often mentions how difficult their relationship is and how 
it is not what they thought it would be.  They may sound bitter, hopeless, depressed 
or sad about their relationship.  They also may have difficulty in describing a good 
marriage when asked. Pessimism about the relationship can be expressed as vague or 
low committment to the relationship (e.g., “I wonder if I have done the right thing in 
getting into this relationship?”), or active consideration or steps taken toward 
separation. 
 
 
Examples: “I wish we would have waited longer before getting married.  No one 

  told me how hard it was going to be.  It was an emotional decision,  
  not very rational.  We really did make a hasty decision” 
 
“I’ve only seen failed relationships.  No one I know has a good  
  relationship” 
 
“we’ve talked about splitting up a few times since living together” 
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(CHR) Chaotic Relationship 
 
Chaotic relationships is about the extent to which partners feel they do not have a 
sense of control over their lives together as a couple, and feel that they have had to 
struggle for their relationship to survive.  One or both partners might report 
unexpected problems and hardships that they were not prepared to deal with and 
these may have weakened their relationship.  It may also be the case that they have 
had to get married (or live together) because of an unexpected pregnancy or due to 
pressure from their families.  A partner can be rated as high in CHR if negative 
effects of chaos are described that impact upon the couple relationship even if the 
partners do not specifically referring to their lives as chaotic.   
 
 
Examples: “life has been really tough these last few months.  We just spend all 

  of our spare time and energy trying to keep food on the table” 
 
“we had an unexpected pregnancy last year and then the ex-partner 
  began making waves about custody rights and money we didn’t 

know  
  how to handle it all” 
 
“it just feels like it has been one disaster after another lately” 

 
 
(FOO) Family of Origin 
 
Family of origin questions examines the extent to which the individuals have taken 
on the roles of their parents in their current relationship.  It also assesses the quality 
of the relationship between the person and their parent.         
 
 
(SC) Stepfamily Cohesion 
 
Stepfamily cohesion is the extent to which each partner expresses a sense of a shared 
stepfamily identity.  A person scoring high on this dimension presents him or herself 
as part of a family.  Partners high on SC see communication, verbal openness, being 
in love and displaying affection as important in the whole family.  They downplay 
distinct individual traits, habits, and individuality of particular individuals and 
emphasise ‘we’ as opposed to ‘he/she’ or ‘I’ in their description of activities, and 
response to events.  They also emphasise shared beliefs, values, and goals within the 
family, and may refer to consciously working at bringing the stepfamily closer 
together (eg. plans stepfamily outings, develops rituals for the new stepfamily).     
 
This code is similar to the Couple Bond scale except here the emphasis is upon 
inclusiveness across all members of the stepfamily.  Please note that for this scale 
you need to record both positive and negative instances of this occurring throughout 
the interview. 
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Examples of positive scoring responses: 
  

“we’ve made a point of having family dinners so everyone will feel  
  part of the new family” 
 
“every Sunday we go on a family drive.  Everyone enjoys the outing 
as it is our chance to be together as one” 
 

Examples of negative scoring responses: 
 
“we fight during family dinners so we just sort of gave up and all eat 
at different times” 
 
“every Sunday I go to John’s (son) cricket, but he (looking at partner) 
is always too busy to go.” 
 
 “I’m focusing on the children while he’s still living a single life”.  

 
 
(PA) Parenting Alliance 
 
Parenting Alliance is the extent to which a partner present themselves as a 
team/united front with their partner when it comes to parenting in the stepfamily.  
Partners high on PA report that each other plays an important role in the decision 
making process with respect to the children, often state that they similar beliefs and 
values about parenting, and report discussing and developing agreements about 
parenting.  Couples low on PA may only have one person in the parenting role or 
they may have very different ideas about the parenting and not be able to agree on 
things. This scale is similar to the Couple Bond scale except it refers specifically to a 
shared view of parenting, rather than the couple relationship.  Please note that for 
this scale you need to record both positive and negative instances of this occurring 
throughout the interview. 
 
Examples of positive scoring responses: 

 
 “we sat down and worked out the new rules for the family” 

 
  “when one of the kids tries to play us off against the other we let them 

  know that we are aware of what they are doing and then check with  
  the other parent about what the decision should be” 
 

Examples of negative scoring responses: 
 

“he’s too hard on the kids.  He’s never parented before and doesn’t    
  know how to do things.  I worry about what how he will handle the  
  children” 
 
“No matter what I do with the kids, he disagrees. Just last week Sarah 
was being a real pain, I sent her off to bed, and Jim says ‘give her a 
break, she’s only 12’. Give her a break, what about me?” 
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(SSR) Stepparent-Stepchild Relationship 
 
This is looking for a sense of warmth/love/affection/understanding by the stepparent 
towards the stepchildren.  The stepparent may talk about trying to get to know the 
kids better so they can learn to understand them and may hope in time they can love 
them or at least be good friends.   A stepparent high on this dimension may express 
love/pride/affection for their stepchildren.  They may state that they enjoy the 
company of their stepchildren and display warmth to them.  Please note that for this 
scale you need to record both positive and negative instances of this occurring 
throughout the interview. 
 
Examples of positive scoring responses: 
 

 “I love spending time with the kids.  I never knew how much joy 
  children could bring you” 
 
“when John does well at school I feel so proud of him.  He’s a very  
  good kid” 
 
 

Examples of negative scoring responses: 
 
  “I get jealous of the children and wish they didn’t spend so much time  

with their mother.  It eats into my time with my her and that really  
annoys me.  I don’t understand why they can’t just go and play with  
each other” 
 
“Rick is just a difficult kid. He is a lot like his dad, he gets angry too 
easily- and he needs firmer discipline. “ 



 

 
 
 

CODING SHEET FOR 5 – 15 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     5 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     10 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     15 
mins F           Stepmother     
 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 16 - 30 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 
 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     20 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     25 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     30 
mins F           Stepmother     
 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 31 – 45 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 
 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     35 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     40 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     45 
mins F           Stepmother     
 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 46 - 60 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     50 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     55 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     60 
mins F           Stepmother     

 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 61 - 75 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 

 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     65 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     70 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     75 
mins F           Stepmother     

 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 76 - 90 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 

 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     80 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     85 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     90 
mins F           Stepmother     

 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 91 - 105 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 
 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     95 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     100 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     105 
mins F           Stepmother     
 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
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CODING SHEET FOR 106 - 130 MINUTE INTERVALS 
 
Couple No. __________________  Coder ____________________ 
 
Date Coded __________________  Reliability Check Yes/No 
 
 
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     120 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     125 
mins F           Stepmother     
 

SC PA Male Report Female Report Code 
 

FA NE CB PEX DS CH  
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

Stepparent/ 
Stepchild 

Relationship 
+ve -ve +ve -ve 

M           Stepfather     130 
mins F           Stepmother     

 
 

FA = Fondness CB = Couple Bond DS = Disillusionment SC = Stepfamily Cohesion  SSR = Stepparent/ Stepchild  
           Relationship 

NE = Negativity PEX = Positive Expression CH = Chaos PA = Parenting  Alliance  
 



 

FAMILY OF ORIGIN SCALE - MALE 
 
 

1. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is an unhappy marriage/relationship and 7 is the perfectly happy 
marriage/relationship, where would the partner put his own parents. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
Unhappy       Perfect 
Marriage/       Marriage/ 

 Relationship      Relationship 

 

 

2. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is a very poor relationship and 7 is a very good relationship, how would 
the partner describe his relationship with his father. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
Very Poor      Very Good 
Relationship      Relationship 

 

 

3. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is a very poor relationship and 7 is a very good relationship, how would 
the partner describe the relationship with his mother. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Very Poor      Very Good 
Relationship      Relationship 

 
 

4. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is very different and 7 is very similar how would the partner describe his 
own marriage from that of his parents. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

       Very       Very 
     Different      Similar 

 
 
 

5. On a scale from 1-7, where 1 is very different and 7 is very similar, how would you, as coder, compare 
this marriage with the male’s parents’ marriage. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
       Very       Very 
     Different      Similar 
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FAMILY OF ORIGIN SCALE - FEMALE 
 
 

1. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is an unhappy marriage/relationship and 7 is the perfectly happy 
marriage/relationship, where would the partner put her own parents. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
Unhappy       Perfect 
Marriage/       Marriage/ 

 Relationship      Relationship 

 

 

2. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is a very poor relationship and 7 is a very good relationship, how would 
the partner describe her relationship with her father. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  
Very Poor      Very Good 
Relationship      Relationship 

 

 

3. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is a very poor relationship and 7 is a very good relationship, how would 
the partner describe the relationship with her mother. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Very Poor      Very Good 
Relationship      Relationship 

 

 

4. On a scale from 1-7 where 1 is very different and 7 is very similar how would the partner describe her 
own marriage from that of her parents. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

       Very       Very 
     Different      Similar 

 
 
 

5. On a scale from 1-7, where 1 is very different and 7 is very similar, how would you, as coder, compare 
this marriage with the female’s parents’ marriage. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

       Very       Very 
     Different      Similar 



 
  

 
 
 

GLOBAL CODING SHEET 0 – 15 MINUTES 

 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 16 – 30 MINUTES 
 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 31 – 45 MINUTES 

 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 46 – 60 MINUTES 
 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 61 – 75 MINUTES 

 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 76 – 90 MINUTES 
 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 91 – 105 MINUTES 

 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 
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GLOBAL CODING SHEET 106 – 130 MINUTES 

 

 
Male 

 
Fondness/Affection 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Negativity to Partner 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Couple Bond 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Positive Expression 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Disillusionment/Disappointment 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepfamily Cohesion 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Chaotic Relationships 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Parenting Alliance 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 

 
Male 

 
Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship 

 
Female 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
None  Some  High  Extreme  None  Some  High  Extreme 



 

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW FOR STEPFAMILIES  
 

QUESTIONS 
 
 
First Meeting  

Why don’t we start from the very beginning.  Tell me how the two of you met and 
got together. 
 
Do you remember the time you met for the first time?  Tell me about it. 
 
Was there anything about (partner’s name) that made them stand out? 
 
What were your first impressions of each other? 

 

Dating 

When you think back to when you were dating, what do you remember? 
 
What stands out? 
 
What do you remember of this period? 
 
What were some of the highlights? 
 
Some of the tensions? 
 
What types of things did you do together? 
 
 

Living Together Decision 

How long did you know each other before you lived together/got married? 
 
How did you decide to move in and live together/get married? 
 
Of all the people in the world, what led you to decide that this was the person you 
wanted to be with?    
 
Was it an easy or difficult decision? 
 
Were the children involved in the decision? 
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Living Together 
 
Tell me about when you first moved in together.  What do you remember about this 
time?   
 
Were there any adjustments you had to make when you moved in together? 
 
 
Parenting Transition 
 
What about the transition to becoming parents/stepparents?  Tell me about this 
period of your relationship.   What was it like for the two of you? 
 
 
Ongoing Relationship 
 
Many couples say that their relationship goes through periods of ups and downs.   
 
Would you say that this is true of your relationship? 
 
What moments stand out as the really good times in your relationship?    
 
What is a good time like for this couple? 
 
What moments stand out as the really hard times in your relationship? 
 
How did you get through these difficult times? 
 
Why do you think you stayed together? 
 
How would you say your relationship is different from when you first moved in 
together? (spend less time together, more time on kids, work changes etc.) 
 
What do you know now that you didn’t back then? 

 

Relationship Philosophy 

We’re interested in your ideas about what makes a relationship work.  
 
Why do you think some relationships work while others don’t? 
 
Think of a couple who you know that has a particularly good relationship and one 
that you know who has particularly bad relationship (let them decide together who 
these couples are).   
 
What is different about these two relationships?     
 
How would you compare your own relationship to each of these couples? 
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Parents Marriage 

Tell me about your parents’ marriages – ask each spouse. 
 
What was their relationship / marriage like?   
 
What was your relationship like with your father when you were growing up?   
 
What was your relationship like with your mother when growing up?   
 
Would you say it’s very similar or different from your own relationship?  How so? 
 
 
General Stepfamily 
 
Now I would like to find out more about your experience of being a stepfamily.   
 
Can you tell me what it has been like living as a stepfamily? 
 
What is a good time like for your stepfamily?  What have been the happy times? 
 
What moments stand out as the really hard times in your stepfamily life? 
 
How did you get through these difficult times? 
 
How do you think you’ve managed to stay together as a stepfamily? 

 

Parenting in Stepfamily 

We’re interested in your ideas about parenting in a stepfamily. 
 
What do you think makes for good parent/ stepparenting in a stepfamily? 
 
How have the children responded to having another parent in the family? 

 

Stepfamily Philosophy 

Finally, we’re interested in hearing about what you think makes a stepfamily work.   
 
What do you think makes some stepfamilies work while others don’t? 
 
Do you have advice for couples who are thinking about forming a stepfamily? 
 
 
Final Questions 

Is there anything you would like to say about relationships in general that we haven’t 
touched on?  What are your plans for the future? 

291 


	 
	Dissolution Rates for New Zealand Families 1977-1983 (N =1,067) 
	First marriage/first cohabiting families 6%  15% 
	Stepfamilies (married or cohabiting)  30%  50% 

	First marriages       6% 
	Individual Characteristics 

	Couple Characteristics 
	Family Characteristics 
	Environmental Characteristics 
	Withdrawal.  A common pattern that occurs for distressed couples is that one partner demands, complains or criticises their partner and the other partner withdraws from the interaction (Christensen & Shenk, 1991).  This has been described as the “demand-withdraw” pattern (Christensen, 1987, 1988).  Typically, women are the ones who demand and men are more likely to be the withdrawer (Christensen & Heavey, 1990).   
	 


	Individual Characteristics 
	 
	Increased risk for psychological/personality problems 
	Parenting Characteristics 
	Family Characteristics 
	Environmental Characteristics 
	 
	 
	Unstable 
	(n = 33)


	Variables
	Females
	Males
	Females
	Males



	Table 8   
	 
	Correlations for Couple and Parenting Measures for Study 1 
	Block
	1.

	 CHAPTER FIVE 
	 
	Table 11  
	 
	 Code Definitions for the Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies  
	Original Oral History Codes 
	 Additional Stepfamily Codes 
	Coding Category 
	Expansiveness 
	Data Reduction 
	 

	Table 15    Bivariate Correlations for Self-Report and Oral History Interview for Stepfamilies Data
	Item
	Item 
	Item
	Item 
	 DWS ® 
	DWS ® (continued) 
	 DWS © 
	DWS © (continued) 
	 
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX

	 
	PEX
	PEX
	PEX
	 
	 
	 
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 0 – 15 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 16 – 30 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	 
	 
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 31 – 45 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 46 – 60 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	 
	 
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 61 – 75 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 76 – 90 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	 
	 
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 91 – 105 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female
	 
	GLOBAL CODING SHEET 106 – 130 MINUTES
	 
	Male
	 
	Fondness/Affection
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Negativity to Partner
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Couple Bond
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Positive Expression
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Disillusionment/Disappointment
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepfamily Cohesion
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Chaotic Relationships
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Parenting Alliance
	 
	Female
	 
	Male
	 
	Stepparent/Stepchild Relationship
	 
	Female


	 
	First Meeting  
	 
	Dating 
	 
	Living Together Decision 
	 
	Relationship Philosophy 
	Parents Marriage 
	 
	Parenting in Stepfamily 
	 
	Stepfamily Philosophy 
	Final Questions 



