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METHOD

Various studies were secured by using the following method.  A literature search was conducted November 21, 2007 and February 2008 utilizing the following databases: Academic Search Premier, CINAHL, Pre-CINAHL, PsycARTICLES, Psychology, and Behavioral Sciences Collection, PsycINFO, TOPICsearch Google Scholar.  The terms “blend* family”, “stepfam*”, interven*, behavior* interven*, therap*, psychotherapy*, and fam* interven* were used in the search to target relevant studies.  This research strategy produced 68 abstracts which were reviewed for possible inclusion.  Of these, 18 full articles were selected for further review.  

STATISTICS OF MARRIAGE, DIVORCE & BLENDED FAMILY

According to the National Stepfamily Resource center, the U.S. Census Bureau recently decided to discontinue releasing the information on marriage, divorce, and remarriage rates. Thus, the most recent comprehensive marriage analysis was the 1990 census (1988-1990). According the 1990 census report,  52-62% of all first marriages will eventually end in legal (vs. psychological) divorce, about 75% of divorced persons eventually remarry, roughly 43% of all marriages are remarriages for at least one of the adults, about 65% of remarriages involve children from the prior marriage and from stepfamilies, and 60% of all remarriages eventually end in legal divorce (National Stepfamily Resource Center, 2006).

Walsh (1992, p.709) stated that blended families “are quickly becoming the dominant family structure” in the United States.  Bumpass, Raley, and Sweet (1995) suggest that 66% of all American women, and 30% of all children, are likely to spend some time in a stepfamily, using a liberal definition of stepfamily which include cohabiting adult couples.

 In recognizing these changes in the dominant family structure, it is important to discuss the implications for family members.  Adjustment to divorce and remarriage can prove difficult, and these struggles may present with clinical significance for some individuals.  Unfortunately, research addressing specific family and/or behavioral intervention methods for blended families is limited.  The findings of this review suggest that the first review of research with blended family interventions was conducted in 1994 by Lawton and Sanders.  Since that time, only two studies have been identified that specifically evaluated blended family interventions and utilized randomization and control groups in their research (Nicholson and Sanders. 1999; Forgatch, Degarmo, & Beldvas 2005).

STUDY OUTCOMES

Baxter, Braithwaite, and Nicholson (1999) used a modified retrospective interview technique with members of 53 blended families “to determine the types of turning points they reported experiencing and the developmental trajectories of their respective blended family's first 4 years” (p.291).  They found 15 primary types of turning points.  Ten of these turning points are mainly reported with positive changes towards feeling like a family, such as are changes in household/family composition, holidays or special events, quality time, family crisis, reconciliation/problem solving, relocation or geographical move for household, pro-social actions, social network, change in employment for adults, and positive intra-psychic change. Conflict or disagreement, unmet expectations or disappointment, negative intra-psychic change, and break up/divorce of marriage are the four turning points that were mainly reported with negative changes towards feeling like a family. Another turning point, life changes for ex-spouse/nonresidential parent is “equally likely to be positive or negative in their reported effect on feeling like a family” (p. 302).  Baxter et al. (1999) also revealed five basic trajectories of development for the first 48 months of blended family development: Accelerated, Prolonged, Stagnating, Declining, and High-amplitude Turbulent.  They stated that the trajectories “differed in the overall positive-to-negative valence ratio, the frequency of conflict related events, the average amplitude of change in feeling like a family, and the current reported level of feeling like a family” (p. 291).

Based on the five trajectories developed by Baxter et al. (2001), Braithwaith, Olson, Golish, Soukup, and Turman (2001) conducted a qualitative/interpretive method to analyze 980 pages of interview transcripts with stepparents and stepchildren for a holistic understanding of blended families across the first 48 months of family development.  The three most important issues identified were boundary management, solidarity and adaption.  They found 56.6% of the families exhibited accelerated and prolonged trajectory types, which have positive results at the end of 48 months; 18.9% of the families exhibited declining and stagnating trajectory types, which have negative results at the end of a four year period.  High-amplitude turbulent trajectory type families represent 20.8% of the blended families. 

MacDonald and DeMaris (2002) used data from the 1987-1988 National Survey of Families and Households to investigate how a biological father’s parental input influences stepfather-stepchild relationship quality. Their findings follow:

When the biological father has little or no parenting input, the effect of the stepfather’s demand for conformity on stepfather-stepchild relationship quality is positive and does not depend on the amount of contact between the stepchild and his or her biological parent.  However, when the biological father has a great deal of parenting input, the effect of the stepfather’s demand for conformity varies depending on the level of interaction between the stepchild and his or her biological father.  When interaction is infrequent, the effect is positive, but as interaction increases, the effect becomes increasingly negative. (p. 133)
Golish (2003) conducted 90 in-depth interviews with stepparents, parents, and stepchildren from 30 stepfamilies, using a qualitative method to examine stepfamilies’ communication strengths.  He found that all the stepfamilies “faced 7 primary challenges in their development: ‘feeling caught,’ regulating boundaries with a noncustodial family, ambiguity of parental roles, ‘traumatic bonding,’ vying for resources, discrepancies in conflict management styles, and building solidarity as a family unit” (Golish, 2003, p. 41).  In order to manage these challenges, however, different stepfamilies used different communication strategies which differentiate strong stepfamilies from stepfamilies with more difficulty.  Golish (2003) found that strong stepfamilies generally reported “using everyday talk, more openness, spending time together as a family, communicating clear rules and boundaries, engaging in family problem solving, promoting a positive image of the noncustodial parent, and more consistency in perceptions about the severity of their problems” (p.41).

Landsford, Ceballo, Abbey, and Stewart (2001) used data from the 799 families who participated in the 1992-1994 National Survey of Families and Households to “investigate the importance of family structure in predicting psychological well-being and relational quality of family members in five different family configurations” (p. 849).  The five identified family structures are: 1) two-parent biological families, 2) single-mother structures, 3) stepfather families, 4) stepmother families, and 5) adoptive families.  They found that family structure difference in family members’ well-being was no longer significant after controlling for the family process variable.  Landsford et al. (2001) concluded that there is “the most support for the perspective suggesting that processes occurring in all types of families are more important than family structure in predicting well-being and relationship outcomes” (p. 850). 

Morin, Milito, and Costlow (2001) completed research on 55 adolescents, ages 15 to 19, to explore how different adolescents perceive discipline in two biological parent families and stepfamilies.  The results reveal that “22% of the adolescents from stepfamilies, but only 6% of those from intact families, identified family relationships as a discipline issue” (p. 283).  Furthermore, 20% of adolescents from two biological parent families reported forgetting the reason for receiving the most severe punishment, but none of the adolescents from stepfamilies forgot the reason. 

Manning and Lamb (2003) used data from 13,231 adolescents who participated in the 1995 National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health to differentiate the well-being of adolescents in cohabiting parent stepfamilies from the well-being of adolescents in married stepfamilies.  They found that adolescents living in cohabiting stepfamilies have higher odds of being expelled or suspended from school, greater levels of delinquency, lower grades on vocabulary test, and more school problems than adolescents living in married stepfamilies.  The researchers also found no statistically significant difference between married stepfamilies and married families with two biological parents.     

 Lawton and Sanders (1994) with the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Queensland reviewed stepfamily research literature to identify contributing factors to child behavior problems in remarried families.  In their review Lawton and Sanders found the evaluated studies to be mostly educationally based and focusing on skills such as problem-solving, communication, and changing dysfunctional cognitions about the stepfamily. There were no specific programs found to address behavior problems of children in stepfamilies.  The study was also found to be flawed due to inadequate sample sizes, lack of control groups, and non-standardized measures for family functioning.  Lawton and Sanders (1994) suggest “research examining factors that could account for poor adjustment for adolescents or children has been methodologically weak” (p.474) and that “longitudinal studies examining stepfamily development are needed (p.474).”  Contributing factors to the development and maintenance of child behavior problems in stepfamilies were identified, and areas relevant to treatment of problems in stepfamilies were discussed.  An outline for a behavioral family intervention was developed using contributing factors and treatment areas found in the research review.

Nicholson and Sanders (1999) conducted a “Randomized Controlled Trial of Behavioral Family Intervention for the Treatment of Child Behavior Problems in Stepfamilies.”  Their study evaluated the effectiveness of therapy-directed and self-directed Behavioral Family Therapy (BFI) for the treatment of clinically significant child behavior problems in stepfamilies.  Forty-two families with children from the age of 7 to 12 with significant oppositional or conduct behavior problems were recruited by media outreach and therapy referrals.  Experimental groups were divided into two separate groups; one receiving therapist directed BFI and the other receiving self-directed BFI.  Measurements were made using self-report and independent parent and stepparent reports of child behavior, The Child Behavioral Checklist, The Parent Daily Report, The Child Depression Inventory, The Child Manifest Anxiety Scale, The Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory child form, and The Parent Problems Checklist.  Specific measurements were made pre, post, and at 6 months. Nicholson and Sanders (1999) found that “Families receiving BFI reported significantly greater reductions from pre- to post-intervention in child behavior problems and couple conflict over parenting, and were more likely to show clinically significant and statistically reliable improvements on a range of family and child measures than control families. (p1)” There were no significant group differences between therapist-directed and self-directed programs. 

Forgatch, Debarmo, and Beldavs (2005) recruited 110 recently married biological mother and stepfather families from a metropolitan area in the Pacific Northwest to participate in “MAPS.”  MAPS is a theory based intervention designed to improve child home and school adjustment problems in stepfamilies through the intervention of the couples’ parenting practices.  Based on Social Interaction Learning theory (SIL), MAPS was designed as an extension of the Oregon Model of Parent Management Training (PMTO) developed at the Oregon Social Learning Center.  Forgatch et al. (2005) tested for change in parenting as a mediator of change in child outcomes, and hypothesized that changes in child outcomes would be predicted by changes in parenting.  Participants were measured at baseline, 6 months, 12 months, and 24 months.  Experimental groups participated in intervention sessions addressing skill encouragement, discipline, monitoring, problem solving, and positive involvement.  Measurements were obtained through questionnaires, interviews, and direct observations.  The Family and Peer Process Code, a global rating system, and computational procedures found to be internally and externally valid in the Oregon Divorce Study (Forgatch & DeGarmo, 1999, 2002; Martinez and Forgatch, 2001) were used in scoring and data collection.  The study found that changes in parenting over one year significantly predicted change in non-compliance and problem behaviors of children at home.  Moreover, change in home problem behaviors significantly predicted later change in school problem behaviors.                                                                                                                                                                                                                        LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDIES

Literature reviewed on blended family has some limitations.  First, three of the research studies reviewed used national surveys that were collected in 1980s and 1990s, seven to fourteen years before the studies were actually conducted.  Although the data provided a large sample, it is too dated to represent the current trend of blended families.  Second, none of the literature reviewed paid attention to the issue of cultural competency in blended families.  Portrie & Hill (2005) stated the same concern in their literature review: “no information currently addresses blended families of color, gay and lesbian blended families, and the joining of culturally different families” (p.450).  Finally, there were very few articles on effective interventions for blended families.  Significantly, very few articles met the criteria for Evidence Based Research.  Currently, most available research is based on interventions first used for populations in nuclear family settings and then adjusted to meet the needs of the blended family.  No interventions were found that were specifically designed to address the needs of blended families without first being designed to address the needs of the nuclear family.  The fact that the literature reviewed is secondary research highlights the question of the generalizability of the findings and cautions the applicability to blended families.  

Additionally, blended families usually face more challenges than the traditional nuclear families, and studies on effective interventions are greatly needed to help this population. Although there are many internet websites offering tips on how to make blended families work, there is a paucity of true evidenced-based studies.  Due to the fact that blended families are “quickly becoming the dominant family structure” in the U.S. (Walsh, 1992, p.709), significant additional research is needed to inform and educate family therapists on the best ways to effectively assist this fast growing population.  

CONCLUSION

While some obvious limitations to the literature review on blended families exist, several factors have been identified which appear to consistently influence outcomes and increase the likelihood that positive changes will occur in the process of blending families:  1) good communication skills, 2) marital satisfaction, 3) realistic expectations, 4) patience to changes, 5) flexibility and constructive conflict management skills, 6) marital status, and 7) parenting input from the biological father.

First, communication is essential to the success of blended family. Golish (2003) asserted that there are some critical communication elements critical to all families, like “listening, directly addressing conflict, open sharing, …displaying affection, engaging in everyday talk, using humor, monitoring communication” (p. 71).  However, the stepfamily system is more complicated and needs focus on strengthening communication skills “such as protecting the image of other parent, co-constructing a natural definition of family, and using everyday talk to manage the ‘loss’ of a family member.”  Golish concluded that these communication characteristics all revolve around the renegotiation of boundaries in the stepfamilies.  She also stated that stepfamilies vary in their communication abilities and that family therapists should evaluate the family’s communication strengths to help the family build open communication when facing primary challenges.

Second, marital satisfaction is critical to the success of a blended family.  Bray (1993) stated that blended families are instantly formed families.  New couples don’t have time and energy to develop a strong bond between themselves.  They tend to overlook marital needs and put more energy to care for their children.  Bray (1993) emphasized that a strong marriage is the foundation of a stepfamily.  When couples make the time to strengthen their marriage, the relationship will facilitate the process of caring for their children.  Third, realistic expectations are critical to success.  A blended family is notably different from the traditional intact family.  If family members come into a blended family without a clear awareness of the differences and expect it to be the same, they typically will be very disappointed and dissatisfied.  Family therapists can assist family members in establishing realistic expectations, defining their new roles, and negotiating the new boundaries in the blended family.

Fourth, families who develop a greater “patience to change” are more likely to succeed in family blending.  Braithwaite et al. (2001) reported the following results from their studies: 

It appears that families who were patient, expected and accepted change, and understood that it would take some time to feel like a family tended to see closeness develop.  Those who fought changes or were not able to “roll with the punches” when it came to boundaries and adaptation of roles and norms experienced greater struggle and conflict…the more that family members let themselves take the time and opportunity to grow together, the more positive the experience (p. 243).

Braithwaite et al. (2001) recommend that family therapists acknowledge that blended families have different developmental trajectories and that there be an open exploration of each individuals’ own unique pattern of development.  Fifth, flexibility and constructive conflict management are needed to manage conflicts in blended families.  All blended families experience some conflict and negative interactions, but those who remain flexible considered themselves successful (Visher & Visher, 1988). Braithwaite et al. (2001) stated that “blended families that were characterized by flexibility, open communication, and constructive conflict management were able to handle almost anything that occurred” (p. 243).

Sixth, adolescents in married stepfamilies have less behavior and school problems than adolescents in cohabiting stepfamilies.  Manning and Lamb (2003) suggest that this is mainly due to the role ambiguity in cohabiting stepfamilies.  Roles in married stepfamilies are usually more clearly defined and developed.  Finally, creating stepparent - stepchild relationships is very important.  Morin, et al. (2001) opine that the parent - child relationship is more challenging to develop in stepfamilies than in nuclear families.  Stepchildren are more likely to identify family relationships as a discipline issue.  MacDonald and DeMaris (2002) also concluded that the stepfather – stepchild relationship quality is influenced by the parenting input of the biological father.  When the biological father input is minimal, the stepfather’s demand for conformity positively affects stepfather-stepchild relationship quality.  However, as the biological father interaction and input increases, the influence on the stepfather – stepchild relationship is increasingly negative.  Both studies suggest stepparents must put more energy into relationship development with their stepchildren, rather than focus solely on discipline issues.  

In spite of the paucity of literature and research on blended families, it is noteworthy that the interventions examined in the studies reviewed all appeared to provide positive outcomes for the participating families.  Additionally, the studies involving interventions which were specifically designed for addressing problems in blended families all concluded that further research in this area is imperative.  The development of specific interventions to address adjustment difficulties of children and parents as well as challenges to the overall sense of increased family cohesion is recommended.  This suggests the potential for additional interventions to help facilitate the family blending process is very high.  Nevertheless, many factors must be considered when designing evidenced-based research in this area due to the complex nature of the blended family.  Ultimately, there is considerable utility in the research.  The emergence of specific factors that contribute to the positive or negative experience in blending families is considered to be positive and useful.  The knowledge that interventions developed in the nuclear family are effective in addressing problems in the blended family also challenges the myth that blended families are inferior to other family forms.  While blended families are complex and require cultural and family-dynamic specific interventions, the use of traditional family interventions and common factors influencing positive outcomes can prove to be beneficial in assisting the blending family process. 
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