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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the lived experience of mothers in stepfather families. Through 

discourse analysis, interview data of five women's stories were analyzed. This interpretative 

approach involved paying special attention to aspects of the narratives that were repetitive, 

intense and elaborative, and emphasized through affect. A main organizing theme, or plot, as 

well as a series of secondary themes and subject positions were identified for each of the 

participant S. These were then emplo yed in a subsequent narrative analy sis. 

The results show that clear themes were present in each of the accounts. The first 

participant's central theme indicates that she sees herself as the one who has to make things work 

out for her farnily. The second participant's central theme suggested that her children are at the 

centre of her life. The third participant's main theme indicated that both she and her partner work 

very hard to rnake their family a successful one. The fourth participant's account yielded a 

central theme that revealed she feels satisfied because she does not have to do it dl. Finally, the 

fifth participant's main theme reveals that she feels pulled in many different directions. 

The collective narrative analysis suggests that all of these women found adjusting to a 

stepfàmily dificult, although they al1 provided different reasons for this claim. Al1 of the 

participants expressed appreciation for their partners' contributions. Four of them felt in the 

middle between their partners and theH children. Three of them felt like mediators between their 

partners and their children. Al1 the women in the sample were fmancially independent. Four out 

of the five participants expressed having difficulties in dealing with their former spouses. 

The fhdings enhance the theory on stepfivnilies by speculating that, while there are many 

similarities among mothers of stepfather families, the mixture of challenges and benefits that 

each wornan faces are unique to her situation. Clhicians should be alert to these dif3erences 



when selecting interventions. Finally, fùture research could investigate whether a larger sampie 

of these mothers experience 10 yalty issues or whether their perceptions of their husbands as 

contributors have a positive impact. 
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CKAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

The present study is an exploration of the lived experience of mothers in stepfather 

families. It is mainly concerned with describing and elucidating the meanings of the experiences 

of mothers in stepfather families. Through discourse analysis, interview data were analyzed, with 

special attention given to aspects of the narrative that were repetitive, intense, elaborative, and 

empbasized through affect. A main organizing theme, or plot, as well as a series of secondary 

themes and subject positions were identified. Al1 of these were employed in a subsequent 

collective narrative analysis. In order to undertake the analysis of linguistic data, an 

interpretative approach was emplo yed. Interpretation necessarily uses a process of analogy and 

pattern recognition to draw conclusions about the meaning of the linguistic messages (narratives) 

that are king communicated. The organizing theme in narratives is called a "plot ." It is in 

relation to the plot that the signifcance and the role of various individual events rnay be 

understood. The present investigation aims at a description of the themes and plots to which 

mothers in stepfàther families commonl y g ive meaning . 
Rationale 

A stepfamily is defmed, generally, as a two parent family where the adults are married to 

each other and there is at least one child fiom a previous relationship (Martin & Martin, 1992; 

Visher & Visher, 1988). According to Statistics Canada (1 W6), four out of ten married 

Canadians will divorce. In 1975, only 12% of al1 mmiages involved persons who had been 

married previously while in 1995 this figure had risen to 21.5%. Most of these divorced 

individuals who remany bring with them children from previous relationships, resulting in an 

ever increasing number of stepfamilies. Given that this type of family is a growing phenornenon 

in our society, researchers have been trying to understand the dynarnics and experiences of the 



various members in stepknilies (Kelly, 1996; Madill, in press; Sauer & Fine, 1988; Zeppa & 

Norem, 1993). An in depth review of the literature reveals several gaps and biases in the 

research. The present research is aimed at filling at least some of the gaps in the literature by 

shedding some light on the experience of mothers in stepfather families. 

It is important to understand how stepfamilies work not only because they form a 

substantial portion of our society, but also because stepfamilies are dif5erent fiom nuclear 

families. Members of stepfamilies go through unique experiences that often tend to be difficult. 

For instance, couples in stepfhlies have less opportunity to evolve as independent spousal units 

because their marriages include children at the omet (Visher & Visher, 1988). They are instant 

families where the biological bonds predate the stepfamily and the couple relationship. They 

lack social roles and n o m  to guide their behaviors. There are unique relationships accruhg to 

the stepfamily, such as  those involving former spouses, their partners, and their parents. 

Furthemore, the relationships within the household (which include the stepchild-stepparent 

relationships, spousal relationship, and biological relationships) present challenges due to their 

arnbiguit y. 

Most of the research has focused on either the steprelationships (Crosbie-Bninett, 1984; 

Ganong & Coleman, 1984; White & Boothe, 1985) or the spousal relationship (Bray, Berger, & 

Boethel, 1994; Pasley, Ibger-Tallman, & Coleman, 1984; Pasley & Sandras, 1994). Much of 

this research indicates that marital satisfaction and stability are crucial to stepfamily success. 

However, other researchers (Crosbie-Bmnett, 1984; White & Boothe, 1985) have challenged 

these findings by claiming that the stepchild-stepparent relationships are better predictors of 

success or failure in these fimilies. 
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Both the empirical and clinical literature emphasize that the bio log ical relationships 

(mother-child), and more specifically the mother' s role in these and other relationships predate 

the stepfamily: " having been together longer, they are in a better position to shape the fmily 

culture than is the marital relationship ..." (Ganong & Coleman, 1994, p.130). Given that the 

mother is the one who brought the family together, she holds a very peculiar place in this system 

She is the axis around which the h i l y  revolves. Therefore, exploring her experience is 

important, and may reveal how such experience has a significant impact on the functioning of the 

family. 

In order to have a better understanding of the workings of a stepfather family, it is 

important to investigate the experiences ofthe biological mother. Without this element, the 

picture is incomplete. Adding data pertaining to the biological mother to the existing Literature 

might provide some bais  for a more solid theoretical background of stepfather fàmilies, which 

are the most common type of stepfdlies. 

A more solid understanding of stepfamilies might enable the evolut ion of social 

structures that might provide more clearly defined roles, d e s ,  or expectations for, while also 

addressing the special needs of stepfamilies. Garnache (1995) emphasizes how our social bias 

toward the nuclear family, as the mode1 of the "ideal," has prevented researchers, clhicians, 

policy rnakers, schools, governments, the media, organized religion, and the health industry 

(hospitals) fiom king duly attentive to the needs of these families. For example, schools 

function under the assumption that children live in a two-biological-parent family (Gamache, 

1995). Children fiom stepfamilies may consider that they have two moms or two dads but, when 

making crafts for Mother's day or Father's day, they are usually given only one set of materials. 

Children may encounter stress fiom not having a gift for both moms and dads. Furthermore, the 



bias towards the nuclear fàmily is also present in the way govemments and policy rnakers 

address the h i l y .  They are not paying attention to the statistics on the growing number of 

stepfàrnilies. Stepparents do not seem to have any legal parental rights, even when sometimes 

they act as primas, fuiancial caretakers for their stepchildren (Gamache, 1995). Finally, it is of 

utmost importance that those in the counselling field become informed about, and understand 

specific experiences in the stepfamily. Clinicians working with stepfamilies often lack 

understanding of stepfmily dynamics, and consequently, their interventions may be hurtfbl to 

those seeking help (Visher & Visher, 1994). 

Much of the research in stepfamilies is biased towards the nuclear family mode1 where 

stepfamilies are seen as deficient because they deviate from the nuclear family. Some 

researchers have recognized that stepfàmilies are unique, and need to be regarded as healthy 

rather than deficient because they are not like the nuclear family . This research focus has been 

named the normative-adaptive mode1 (Ganong-Coleman, 1994) because it views stepfamilies as 

healthy, and evolving through a normal process of adjustment. 

Studies that are "stepfamily friendly" (Gamache, 1995) have begun to provide us with the 

unique "stories" of stepfamilies. Anderson and White (1986) investigated boundaries in 

stepfamilies and found that these do not conform to the boundary theories of nuclear families. 

Stepfamilies tend to have more penneable boundaries as the children go for visitation with their 

non-residential parent. Successful stepfamilies have also k e n  found to have met the needs of 

the children k t ,  as opposed to emphasizing the couple's needs, as is expected in nuclear 

families (White & Boothe, 1985). Though this research shows progress and has shed light on 

our understanding of this type of family, it has very much neglected telling the "stories" of 

mothers in stepfather families. 
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The current study starts fiom the premise provided by the nonnative-adaptive mode1 of 

stepfamilies, and recognizes the uniqueness of the experiences of those living in these families. 

Furthermore, it assumes that mothers in stepfather families have unique experiences that are not 

comparable to the experiences of mothers in nuclear families. The researcher's assumptions are 

that mothers in stepfather families experience a variety of stressors due to the complexity of the 

relat ionships present in stepfamilies. 

Furthermore, much extant literature is not only biased towards the nuclear family, but 

also toward researching only the issues and experiences of stepfhthers, stepchildren, or the 

couple as a unit. This has lefl some important questions unanswered. How does a mother in a 

stepfather family feel about her children, her spouse? How does she cope with the conflicts 

between her children and her spouse? Does she feel tom between the needs of her children and 

the expectations of her husband? Does she intervene in the interactions between her children and 

her spouse? How has the marriage affected her relationships with her children? 1s she willing to 

allow her spouse to play a parental role? Why? Does she indeed feel like the axis or glue that 

holds the family together? The study reported here was undertaken in order to begin to answer 

these questions. 

Methodolom 

In order to address these questions it was clear that a qualitative/narrative study was the 

most sensible choice. The process of selecting the most suitable methodology for a study 

involves considering the nature of the phenomenon under investigation, as weil as at the goals of 

the investigation. A qualitative method was chosen as the most reasonable research strategy for 

this study because of the study's exploratory and experiential nature. The a h  was to investigate 

a little understood phenomenon, the experience of mothers in step father families. B y ident ify ing 
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and interpreting important themes, it was hoped that the present study would generate a greater 

understanding of these mothers' experiences and also lead to the formulation of hypotheses for 

f h r e  research. It is important to emphasize that the strengths of this type of research lie in its 

consideration and interpretation of the context in which the focal phenomena occur, and in its 

search for an enhanced understanding of participants' lived experience (Marshall t Rossman, 

1995). 

The present research project belongs with the human sciences as opposed to the natural 

sciences. The subject rnatter of the research is the structures of meaning to be found in lived 

human experience (Van Manen, 1994). This investigation is not aimed at taxonomizing or 

causally explaining the behavior or experience of the population of mothers in stepfather 

families. Its goal is to explicate the meaning of the human experiences of rnothers living in 

stepfather farnilies. The study, therefore, will not offer causal or probabilistic explanations of 

behavior, but rather, the possibility of plausible insights that will permit a greater understanding 

of the lived experiences of these women. Narrative research recognizes that psychological 

phenomena are interpretative. This means that humans, hcluding researchers, inevitably make 

meaning of what they experience. All research on human experience whether quantitative or 

qualitative, is doubly interpretative because al1 researchers must interpret and draw meanhg 

fiom the interpreted experiences of participants in such investigations. The present study 

consists of a m a t i v e  account of the meanings that participants give to their experiences, as 

these are interpreted by the researcher. 

To achieve the aims of this study, 1 conducted a structural discourse analysis in order to 

construct a vigorous, provoking description (texi) of the lived experiences of mothers in 

stepfather farnilies. Four women in the Vancouver, British Columbia area and one in Edmonton, 



Alberta were in te~ewed once. Each of their accounts was transcribed and analyzed in order to 

formulate a main organizing theme as well as several subject positions and secondary themes. 

The resulting analysis was then returned to them for their review and feedback. nieir final 

feedback was then incorporated with the previous analysis to develop the concluding collective 

narrative analysis. 

The nature of the present methodology suggests that the researcher's involvement in the 

investigation is not independent of the study itself. Therefore, it is important that the researcher 

become involved in a process of reflection throughout the study. In order to satisQ this aspect of 

the research method, I maintained a careful set of notes about my thoughts, biases, concem, 

observations, and reactions as they surfaced during the study. These notes constituted an b e r  

dialogue that aided me in questioning the judgrnent, the decisions, and the conclusions 1 reached 

during the interview and the analysis processes. Relevant aspects of these notes wiii be 

described in some sections of the present manuscript. 

This manuscript includes a thorough review of the literature on stepfamilies in general 

and, more specifically, on mothers in stepfather families. The literature review is followed by a 

detailed description of the methodology and the procedures involved in the present discourse 

analysis. The findings on individual analyses and the collective narrative are found in the fourth 

section of this thesis. The final segment of the document discusses implications for theory, 

research, and practice. 



CHAPTER II, REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction to Literature Review 

The present study aimed to explore an aspect of human experience that has been largely 

neglected in the existing body of literature. A thorough inquiry into the experience of mothers in 

stepfather làmilies is important because it c m  begin to fil1 the gap in our understanding of how a 

s tepfhly  fünctions. To date, the literature on stepfàrnilies has not adequately addressed the 

issues that these women fixe. The current review of relevant literature is aimed at identifLing 

the gaps in the literature and at providing the background and rationale for this study. 

The first section of this chapter provides a description of the general issues facing 

stepfamilies, followed by a thorough review of the existing body of literature on stepfamilies, 

clinical and empirical. The second section of this chapter provides the rationale for the chosen 

method of investigation for this study. 

General Issues Facing Stepfamilies 

Being part of a stepfarnily presents several challenges to those living within its bounds. 

For exarnple, North American society does not provide n o m  and roles for members of these 

families (Skeen, Covy, & Robinson, 1985). Stepparents rnay try one role afier another seeking 

to establish a pattern that works for them and the rest of the family (Visher & Visher, 1979). 

Furthermore, there are no guidelines as to how a custodial parent can relate to the noncustodial 

parent or how she can include the stepparent in her parenting endeavors. This lack of defined 

role expectations leads to uncertainty and stress. Another dificulty these families face is that 

cultural forms and rituals are founded on the nuclear family. For exarnple, schools may invite 

only one set of parents to school funct ions creating a sense of separateness in the stepparent and 

confusion in the children (Prosen & Farmer, 1982; Visher & Visher, 1979). 



Financial matters are also a source of codict and stress in stepfamilies (Skeen, Covi, Br 

Robinson, 1985; Visher & Visher, 1979). The stepparent may feel resentfbl that he or she has to 

pay for things that are not his or her responsibility. The non-custodial parent may resent paying 

child support when the money rnay be used for things that the stepparent rnay enjoy. This issue 

can lead to increased anger and uncooperativeness on the part of the adults involved, particularly 

the spouses. 

The dificulties that the spousal unit faces in adjusting to its new family are common and 

lead to added stress in the family system. For instance, couples in stepfamilies do not have an 

opportunity to evolve and develop a couple bond (Prosen & Farmer, 1982). Their rnarriage 

includes children fiom the omet. Furthermore, one partner may have moved into the home of the 

other result ing in territorial claims on the part of the parent or the children and perhaps leaving 

the stepparent feeling like an outsider. The relationships that exist between the children and the 

biological parent predate the arriva1 of the stepparent who rnay feel alienated. This in turn may 

lead to jealousies, hurt feelings, and arguments between spouses (Visher & Visher, 1979). 

Finally, discipline is reported as the source of most fiiction between couples (Martin & Martin, 

1992; Prosen & Farmer, 1982; Visher & Visher, 1979). The stemarent may be too eager to get 

involved and start disciplinhg too mon, alienating him or herself fiom the children. The 

resentment this may create in the biological parent along with the sense of inadequacy in the 

stepparent rnay occasion conflict between them. 

The relationship networks in stepfamilies are quite complex. For example, Thompson 

(1 992) explains that children in stepfarnilies O ften fmd themselves members of two households, 

moving in and out of different home environments where the d e s ,  schedules, and Mestyles can 

vary drastically. Research has found that these children experience hostility and anger (Brand, 



Chnpgempeel, & Bowen-Woodward, 1998). The biological parent may also experience strain 

when attempting to deal with a former spouse, former in-laws, former spouse's new partner, and 

so on (Papernow, 1993). These added relationships can create confusion and added dfliculties 

for a stepfamily. 

The steprelationships are also a source of stress for those who live in rernarried families. 

According to Hetherington and her colleagues (1988), the stepparent is faced with two tasks. 

One is to develop a warm, appropriately affect ionate relationship with the child, and the other is 

to establish a role as a legitimate parental authority and disciplinarian. Many obstacles block 

these goals: the biological parent-child relationship, the custodial parent's willingness to step 

back and allow the stepparent in, the ambivalent feelings between the stepparent and the child, 

and the stepparent's lack of role models to follow. 

Fast and Cain (1966) report that most children ofien regard the stepparent as an intruder 

trying to take the place of the absent parent and/or "stealing" the love and attention of the 

custodial parent. Loyalty conflicts have a crucial impact on thîs relat ionship. Children rnay 

idealize the absent parent, and not allow the stepparent to form a bond with them (Visher & 

Visher, 1979). They may feel that if they allow themelves to Iüce or love the stepparent, they 

would then be betraying the parent who is no longer living with them. This inner conflict may 

lead not only to resistance but also to withdrawal or aggression (Ramon, Schlesinger, Br 

Derdeyn, 1 979). 

In summary, stepfamilies embody individuals who have separate histories and who have 

a variety of expectations and ties outside of their present family. The fàct that they have corne 

together to form a small community lacking social norms and roles to guide them, poses a 

myriad of possible dficulties. Researchers and chicians have addressed different aspects of 
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stepM1ies. The emphasis has k e n  on the stepparents, steprelationships, children, and the 

couple's relationship, largely neglecting the biological mother's experience. Yet, it seems highly 

likely that the complexity of issues that stepfàther families face affect and are affected by the 

rnothers in these families. The following is a review of relevant literature on stepfamilies aimed 

at identehg its contributions and biases, so as to provide a rationale for the present study. 

Literature Review 

Most of the research on stepfamilies is based on a deficiency model. Rather than 

investigating the stepfamily as a unique entity, most researchers have used the nuclear family as 

their point of departure in studying this type of family structure. It is important to note that even 

though stepfamilies encounter a variety of challenges, they are not necessarily deficient. The 

normative-adaptive model of stepfamilies advanced by Ganong and Coleman (1994) emphasizes 

the need to regard these families as healthy and to avoid comparisons with the nuclear family 

that may lead to a negative view of the stepfamily . A brief ovewiew of what the literature 

contains will suffice in showing that an important piece has been ignored. 1 have divided the 

literature into two broad areas, one of which focuses on a variety of aspects of stepfamilies, 

while the other focuses specifically on mothers in stepfather families. Within the former area, 

the following categories will be discussed: stepfhmilies as a whole, steprelationships and 

stepparenting, children's adjustment, couple adjustrnent and satisfaction. 

Stepfarnily Researc h 

S t e p f d l ~  as a whole. Those who have studied the stepfamily as a whole through forma1 

empirical methods have looked at overali family relations, cohesion, steprelationships, children 

adjustment, parent-child relationships, couple relationships, manifestations of stress, and healthy 

stepfamily functioning (Anderson & White, 1986; Bray & Berger, 1993; Kelley, 19%; Zeppa & 



Norem, 1993). Collectively, these studies suggest that stepfamilies differ in theù interactions and 

relationship patterns from nuclear families (Anderson & White, 1986); that marital and family 

relations are predictors of parent-child interactions (Bray & Berger, 1 993); that stepfamilies do 

not report more stress or manifestations of stress than nuclear families (Zeppa & Norem, 1993); 

and that there are some common characteristics to healthy stepfàmily functioning (Kelly, 1992; 

Visher Br Visher, 1990). A large portion of the research in this category has compared the 

stepfamily to the nuclear family (Anderson & White, 1986; Bray & Berger, 1993; Zeppa & 

Norem 1 993), making the findings questionable fiom the normat ive-adapt ive perspective. 

Furthemore, most of the research on stepfamilies has been based on families who are in 

treatment, making the generalizability of the results quite lirnited. Finally, a close examination of 

this literature reveals that the mother in stepfather families is seldom mentioned as having an 

impact on the overall functioning of the family. This lack of attention to the mother is a serious 

oversight because of the central role she plays both in the lives of her children and her partner. 

Step~arenting and ste~relationshios. Considerable attention has been paid to the 

stepparent's experience and the dynamics of steprelationships (Hetherington, Arnett, & Hollier, 

1988). Both researchers and dinicians have reported that positive steprelationships are 

important to the overall functioning of the stepfamily (Crosbie-Bumett, 1984; Visher & Visher, 

1988; Visher & Visher, 1990; White & Booth, 1985). They have also investigated and reported 

on how children perceive their stepparent (Gamache, 199 1 ; Ritala-Koskinen, 1997; Sauer & 

Fine, 1988), how the stepfather perceives his role and the quality of his relationship with the 

stepchildren (Marsiglio, 1992; Visher & Visher, 1979), how steprelationships affect the success 

of the couple relationship or the family as a whole (Crosbie-Burnett, 1984; White & Booth, 

1985), how steprelationships function or develop (Palerme, 1980; Visher & Visher, 1979; Visher 
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& Visher, 1988), and how a stepfather experiences king in a stepfmily (Robinson, 1984). A 

close examination of what is reported in this section of the literature reveals that 

steprelationships and the stepparent's experience can have a strong effect in the fùnctioning of 

the stepfamily. The extent of this impact is dificult to estimate given that there is a debate as to 

what affects stepfamily functioning more significantly, the steprelationships or marital 

satisfaction (Crossbie-Burnett, 1984; White & Booth, 1985). What is clear is that this debate 

has failed to address what role the mother's experience plays in the level of fùnct ioning of the 

stepfamily. Trying to determine what causes the most strain in a stepfamily is a difncult 

endeavour. However, excluding an element that is crucial to understanding the whole is a 

notable error. The question may not be, what affects stepfamily functioning the most, but what 

are the factors that contribute to its functioning and how do these affect such functioning? The 

mother in a stepfamily is an important member whose experience must affect her children's well- 

king and their overall adjustment. Therefore, her role must be included in our investigations of 

this type of family. 

Children's well-king. A substantial portion of the literature is focused on the role, 

adjustment, and well-being of children in stepfamilies. The clinical literature reports that 

children in stepfamilies experience a variety of problems and benefts by king in a stepfamily 

(Hetherington, Amett, & Hollier, 1988; Kelly, 1995; Martin & Martin, 1992; Visher 62 Visher, 

1979, Visher & Visher, 1988; Wolchick and Karoly, 1988). Researchers also report on the 

effects of remrriage on children (Ganong & Coleman, 1984), children's understanding of 

divorce and remarriage ( M m ,  1993), children's perceptions of the stepparent (Gamache, 1991 ; 

Ritaly-Koskinen, 1997; Sauer & Fine, l988), and children's well-being (Fine, Yoyadoff & 

Donelly, 1993). They have found that children are affected by remarriage in a variety of ways 
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and that age and gender may also have an effect on the overall functioning of the stepfàmily 

(Hetherington, Arnett, & Holiier, 1988). Children's perceptions are iduenced by a variety of 

factors, as is their well-being. While there is no debating that it is important to study and 

understand the experience of children in stepfamilies (Hetherington et. al, 1988), it is puzzling 

how the presence and influence of their mothers has rarely been explored. In order to understand 

more filly these children's adjustment and well-being, researchers need to begin to investigate 

the mother's role and her adjustment to this type of family structure. Children are usually 

closely bonded to their mothers and may be affected by how their mothers act, feel, and relate to 

them and to others. Mothers in stepfather families are not only comected to their children, but 

also to a new intimate relationship. The way they behave and feel most likely also has an effect 

on how remarried couples adjust to each other and to living in a stepfamily. 

Couole adiustment and satisfaction. The remarried couple has also sparked the interest of 

many investigators. A vast number of researchers has studied how couples adjust and how the 

many facets of stepfamily living can affect marital satisfaction and functioning (Bray, Berger, & 

Boethel, 1994; Booth & Edwards, 1992; Hobart, 1990; Pasley & Sandras, 1994; Roberts & Price, 

1989; Spanier & Furstenberg, 1982). Some have inquired into the various factors that affect 

marital satisfaction or adjustment (Bray, Berger, & Boethel, 1994; Pasley, Ihinger-Tallman & 

Coleman, 1984; Roberts & Price, 1989; Vemer, Coleman, & Ganong, 1989). The results are 

somewhat inconclusive. Roberts and Price (1 989) found that family cohesion, a positive 

attachent to the former spouse, and close relationships with fiiends were significantly related to 

adjustment in remarriage. Bray and his colleagues (1 994), however, were unable to show that 

the stepparent's role integration and child rearing arrangements were correlated with marital 

adjustment. Vemer, Coleman, and Ganong (1 989) conducted a meta-analytic review of 34 
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studies in order to examine marital satisfaction in remarriage. They made five comparisons: first 

marriage versus remarriage; remarried men versus renarried women; stepfathers versus 

stepmothers; simple versus complex step$mily househo lds (the more relat ionships involved in a 

stepfàmily the more complex it becomes); and couples with residential stepchildren versus 

couples without residential stepchildren. They found significant differences in marital 

satisfaction for only the comparisons of first marriage versus remarriage, the rernarried men 

versus remarried women, and remarried-simple versus remarried-complex stepfamilies. The 

authors wam that the magnitude of those differences was somewhat small and that they are of 

little practical meaning. Spanier and Furstenberg (1 982) concluded that the quality of a second 

marriage is positively correlated to well-king in couples. These results are problematic and 

inconclusive because of the inconsistencies and contradictions found in them It is difficult to 

define what affects marital satisfaction when examining all these research reports on couple 

adjustment and satisfaction collectively. One possible explanation is that researchers have for 

the most part overlooked the role that the mother plays in the adjustment of the couple. 

Mothers in Ste~father Families 

The mother's centrality to the stepfamily becomes apparent when one looks closely at 

each of the categories presented thus far. It was the mother in a stepfather family who brought 

the b i l y  together, she has a strong bond to the children and now to her new partner while the 

children and the new stepparent have not developed one yet (Hetherington, Arnett, & Hollier, 

1 988). Her relat ionship with each of them and her behavior most probably will have an effect on 

whether the stepfàther adjusts and how the steprelat ionships will evolve. Her experience, her 

behavior, and how she copes will probably affect every aspect of the children' s experience and 
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adjustment. Finally, because she is part of the couple, her experience and well-being will affect 

the couple's adjustment and satisfaction. 

Formal empirical studies. Researchers and clinicians have focused some of their 

attention on mothers in stepfather families but the sources containhg such data are few in 

number and their content leaves many questions unanswered. The following is a discussion of 

relevant studies, 

Mothers' well-being has k e n  the focal point of two studies (Demo & Acock, 1996; 

Mitchell, 1983). Demo and Acock explored three dimensions of mothers' well-being across four 

types of family structures. They invest igated how personal happiness, self-esteem, and 

depression related to mothers' well-king in fvst marriages, remiages,  divorce, and 

continuously single-parent families. More specifically, the researchers examined how mothers' 

well-king was affected by their relationships with members of their irnrnediate families. Their 

analysis relied on the reports of 2'78 1 mothers: 1,338 in first marriages, 704 in divorced families, 

278 in stepfarnilies, and 461 in continuously single parent families. Questionnaires were 

employed to collect data on psychological well-being, demographics, relationships between 

parents, quality of mariage, and mother-child relations. 

The results indicated some statistically significant dif5erences across family structures. 

They found that mothers living in first marriages experienced the highest well-being, mothers in 

stepfamilies alrnost as much, and divorced and continuously single rnothers had the lowest well- 

king. The results revealed that being a single mother was associated with lower global well- 

king and decreases sewesteem Divorced and remarried mothers did not d8er fiom first- 

marr ied mot hers in self-esteem. The overall pattern of sociodemographic variables was found to 

have little effect on the psychological well-king of mothers. 



Demo and Acock (1996) found that the most significant factor affecthg the self-esteem 

of mothers in stepbil ies was the frequency of difficult interactions between mother and child. 

Furthermore, the level of depression they experienced was negatively correlated to marital 

happiness, low levels of marital confiict, Sequent  difficulties with children, and higher child 

weil-being. Remarried mothers were found to be more dèpressed than mothers in fust families 

but less than single mothers. The researchers concluded that the strongest predictors of mothers' 

weil-king across farnily structures were measures of family relations, especially children's well- 

king, marital happiness, marital stability, and 10 w levels of marital conflict . 
While this study does provide us with some clues as to what may affect the custodial 

rnother's well-being, its contribution to our understanding of her experience is limited for several 

reasons. First, this research was a cornparison study that tells us little about how a mother in a 

stepfather f k l y  regards her experience and the reasons for the presence or lack of well-being. It 

only reveals how some aspects of her relationships may affect her well-being but not why. 

Because the study is of a comparative nature and it includes mothers in other family structures, 

the data on mothers of stepfather families offered is very lirnited.Second, although the fmdings 

indicate that marital happiness and stability are related to these mothers' psychological well- 

being, it is not clear Xa mother's well-king influences happiness and stability in her rnarriages, 

the reverse, or both. Fourth, the investigators do not distinguish between mothers in stepfather 

families who may also be stepmothers and those who are only biological mothers. Finally, when 

the authors suggest that custodial mothers are more depressed than mothers in first marriage 

families, they do not address why this may be the case. These results do not tell us the extent of 

depression these mothers experience or how the dficult ies they face may contribute to their 

sense of well-king or lack thereof Furthermore, such results may strengthen the bias against 



stepfamilies by claiming that mothers in nuclear farnilies are less depressed than mothers in other 

farnily structures. It is even conceivable that some part of these women's dficulties may result 

fiom this societal bias in that these mothers may feel that their families or their marriage are 

deficient in cornparison to the nuclear family. 

Mitchell (1983) also compared levels of well-being and sense of competence in divorced 

and remarried mothers. The sample comprised 3 1 divorced and 28 remarried mothers. Several 

measures of competency and well-being were administered. The major contribution of this study 

is that it found that divorced mothers felt both less competent and less satisfied with their lives 

than r e d e d  mothers. Mitchell reports that remarried mothers felt they used their t h e  more 

effectively, their lives were working out the way they wanted, they could rely more on their 

relationships and the community supports, and they felt generally more happy and satisfied with 

life as a whole than divorced rnothers. Her conclusions suggest that divorced mothers for the 

most part benefit fiom rernarriage. 

Mitchell's study does contribute to o u  understanding of remarried mothers. From her 

fmdings, we leam that these mothers seem to benefit fiom remarriage because remarriage offers 

support in areas they encountered as dmcult while king single mothers. The main limitation of 

this study is that it is not descriptive, and therefore does not provide any insight into the unique 

experience of mothers in stepfàther families. Furthermore, t his research did not consider length 

of marriage that rnay have an influence on reports of well-being (McGoldrick & Carter, 1988; 

Papernow, 1984; Visher & Visher, 1979; Visher & Visher, 1988). The literature suggests that 

those who have been remarried for five or more years usually have achieved stability and 

adjustment (McGoldrick & Carter, 1988; Papemow, 1984; Visher & Visher, 1979). 
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In a 5-year longitudinal study, Isaacs and Leon (1 988) explored whether there are 

differences in mother and child adjustment across blended h i l y  types, while examinhg the 

various types of postseparation relationships that mothers may establish with new partners. The 

sample consisted of 87 mother-custody-divorcing fimilies. The Hopkins Symptom Checklist was 

used as the adjustment index. The study focuses on four blending statuses: not involved with a 

new partner, seriously involved, living with new partner, and remarried. The results reveal no 

significant differences in the mother's adjustment among the blending arrangements during the 

ffih year of separation. This study suggests that mothers who separate experience the same level 

of adjustment regardless of their blending family type and the length of separation. However, 

this study does not identify the unique experiences mothers may have in adjusting to their new 

farni lie S. 

Kurdek and Fine (1991) studied the cognitive correlates of satisfaction for mothers and 

stepfathers in stepfather families. The researchers attempted to relate three types of cognitions - 

ambiguty of stepfather role, an optimistic perspective on stepfamilies, and myths about 

stepfamilies - to satisfaction with (step)parent-child relationships and farnily/marital/personal 

life. The sample consisted of 27 couples who had k e n  remarried for about three years. A series 

of scales was used to collect the data. The results show that "compared to stepfathers, mothers 

had a more optimistic perspective on stepfamilies, were less likely to endorse myths regarding 

stepfarnilies, and reported greater satisfaction wit h (step)parent-child relationships" (p. 5 65). 

Kurdek and Fine state that, overall, mothers in stepfather fàmilies are more optimistic and 

satisfied than their partners. This may be due to the added support mothers fhd in remarriage. 

Once again, what this study does not tell us is what the experience of these women is. It simply 

tells us how their experience compares to that of stepfathers. 
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When considered as a whole, the forma1 empirical research on stepfamilies provides us 

with a very limited and fiagmented understanding of the experiences of mothers in stepfather 

families. The clinical literature offers more indications of possible areas of success and 

diflïculties facing these mothers. However, while its contribution may thus be more significant 

for the purposes of this study, it is still somewhat fiagmented and limited in its exploration of the 

experience of these wornen. In addition, because much ofthe relevant clinical ïterature discusses 

biological parents in stepfâmilies as a group, it fails to distinguish between mothers and fathers. 

Nonetheless, for the current purposes, such clinical work points in the right direction by alerting 

us to areas in which mothers may experience some dficulties and successes (Martin & Martin, 

1992; McGoldrick & Carter, 1988; Papernow, 1984; Visher & Visher, 1988). 

Clinical and qualitative reports. Chicians have written about stepWlies extensively 

(Martin & Martin, 1992; McGoldrick & Carter, 1988; Papemow, 1984; Papernow, 1993; Visher 

& Visher 1979; Visher & Visher, 1988; Visher & Visher, 1990). Some suggest that one major 

source of interna1 unrest for parents in stephil ies is the conflict that d e s  between their love 

for their children and that for their new spouse (Sager et al., 1983; Visher & Visher, 1988; 

Papemow, 1993). Visher and Visher (1988) consider that remarried parents also experience guilt 

because they may feel as though they are betraying their children by remarrying. 

Patricia Papernow (1993) has devoted a considerable portion of her book, Becomin~ a 

Ste~family. to describing the experience of the biological parent in stepfamilies. The 

information Papemow provides is based on qualitative and clinical data Even though she has 

grouped both mothers and fathers in the same category, what she reports does provide solid clues 

to the possible factors affecthg biological parents in stepfamilies. The following is a s- 

of what these " insider parents" encounter. 



Papernow explains that biological parents feel a multiplicity of pulls. Having a new 

partner brings added support and companionship, while at the same time placing more dernands 

on tirne and attention devoted to "making it all better" for everyone. Biological parents make an 

effort to make everyone like each other and experience hstration when their efforts fail. They 

tend to experience resentment because of al1 the different pulls they encounter, and because they 

are unable to nurture and enjoy their new relationship as much as they would like. Furthermore, 

the biological parent feels caught between the children's needs for stability and the stepparent's 

needs for change. Parents in this situation often do not know how to act and who to support. 

Papemow has found that many custodial parents feel like the "meat" in the sandwich, they feel in 

the middle, and they eventually become tired of intervening and begin to retreat kom this role. 

She suggests that the timing of the remarriage also has an impact. If biological parents remarry 

soon after the divorce or sepmation, they face the task of forming a new family simultaneously 

with the task of resolving unnnished issues fiom their previous family. Finally, it is possible that 

the ages of the children and coping abilities at rernarriage may also have an impact (Thompson, 

1992). 

Papernow's description of some of the challenges and benefits that biological parents 

encounter in stepfamilies begins to tell the story of mothers in stepfather families. It describes 

the custodial mother's position in the family as one who is connected to everyone and who has a 

special investment in the family fûnctioning well. The present study sought to investigate this 

possibility further, while uncovering other aspects of the experience of mothers in stepfather 

fami lies. 

The body of literature presented here provides us with a very limited view of the full 

experience of mothers in stepfàther families. Kay Pasley, a top authority in the field of 



stepfamilies is in charge of compiling a bibliography that is devoted solely to the literature on 

stepfamilies (National Council on Family Relations, 1996). When contacted about her 

knowledge of any research focusing on mothers of stepfather dunilies or on the loyalty confiicts 

that they may experience, Dr. Pasley replied, "There is absolutely nothhg that 1 know of 

empirically that addresses these issues; clinically there may be somethhg, but 1 am unaware of 

it. 1 think this is an important area of study, although no one has addressed it" (Persona1 

Communication, 1997). 

In order to enhance and complement the existing body of literature and research in the 

field of stepfamilies it is important to investigate the role that the custodial mother plays, and 

how her perceptions and interactions with her children affect the overail functioning oîthe 

family. Some important questions are yet to be answered. How does a mother in a stepfather 

famiIy feel about her children and her spouse? How does she cope with the conflicts between 

her children and her spouse? How has the marriage afTected her relationships with her children? 

1s she willing to allow her spouse to play a parental role? Does she indeed feel like the glue that 

holds the family together? These are but a few of the possible areas that need to be addressed if 

we are to understand stepfamilies and their dynamics. The study presented here sought to 

investigate in depth the experiences of a few mothers in stepfather families. 

Choice of Methodology 

The chosen method of investigation for the present study is qualitative. More 

specifically, a narrative discourse analysis of interview data was undertaken. Discourse analysis 

involves the use of linguistic texts as  the main source for research (Madill, 1997). Interpretation 

of texts yields a series of themes, consistencies, and inconsistencies that are later organized and 

presented in a narrative format. This type of research "begins with specific observations and 



moves toward the development of general patterns that emerge fiom the cases under study" 

(Rudestam & Newton, 1992). In order to gain insight into the experience of mothers in 

stepfather families, five women were interviewed, the interviews were then transcribed and the 

data were analyzed and interpreted for each of the participants. A collective namitive analysis 

was ais0 conducted. An in depth description of the methodological procedures followed is 

provided in Chapter III. 

The human sciences explore human experience and action (Polkinghome, 1991). 

Traditionally, quantitative measures were thought to be most appropriate in achieving this goal. 

However, even though quantitative and qualitative methods are not oppositional, qualitative 

methods can approach some questions of interest to researchers which are not easily addressed 

by quantitative measures (Polkinghome, 199 1). For instance, in order to explore a particular 

phenomewn that has not previously been studied, qualitative methods are appropriate because 

they allow for an exploration of significant, meaningful aspects of the focal phenornenon. This 

type of inquiry can fàcilitate the identification and interpretation of important themes that may 

generate not only an insight into the lived experience of participants, but also may lead to 

hypotheses for fùture research. Nanative research recognizes that psycholog ical phenomena are 

interpretative in that humans, hcluding researchers, inevitably attribute meanhg to their 

experiences as they attempt to understand them. The present study consists of a narrative 

account of the meanings that mothers in stepfather families give to their experiences, as these are 

interpreted by the researcher. 

The strength of this type of research lies in its consideration of the context and the setting 

of the focal phenornenon, and in its search for a profound understanding of the participants' lived 

experience (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). If we want to understand human psychology, we 



cannot isolate behaviors or experiences fiom the sociocultural and historical contexts in which 

they occur. For example, to understand what it means to be a mother in a stepfàther fâmily is 

also to understand the sociocultural forces that might restrict or complicate her experience. 

It is important to select the research method most fitted for a particular type of 

investigation. Given that the data on mothers of stepfather h i l i e s  are very limited, this study 

airned at uncovering and understanding some of the complexity of these women's experiences. 

This exploration, it was hoped, would yield a number of themes that could enhance our overall 

understanding of the meaning that those who live as rnothers in stepfather families give to their 

experiences. In addition, it was hoped that the findings would generate some possible 

hypotheses for M e r  research. Qualitative methods are especially useful in the "generation of 

categories for understanding human phenomena and the investigation of the interpretation and 

meaning that people give to events they experience" (Pokinghorne 199 1, p. 1 12). 

Qualitative research, as mentioned above, is useful in exploring lived experience in order 

to develop a complete understanding of a person or group of persons (Rudestam & Newton, 

1 992). Madill(1997), for example, investigated therapeutic change wit h the use of discourse 

analysis. The participant was a female therapy client whose presenting problem was a major 

depressive episode. Madill hoped to discover how the client successfully resolved her issues in 

therapy. She suggests that discourse analysis is the most hitfùl  approach to psychotherapy 

change-process research. Through this method of investigation, Madill was able to discover a 

series of consistencies and inconsistencies in the text of a therapy session. A close interpretative 

analysis of these elements allowed her to identify the possible factors that affected the change 

process for t h  therapy client. 



Without using the nuclear family as a model, Levin (1 997) carried out a qualitative study 

thnt explored how stepfâmilies start their lives together. She hoped to discover what stepfamilies 

do when establishing a new household where there are no n o m  to guide their behavior. 

Through the analysis of interview data, Levin found three patterns of behavior that typified the 

stepfarnilies under study: '~econstruction," %ait-and-see," and "innovation." The 

"reconstructors" are those who try to reproduce the nuclear family. In other words, they use the 

nuclear family as their model. Those who are in the "ait-and-see" category are more 

pragmatic. They practice trial and error and by trying different ways of behaving, they hope to 

fmd the one that most suits thek new farnily. Finally, the "innovators" follow the idea that they 

must create something new by changing their lifestyle. They are clear that they do not want to 

mimic the nuclear family, but in order to succeed they believe they must construct something 

difYerent fiom what they had. This is one example of what qualitative data c m  yield. 

Kelly (1992) was also interested in investigating stepfamily functioning. In her 

exploratory study, she interviewed 20 well-functioning stepfhilies in their homes in order to 

extract experiential themes cornmon to and different fiom nuclear families. Because the 

information on healthy stepfdlies is so iirnited, Kelly considered that an exploratory, 

qualitative methodology was the most appropriate for her investigation. Even though she used 

some standardized famiIy-functioning measures, the main data for her study were obtained fiom 

interviews. Kelly (1995) published a book, Developine. a Health~ Ste~family, in which she 

reports the data obtained fiom her qualitative research. This research has been instrumental in 

the identification of the many ways in which a healthy stepfàmily functions. 

These qualitative studies illustrate the appropriateness of inductive methods for exploring 

the lived experience of mothers in stepfather families. The present research is intended to 



increase our understanding of this experience through a process of discovery, where the aim is to 

uncover what has not yet been explored. This research aims at providing descriptions of 

experience rather than explanat ions of behaviour. The following three chapters contain the 

description of the methodology, the results, and a discussion of the findings of the present 

investigation. 



CHAPTER III. METHODOLOGY 

Method 

This study employed a narrative, discourse analytic method. In order to extract recurrent 

themes and subject positions, 1 conducted a detailed exploration of interview audio-tapes and 

transcriptions. This examination required interpretation and inference to formulate the central 

points of the story and the possible images of self present in the participants' accounts. 

The purpose of the study was to explicate the complexity of the lived experience of 

mothers living in stepfhther families. Five mothers were interviewed and their interview audio- 

tapes were then transcribed and analyzed. Emphasis was placed on identifjhg sections of each 

transcription that contained repetitive language and meanings, affective intensity, contradictions, 

and statements about self. It was anticipated that this process would allow for the construction of 

a collective narrative that would describe the sirnilarities and discrepancies among the various 

stories told by these mothers living in stepfather families. 

The Sample 

The sample consisted of 5 women who were mothers living in stepfather families. They 

were recniaed through advertisements at Simon Fraser University and on community boards in 

schools and comunity centres in Port Coquitlam, British Columbia, through contacts at a 

stepfamily support goup in White Rock, British Cohunbia, and a parent education class at a 

parent participation preschool in Burnaby, British Columbia. The participants hcluded in the 

study were required to meet the following criteria. 

1. Remarriage (legal or common law) within the last 5 years. 

2. The children residing with the couple must be the mother's fkom a previous marriage. 

3. The mother's children must be 1 to 16 years old. 



4.The couple must have no children of their own. 

In order to define the criteria for the sarnple in this study, 1 explored the relevant literature. 

The literature reveals that on average, it takes stepfamilies about 5 years to adjust to their new 

farnily system (Visher & Visher, 1979,1988). Because the problems faced by mothers in 

stepfather f h l i e s  can become quite complex when both partners have children fkom previous 

marriages living with them, 1 decided to limit the sarnple to stepfather fàmilies where only the 

mother's children resided with them (Papemow, 1993). 1 decided to include families whose 

children were under 16 because these children are still considered quite dependent on their 

mothers. It was assurned that older children might present different challenges than younger 

children. Finally, it is possible that having mutual children rnay affect the experience of mothers 

in stepfather families. The literature is inconclusive in regards to this last point given that some 

research has found that this has no effect (Ganong & Coleman, 1988), and others report that 

these children can irnprove stepfamily relationships (Visher & Visher, 1979). I decided to 

exclude mothers who had had children with their present partner in order to make the sample 

more homogeneous. 

Participants. The names of the participants and their families have been replaced by 

pseudonyms in order to protect their identities. The demographic data pertain to the tirne of the 

interview. 

Rachel is a 34 year old legal assistant who has been in her present comrnon-law 

relationship for 5 years. She has two children living with her, Bailey, 12 and Jason, 10. She had 

been a single mother for five months when she established a comrnon-law residence with Bob, 

29, a plasterer. Her children were seven and five at the tirne of remarriage. Bob has a five year 

old daughter fkom a previous marriage; she visits every other weekend. Bailey and Jason also 
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visit their father, Jim, every other weekend and on Wednesday nights. Rachel and her family 

reside in Port Coquitlam, British Columbia. Rachel's daughter attends the same middle school 

as my daughter. It was through word of mouth that Rachel volunteered to participate. Rachel's 

analysis is coded as analysis #1. 

Gwen (analysis #2) is a 38 year old biochernistry technologist who Lives in Edmonton, 

Alberta. Her mother leamed about the study at a cominunity centre in Port Coquitlam and put 

the participant in touch with the researcher. Gwen has been in her present marriage for two and 

a half years. She has two children, James, 1 5, and Anthony, 8. She was a single mother for three 

years. Her children were 12 and 6 when she rnarried Charles, 3 1, who is also a biochemical 

technologist. Charles had never been married and has no children of his own. 

Catrina (analysis #3) is a 38 year old woman who has k e n  in her present rnarriage for 

three and a half years and lived common law for one and a half years prior to that. She was a 

single mother for four and a half years. Sam, 47, an airline pilot, and Catrina dated for one year 

before they started living together. Sam has a daughter kom a previous marriage who visits 

every two weeks. Catrina has two children, Brianne, 12, and Rick, 10. Brianne and Rick see 

their biological father once a month for d h e r .  Catrina worked as a flight attendant but decided 

to resign five years ago in order to stay home with her children. She now owns and runs a 

picture fiamhg business out of her home. C a t ~ a  and her f ~ l y  reside in White Rock, British 

Columbia where Catrina is a founding a member of the stepfamily support group. She 

volunteered to participate when 1 contacted her to ask for permission to announce my study at a 

support group meeting. 

Brenda (analysis #4) is a 48 year old family therapist who has been in her present 

marriage for one and a half years. She has been married for one year and lived with her partner 
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for 6 months prior to that. She dated Jonathan for one and a half years. He is a 47 year old 

teacher who has no other children. Brenda has two daughters, Sandy, 16 and Becky, 1 1; they 

were 14 and 9 respectively at the t h e  of remarriage. Sandy and Becky visited their biological 

father until recently when he moved to Australia They now plan to visit him during school 

breaks. Brenda and her family live in Vancouver, British Columbia. Brenda learned about the 

study through a colleague involved in s t e p f d y  research. She contacted me to express her 

interest in volunteering for the study. 

Arnanda (analysis #5) is a 23 year old woman who has been in her present common-law 

relationship for two years. She has two children, Shannon, six, and Ally, three. Amanda was a 

single mother for one year and then dated Bradley for one year. Bradley, 48, is a longshoreman 

who has two sons, 19 and 10, fiom two previous relationships. They both visit Amanda's home 

regularly. Shannon and Ally visit their biological father every second weekend. Amanda was 

planning to attend training to become a legal secretary at the tirne of the interview. Arnanda and 

her farnily reside in Burnaby, British Columbia. Amanda volunteered d e r  1 announced my 

study at parent education class held at a parent participation preschool in Burnaby. 

Researcher 

1 am a 36 year old Master of Arts student in counselling psychology at Simon Fraser 

University. 1 am a mother in a stepfather family. 1 have been in a stepfamily for the past three 

and a half years, and it is this experience along with my work in the Masters degree program that 

sparked my interest in this area. Clearly, my involvement in a stepfather family may have biased 

my interpretations as a researcher. For instance, 1 have often felt tom between rny husband's 

expectations. This experience may have led me to place some of the focus of my analyses on 

similar descriptions by the participants, therefore, identdjhg four of them as feeling in the 
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rniddle. In addition, for the past six years, 1 have been working as a parent educator and 

consultant with parents in stepfamilies, arnong others and this rnay have influenced my 

interpretations as well. Furthermore, as a counsellor, I hold a theoretical orientation to guide my 

interpretations and choice of strategies in a counselling situation. This orientation is based on 

attachment theory, which suggests that contact and closeness in relationships is crucial to human 

functioning. Holding this theory as my fiarnework for counselling rnay have led me to ask two 

questions that related to relationships: "what is your relationship like with your children?" and 

what is your relationship like with your husband?" It is therefore possible that other researchers 

with different orientations may have asked different questions or attended to other aspects of the 

participants' stories. 

At the same t h e ,  it is important to note that qualitative research usually begins with 

persona1 experience and then expands to investigate the experiences of others. As qualitative 

researchers and human beings, we know that at least some of our experiences are possibly the 

experiences of others. "To be aware of the structure of one's own experience of a phenomenon 

rnay provide the researcher with clues for orîenting oneself to the phenomenon and thus to al1 the 

other stages of the research" (Van Manen, 1994, p.57). The problem with this type of inquiry is 

not that we know too little, but that we know "too much." In other words, our comrnon sense, 

our suppositions and assurnptions, together with knowledge of the existing research, al1 rnay 

predispose us to interpret the nature of the phenomenon conclusively before we have 

investigated it (Van Manen, 1994). Ideally, such a study should be a collaboration between the 

researcher and the participants, in which the researcher refiectively notes her biases and 

expectations, while simultaneously using these as windows that open to the experiences of 

participants in the research. 



Procedures 

First contact and first meeting. The first contact with each participant occurred by 

telephone. The participant selection criteria for the study were discussed during this initial 

conversation. M e r  both participant and researcher agreed that the former was a suitable 

candidate for the study, an appointment was made for either a first meeting or the formal 

interview. For two of the participants, Rachel and Catrina, the fist meeting involved signing the 

consent form and setting a date and tirne for the formal interview . Due to extenuating 

circufllstances, this first meeting did not take place with three of the participants. 1 did not have 

the first meeting with Gwen because she lives in Edmonton. I was unable to rneet with Brenda 

in advance because she works almost full t h e  and lives one hour away fiom my home. Finally, 

Amanda had a kiend who had a death in her family the week we were supposed to meet. I felt 

that it would be more courteous to not ask her to meet with me twice. The consent form was read 

to the three participants over the telephone in order to give them an opportunity to withdraw their 

offer to volunteer if they did not feel cornfortable with the requirements of the study. The time 

and date for the forma1 interview were set during this phone conversation. Brenda and Arnanda 

signed the consent form at the beginning of their formal interviews. Gwen, on the other hand, 

signed and retmed the consent prior to her forma1 interview, which occurred via the telephone. 

Interviews. Al1 of the interviews except Gwen's took place at the pa.rticipants7 homes. 

The interviews were audio-taped and lasted anywhere between 50 minutes and 1 hour and 15 

minutes. Participants were asked to provide some general, demographic informat ion at the 

beginning of the interviews. This information was recorded in printed form and was not audio- 

taped. The guidelines to obtain these data read as follows. 

1. Ages of al1 members of the family. 
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2. Her and her partner's occupations. 

3. How long she had been a single mother. 

4. How long she and her present partner dated 

5. Age of her children at the tirne of rernarriage. 

6. Whether or not her present partner hss any children fiom a previous relationship. 

7. Involvement of her previous partner in the lives of her children. 

Even though narrative researc h involves investigating people's stories with minimal 

influences fiom the researcher, five main guiding questions were used to focus the interviews. 

AAer each response, 1 used paraphrasing, reflective listening, and additional questions to 

encourage clarification or elaboration. It was my intention to allow the participants the fieedom 

to provide the narratives that most represented their unique experiences. At the same t h e ,  it was 

of utmost importance to keep the focus of the inquiry closely related to the original purpose. The 

following five questions supported me in achieving this goal. 

1. What is it like to be a mother in a stepfather W l y ?  

2. What is your relationship with your children like? How is it different fiom the way it was 

after your divorce or during your first mmiage? 

3. What is your relationship like with your spouse? How does your relationship with your 

children affect your marital relationship? 

4. What are the best and worst parts of being a mother in a stepfather family? 

5. 1s there anything 1 have not asked you that you would like to add? 

Because of the exploratory nature of the study, 1 made an effort to avoid influencing the 

participants' responses as much as possible. 1 kept my verbal responses to a minimum by 

focusing on paraphrasing, reflective listening, and asking questions. At the same tirne, 1 paid 



special attention to my body language and my empathic responses as these could also infiuence 

the participants or affect rapport. One important aspect of the interview process is establishing 

and maintaining rapport. 1 employed my clinical skills in order to create and maintain a safe 

environment for the participants by making eye contact, matching the participant's tone and 

pace, and by acting and speahg  with empathy. 

1 did not take notes during the interview, 1 relied on the audio-tape to gather the data. 

However, 1 did make detailed notes about my thoughts and observations following each 

interview (see section on ~e~ref lect ion below). 

Transcri~tion. Each audio-tape was transcribed into "idea units" (see Chafe, 1980). Idea 

units are identined by listening closely to the intermittent properties of speech. These spurts of 

language can be recognked by paying attention to intonation, pausing, and to the words %nd," 

"but," and "so." According to Chafe, 'Yhe clause final rising or falling pitch is the single most 

consistent signal of what we would intuitively like to call an idea unit" (p. 14). These idea units, 

separated by CO mmas, were then united into sentence like-equivalent propositions wit h each 

resulting proposition placed on a single line of text. The latter step was aimed at simplifying the 

reading of the text. Each of these propositions was numbered to facilitate later reference. 

Specific notations were employed in order to aid the analysis and reading of the text. Capital 

letters mark extra stress, (...) indicate pauses, utterances in parentheses indicate the other 

speaking, parentheses indicate that the words could not be identined fiorn the audio-tape, and 

commas indicate grammatical pauses as well as idea units and propositions ending. Periods 

indicate a clause final. 



Analysis 

A review of the literature on discourse analysis along with the experience of engaging in 

such an activity reveal that there is no fixed set of procedures that is appropriate for all texts and 

contexts. What is necessary is that the analytic procedure adopted be appropriate to the context 

and aims of the inquîry, and be capable of guiding interpretative understanding of the focal 

phenornena. The follo wing provides an accurate description of how discourse analysis was 

applied in this study. Careful typewritten notes were kept on each of the steps involved in the 

analysis. Table 3.1 provides a visual representation of the various steps taken in the analysis. 
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Table 3.1 

Stem in the Anal~sis Procedures. 

1. Thematic analysis (main and secondary themes). 

2. Identifcat ion of subject positions. 

3. Cross-check of the accuracy of 1 and 2 by listing propositions in the text that support them 

4. Writing of a narrative account of the central theme and it s relations to subject positions and 

secondary themes. 

5. Summary of responses to core guidhg questions. 

6. Microanalysis. 

a. Identification of consistencies and hconsistencies in the narrative and the main 

theme. 

b. Comparing and contrasting the main theme against the results in steps 3 to 6. 

c. Revising, refhing and limiting main theme. 

d. Repeating step 6b and 6c until the final version of the theme becomes most 

representative of the narrative. 

7. Subrnission of the final analyses to participants for their review and feedback. 

8. Collective analysis 

a. Identification of the components of each of the central themes, positions and 

secondary themes. 

b. Components grouped into categories by matching them through similarities. 

c. Limitations to similarities noted. 

d. Components highüghted to idente  which ones belonged to min themes. 



Central theme. The fist step was to identify a central theme or plot that would be 

representative of what the participant was üying to convey during the entire interview. This 

socially meaningful plot served as a central, organizing tool (Mishler, 1986). In other words, this 

theme was used to organize the analysis of the narrative by asking whether or not the various 

experiences reported and discussed were closely related. Plots are helpfûl in extracting the social 

meanhg of the experiences described by each of the participants. The first questions 1 asked 

were : What is this story about? What is the essence of this woman's experience? How can I 

capture the essence by a thematic reflection on this experience? (Mishler, 1986; Van Manen, 

1990). This step involved a close reading of the text while listening to the audio-tape. Through 

careful interpretation and inference, 1 attempted to formulate the central point of the story 

(Mishler, 1986). Reflectivity was required in order to appropriate, to chri@, and to rnake 

explicit the structure of meanhg in the experiences described by the participant (Van Manen, 

1990). Reflectivity refers to "immersion" of thought into critical reflection or one's own 

thinking and on that of others when involved in phenomenological research. The purpose of 

reflectivity is to attempt to identify the intended meaning of a text or text analogue. 

Subiect positions. It is important to note that even though there is a centrai, organizing 

theme, there are other aspects of the story that are of crucial importance to the meaning the 

participant is trying to convey. In order to identify these aspects, subject positions were also 

identified. Subject positionhg implies that one's identity is relative to the central meanings and 

the social context in which t exists (Cochran, 1985; Madill, in press). In other words the person 

one can be is limited by the acceptable cultural dennitions and descriptions that are available at 

certain sociocultural settings and historical times. In order to identiQ the subject positions, 1 once 

again reviewed the text and the audio-tapes while asking the questions: How does this woman 
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see herself? What aspects of her identity has she revealed in her account? 1 paid special attention 

to components of the participants' accounts that conveyed images of self or that indirectly 

pointed to the identities to which they laid claim. For example, Rachel often said, Y am a 

furer ...," in order to explain that she feels she has to meet everyone's needs and problems before 

attending to her own The repetitive nature of this utterance in conjunction with the rest of her 

story led me to identm 'the fixer" as one of her subject positions. Not al1 participants uttered 

such "encapsulating" words in such a clear m e r .  To identify some subject positions, 1 had to 

infer fiom their accounts how participants viewed themselves. Each analysis identüied 

anywhere between one and three subject positions. 

Second- themes. A third examination of the transcripts was conducted in order to 

exhaust other themes that the participant may have conveyed in her story. These will be referred 

to as secondary themes. The purpose here was to identiSr the various aspects of personal 

perspectives that may not be central, but to which the participant attaches signifïcant meaning. 

In order to achieve this result, I used a modified version of the highlighting approach proposed 

by Van Manen (1990). First, while reading the transcriptions, 1 asked, "What statements or 

phrases seem particularly revealing of how this woman experiences her place in this 

s tepfhly  ?' These statement s were noted. Particular attention was paid to repetit iveness and 

affective emphases. Once the entire text was examined, 1 grouped these statements into themes 

by sorting them into clusters. In order to formulate each cluster, 1 identified those statements that 

belonged together because they conveyed the same or similar information. Repetition, affective 

emphasis and meaning were usefül in identifying which statements belonged under the same 

category. Each of these categories became a secondary therne. The number of secondary themes 

identified for each participant ranged between one and four. 



Cross check. In order to evaluate the accuracy of the thematic analysis, a cross check 

was undertaken. This step was important in order to examine the coherence of the various 

themes and positions. Coherence here is taken to mean that parts of the account are comected 

together in a unified, meaningfbl story (Mishler, 1986). A process of global coherence, like the 

one conducted for this investigation, relates to the process of finding parts of the account that 

exempli@ or move fonvard the overall intent or point of the story. Such coherence is achieved 

by fmding representative examples that support the general point made by the main theme and 

the subject positions. This step was not undertaken for the secondary themes because it seemed 

unnecessary given that the process by which these themes were identified involved noting these 

statements at the onset. In other words, in order to formulate the secondary themes, 1 identsed 

statements or utterances found in the text that appeared to convey the same or similar meanings 

(see above). 

In order to conduct the cross check, the transcript was once again examined and aspects 

of it identified as representative of each of the central theme and positions, were coded as 

belonging to any one of the themes or positions previously formulated. The themes and 

positions were coded as theme A, position B, position C, and so forth. The representative 

excerpt s were then numbered in order of their appearance as Al, A2, A3, and so on. Each of 

these excerpts contained one or more propositions. These excerpts were clustered by grouping 

one or more propositions, so that each of them was a complete statement and could stand on its 

own. For example, Gwen said: 

Al 1 (323) No, 1 don? feel like I'm in the middle, 
(324) I take control of the situation 
(325) I feel totally in control 
(326) because my children are mine, 



Even though these propositions convey some meaning on their own, they each form part of the 

full meaning that Gwen was trying to communicate. Clustering these propositions involved 

ident i@ing one proposition or a group of proposit ions that were connected to one another 

because they conveyed the same message. 

Written narrative account. Pnor to engaging in a subsequent micro-analysis, a brief 

narrative account of the central theme and its relations to the subject positions and secondary 

themes was written. This account aimed at describing how the central theme was connected with 

the other parts of the analysis achieved thus far. It included basic demographic information such 

as pseudonyms, ages of participant and family members and length of the present relationship. 

The accounts were written in narrative form and they included examples of propositions and 

their numerical representation in the text. The resulting narratives ranged between two and three 

pages in length. The following are excerpts from the narrative account of Rachel's analysis (note 

that the numbers in parenthesis correspond to line numbers in the transcript): 

"Rachel is a woman who has been in her present relationship for five years. She has two 

children, Bailey who is 12 and Jason, 10. The main organizing theme in this woman's account is 

that if things werelare going to work out, it waslis al1 up to her. She sees herself as someone who 

is paying attention to what needs to be done for her children, her husband, her ex-husband, her 

husband's daughter, the upkeep of her home, paying the bills, etc. She explained that she cannot 

relax or give to herself unless "everyone is happy" (3 1 2) first . 

Three subject positions were identified: The fixer, the sacrificial mother, and wornan (not 

just mother). In the case of the fixer, 1 found that this characterization by the participant is 

consistent with the central theme mentioned above. Al1 through the text the participant described 

herself as a "fixer." Other parts of the text tie the central theme to this positioning. For example, 



she speaks about having taken care of her husband's daughter when she came for visitation. 

Things for the child and her husband have worked out because she "took over." She has had to 

be understanding of her husband's needs with respect to his h g  addiction recovery, and 

chooses to "look at the positive" even though she hates the fact that he is not there most of the 

tirne. She responded to her husband's feelings of not belonging by "rnixing his things with her 

things" (613). These examples are both a part of her identity as a "fixer," and ofthe sense she 

has that things have worked out because she has given her "HEART AND SOUL" to make 

things work (1462). 

Some secondary themes were also been extracted fiorn the text. These were "1 should be 

frst but I am not," "Children come first; they are the most important." The former seems to stand 

alone. She would like to be fkst in her husband's life, but she feels others come before her (924, 

925). She describes how her %ore issue" (195) is that she gets lonely and she expects him to be 

there for her, to be her whg, to be her protector (180-1 81) but maoy tirnes it doesn't work that 

way (185). This is a contradiction. He &es her feel like a woman and not just like a mother 

but sometirnes he is not there for her when she expects him. This theme seems somehow to 

connect to her idea that 'Tf things are to work¶ it is all up to me." If her husband was there for 

her, if she was the first, if he was that involved, then it wouldn't be all up to her. 

Summan, of replies to main midine questions. A summary of the replies to the guiding 

questions was fomulated to aid in the revision of the central theme. The purpose here was to 

have three different avenues (the excerpts, the narrative account, and the summary of replies) to 

consider and attempt to 6'triangulate" in revishg and refining the central theme during the 

subsequent micro-analysis. In order to sumrnarize each reply, I highlighted each of the guiding 



questions and summarized what the participant's response had k e n  to each of t h e a  The 

s-ary was M e n  in point f o m  

Micro-analysis. In the micro-analysis proper, the text and audio-tape were examined 

several more times in order to idente  what aspects of the story were inconsistent with the main 

therne. To assist in ident@ing these contradictions (a contradiction here is regarded as a 

statement which appears to be inconsistent with the overall theme of the account), 1 kept a 

written version of the central theme nearby. This allowed me to engage in a process of 

comparison between the participant's main point in the story and how some of the specific 

statements she made were possibly contradictory to it. I maintained a list of these contradictions. 

I then provided narrative explanations of how and why these inconsistencies contradicted the 

main, organizing theme. I achieved this goal by asking, "What do I think prompted the 

inconsistency?" Madill(1997) suggests that we draw on our "knowledge as rnembers" in 

conducting such analyses. In other words, as members of the culture, we are used to making 

sense of textual material in every day life. 'Troducing possible explanations within a discourse 

analysis is therefore an articulation of a sense-making process most of us are involved in every 

day of our lives" (p.25). 

Once the inconsistencies were identifed, the generality of the central theme was revised, 

refined, and its limitations noted. Specifcally, those aspects that applied to the central theme and 

those that did not were noted. The materials used for this purpose included the excerpts, noted 

consistencies, inconsistencies, the narrative account, and the summary to the guiding questions. 

Through a method of comparing and contrasting, the main theme was revised and refined several 

times until no fûrther revisions seemed necessary. At this point, 1 formulated the central theme 

that I considered was representative of the narrative as a whole (see Table 3.1). 
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Submission of analyses to the nartici~ants. It was thought that before the results of the 

analyses could be reported as accurate, it would be important for the participants to review the 

results of my interpretations. Each of the participants was provided with two attschments: a) the 

analysis and b) the narrative account (containhg the initial central theme). The analysis 

contained the final, revised central theme, the subject positions, and the secondary themes. Brief 

de finitions of each term were also provided. A cover sheet providing detailed instructions was 

attached. The participants were instnicted to read and think about the interpretations and 

consider to what degree they were accurate or inaccurate in terms of how well they described 

their overall experience. Space was provided for the participants to write their thoughts. 

Collective anal~sis. The work accomplished thus fàr focused on each participant 

independently of the others. The results of those analyses provided the data necessary to develop 

a collective narrative analysis. This analysis involved identehg the components of each of the 

central themes, positions, and secondary themes. A component refers to an aspect of a theme 

that can stand on its own. For exarnple, the final, central theme in Gwen's account reads as 

follows: "Being in this fàmily is an experience of love for me. 1 have my children who are at the 

centre of my life and 1 have Charles who is supporthg me in raising them and with whom 1 feel 

fulfilled as a person and as a woman." The components include that "her experience is one of 

love," that "her children are at the centre of her life," that "Charles, her spouse, is supportive" 

and that "she is fulfilled as a person and as a woman." 

The next step in the collective analysis involved grouping the components of al1 the 

participants by assigning each of them to a category on their own (if it didn't match any others), 

or to a category already ident ified in another of the participant's themes or positions. For 

instance, Gwen's central theme includes a component that states that she felt supported by her 
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husband, therefore, "feeling supported by husband" became a category. Every tirne that this 

component appeared in another analysis, this was noted by placing the analysis nurnber under 

that category. (There were 5 participants and each of their analyses was assigned a number fiom 

1 to 5 to dist inguish it fiom the others). 1 examined each of the analyses closely, including the 

participants' feedback, and coded each component as described above. Those components that 

belonged to a central theme were highlighted in order to idente them more readily . 

This process also aided the identification of aspects of each of the accounts that were 

dissimilar fiom the others. These were noted by writing brief clarifications next to the analysis 

number in each category. The resulting collective analysis was then typed into categories. It 

must be noted that appearing under a category does not mean that the component is the same as 

others appearing there. For instance, al1 participants may have described that their experience 

has been dijEcult (similarity), but what made it difficult may have differed fiom one participant 

to the other. 

Swcial cases. Narrative methods of analysis need to remain flexible given that each 

experience under study is unique. This uniqueness rnay at thnes present challenges to the 

particular method of analysis employed. I encountered two such challenges. First, while 

engaged in the search for contradictions in Gwen's account, I was unable to identa any sections 

or utterances that were inconsistent with her main theme. 1 wondered if this was not due to my 

own biases and assurnptions. In order to address this issue, a fellow graduate student in 

counselling psychology was asked to review the transcript and to search for inconsistencies with 

the central theme. She was also asked if she agreed with the way the central theme had been 

fomulated. 
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The second challenge to the chosen procedures was encountered in the 1s t  analysis 1 

undertook. In this case, rather than having one main organizing theme, there appeared to be two. 

This was noted and both were taken into account as 1 proceeded with the analysis. 

Self-reflection or reflexivity. In order to facilitate persona1 reflection on the research 

process, 1 maintained a written record of my thoughts, my experiences, my biases, and my 

assumptions for the duration of the study. This record guided my choices, my interviewing 

strategies, the rnethodology, and my evaluation of the results. For example, subsequent to the 

frst interview, 1 wondered if my empathic or agreeable responses were influentid in leading the 

participant's replies. This led me to modQ my mode of responding in subsequent interviews to 

a more neutral one while still maintainhg rapport. Furthemore, because the purpose of self- 

reflection is to engage in a critical analysis of persona1 bias and thought, 1 became involved in 

observing how the results of this self-reflection influenced the process of the inquiry. For 

instance, as 1 engaged in the discourse analysis, 1 kept a record of how 1 perceived the findings. 

In the case of Gwen, 1 was unable to find inconsistencies and wondered if this was due to my 

"unwillingness" to find them because her story sounded so "positive." In order to compensate 

for the possible error, I asked the fellow counselling psycholog y graduate student mentioned 

earlier to examine the transcript and find any inconsistencies in the story. Her analysis, 

however, supported my own. She was unable to identifj any inconsistencies. 

Auditabilit- credibilitv. and fittingness. Positivistic researchers are highly concemed 

with the factors of reliability, interna1 validity, and external validity. Even though these 

concepts are not directly applicable to phenomenological research, those involved in field 

research (Guba & Lincoln, 1981) have coined the folowing tenns to define how they engage in 

the process of validating and ensuring the overall clarity of their research: auditability, credibility 



and fittingness. Auditability or replication in such inquiry is derived by providing a detailed 

description of the methodological procedures so that other researchers can understand the themes 

and arrive at sirnilar conclusions. The present study endeavors to achieve auditability by 

providing a careful and detailed description of the procedures. Credibility (interna1 validity) is 

obtained by involving others in a process of corroboration. Such corroboration was 

accomplished here by inviting the participants to comment on and evaluate the final individual 

analysis 1 had developed. Finally, fittingness (external validity) refers to the generalizability of 

the results. Narrative research does not aim at generalizing the findings of the inquiry but rather 

at describing someone's experience as accurately as possible. Therefore, the generalizability of 

the present study is modest at best. 

The present chapter has described the methods and procedures employed in this study. In 

it 1 have provided information about the sample, the participants, and myself as  a researcher, 

together with the procedures 1 foiiowed and analyses I conducted. The following chapter 

discusses the findings for each participant along with the results of the collective narrative 

analysis. 



CHAPTER IV. FINDINGS 

Introduction to Findings 

This chapter presents the fïndings of the analyses conducted for each participant and for 

the sample as a whole. 1 present the material for one participant, Rachel, under the following 

subtitles: introduction to the participant, the central theme (initial and final), subject positions, 

secondary themes, narrative account, summary of replies, rnicroanalysis (contradictions and 

revisions to initial central theme), and conclusion. Rachel's feedback has been incorporated into 

the appropriate sections. The findings for the remaining participants are presented in a more 

abbreviated form. In these cases, the participants' original narrative accounts have been re- 

organized and expanded slightly . More detailed descript ions of findings and interpretations, 

such as the one provided for Rachel, are available fiom the author upon request. It is important to 

mention that the demographic information provided for each participant was taken at the tirne of 

the interview. When reading excerpts fiom the transcripts of the interviews, please note that the 

excerpt numbers provided in parentheses correspond to the line numbers in the original 

transcripts. The collective namitive discusses the various similarities and differences among the 

five stories. This section of the chapter will include a description of each of these similarities 

and differences, 

Rachel 

Introduction 

Rachel is a 34 year old legal assistant who has been in her present common-law 

relationship for five years. She has two chiidren living with her, Bailey (fernale), 12 and Jason, 

10. Bailey and Jason were seven and five at the tirne of remarriage. Her present partner, Bob, 

has a five year oid daughter fiom a previous relationship who visits every other weekend. 
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The interview took place at Rachel's home. While conducting the interview and the 

analysis, 1 paid close attention to some factors that I suspected could have an impact on the 

interview process. First, both Rachel's daughter and mine attend the sarne school. 1 wondered if 

this would have an effect on how Rachel would respond or whether she wodd disclose 

information. She did state that because I would maintain confidentiality, she would t ak  about 

her partner's h g  addiction recovery. Second, 1 observed my own experience of the interview 

and I noticed how 1 tended to hdicate my agreement with what Rachel expressed. This 

realization led me to avoid any verbal or non-verbal expressions that I thought might influence 

Rachel and other participants in the study. However, because interactions are of a circular nature 

in which both individuals influence the other, I am aware that my presence, the perceptions of 

the participants about me and the study, and their interpretations of my questions and behaviour 

inevitably had an impact on the overall investigation. Finally, when the tape was tumed off and 

while 1 gathered my materials, Rachel demonstrated curiosity about my own experience. At this 

tirne we engaged in a brief conversation. Table 4.1 surnmarizes the findings for Rachel. 



Table 4.1 

Sumrnary of findings for ~art ici~ant #l. Rachel 

Central Theme 

Subject Positions 

Secondary Themes 

If things are to work out, it is al1 up to me. 

The fixer 
The sacrificial mother 
The wornan 

1 should be first but 1 am not. 
Children corne first 
My relationship with my kids is EXCELLENT. 

Initial Central Theme 

If things are to work out. it is al1 UD to me. At the initial stage of the analysis, this 

statement was thought to be representative of Rachel' s entire narrative. The following excerpts 

were identified as support for the initial central theme. 

(4). . .you've got to look after hirn too and make sure that he feels welcome. 
(241) So 1 sacrifice my needs, 
(614) Like 1 bought Harley plates and eagle plates, 
(625) MMED HIM, you Imow, his little bikes with my angels ( ), 
(633) Yeah, and letting him do different things with the house and, 
(634) you know, and letting hitn decide where things go and, 
(635) you know, just rnaking him feel like he belongs here, 
(789) 1 have to make it al1 nice and fix, fix, fix. 
(791) OK, EVERYBODY HAPPY NOW? 
(792) OK, good, now 1 can sit down, 
(888) Having to give of my relationship so that he can put recovery first, 
(125 1) But if there's issues with his ex, I deal with it (125 1) 
(1462) It takes your HEART AND SOUL to make it work. 

Rachel stated that she worried about Bob's needs. Her decorating choices were 

influenced by this awareness so she made sure that she mixed his omaments with hers, and she 

purchased Harley Davidson plates and onüunents because he iiked them. She also avoided 
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complaining about his absences because he needed to put his addiction recovery first. Al1 this 

she did because she sees herself as the one who can make it all work out: "having to give of my 

relationship so that he can put recovery first," (888). 'But ifthere's issues with his ex, 1 deal 

with if' (1251). ''MlXED HIM, you know, his little bike is in with my angels," (625). "Yeah, 

and letting him do difTerent things with the house and," (633). "You know just rnaking him feel 

like he belongs here," (634). Rachel also indicated that in order for her to relax, everybody 's 

needs have to be met: "OK, EVERYBODY HAPPY NOW? OK, good, now 1 can sit dom." 

Sub-iect Positions 

Three positions were identified fiom Rachel's narrative account: the fixer, the sacrificial 

mother, and the wornan. These subject positions correspond to conternporary meanings attached 

to women in our society. 

The fixer. The first subject position, "the fixer," was defined clearly by Rachel. 

Excerpts: 
B1 (155) ... but you know 1 am a fixer 
B2 (205) 1 am doing al1 this fuc, fix, fix. 
B3 (613) Yeah, and 1 did what 1 could in regards to get the rnaterialism for him 
B4 (776) EXACTLY. (-to the question, "So you played sort of the role of a 

mediator.") 
B5 (789) 1 have to make it al1 nice and fix, fix, fix and then 1 feel better. 
B6 (901)Itwashardtoletgoandletsomeoneelsefixhim. 
B7 (902) Because 1 am the fixer. 

Early in the interview Rachel said, "but you know 1 am a fixer (1 55). 1 am doing al1 this 

fw fix, fix "(205). She clearly sees herself as someone who is in charge of meeting the needs of 

her loved ones. Even letting others do the "fixing" is something Rachel fmds very difficult : 'Tt 

was hard to let go and let someone else fix him" (901). Here Rachel is referring to her partner's 



recovery; she would have preferred to be the one to help him. Not having this opportunity was 

challenging for her. In her feedback comments, Rachel further explained that she has to fix what 

happens around her because ifshe does not do it, then it will not 'get done." 

The sacrificial mother. Rachel emphasized how her children's needs override her own. 

The following excerpts illustrate how Rachel tends to sacrifice her needs to meet her children's. 

(240) I'm fhding not enough t h e  to do everything that 1 would like to do 
(241) So I sacrifice my needs, 
(242) because my children are more important, 
(243) my children come first, 
(3 12) It is important that they are happy. 
(824) Like 1 don? make any plans if1 have my children. 
(825) I DON'T MAKE PLANS WITHOUT THEM. 
(854) And then 1 felt guilty for leaving them, right? 
(1464) And sometirnes you have to sacrifice yourself, 
(1465) and your own needs to make everybody happy. 

The position of "the sacrificial mother" became apparent when the participant expressed 

how her children's needs come first: 'Tm finding not enough t h e  to do everything that 1 would 

like to do, so I sacrifice my needs, because my children are more important, my children come 

fxst" (240-243). She apparently sees herself as someone who should take care of the needs of 

her children above all, even if it means having to ignore her own needs. Her children come first 

to her even if it means that he: own needs are not met. Rachel will not plan anything that will not 

include her children on the weekends during which they do not visit their father (825) because 

she believes that she has to spend all her t h e  with them. Rachel clearly States that she sees 

herself as having to sacrif~ce herself and her needs in order "to make everybody happy" (1464, 

1465). In other words, as a mother, she sees herself as having to ensure her children's happiness 

before her own. Rachel's feedback confirmed this position and added: "1 feel that if 1 have 

successful children then 1 look like 1 am a successful mother." 
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The woman. The third position that was identifîed was titled '%he woman." Rachel 

expressed that king in a second mrriage (cornmon-law) has allowed her to experience another 

side of herself, that of king a woman, not just a wife or mother: 

Excerpt 

D2 (8 15) We are almost newlyweds 
D3 (842) ... be &e put my little pants and go out dancing. 
D4 (846) You know so that's when 1 actually can, can become just me, SELF 

(847) which is kind of nice. 
D5 (848) Not mother just woman. 

(849) YEAH, and be like the the a young woman, you know. 
D6 (1358) The mother's ah, she's treated more like a woman, 1 think 
D7 1372) I just LOVE to feel that way, you know, he sees me and his eyes light up. 
D8 (1373) and "OH, 1 LUST FOR YOU." 

(1 374) 1 JUST LOVE IT! Right? 
Rachel expressed that on the weekends that her children visit their father, she suddenly 

fmds herself king "fiee" and putt ing on her "little pants" to "go out dancing" (842). She 

explained that king in this relationship has allowed her to feel like a woman who can have fun 

and who c m  just be herself (846). Rachel described how Bob, because he is not the M e r  of her 

children, regards her as the woman that she is, not just a mother (848). She said that the father of 

a woman's chiIdren only sees her in the kitchen as the mother who is cooking for the family, but 

for the stepfàther: "..A's like, 'hey, baby, 1 LOVE IT WHEN YOU COOK! ' " (1 383, 1385). 

Rachel clearly enjoys having someone "lusting for her" and seeing her as a woman (1 373). 

Rachel' s feedback c o d m e d  this position. She explained again that remarried women with 

children are regarded as "woman" rather than "mother." 

Three secondary themes that are closely related to one another were identified: T should 

be first but 1 am not," "1 am there for everyone, but for the most part, no one is there for me," and 



"my children and 1 have an excellent relationship, they come first." The secondary thernes are 

discussed below. 

1 should be first but 1 am not. Rachel expressed the view that the hardest part of king in 

this farnily is that her partner is a "fiee spirit." She would like to be his first priority. The 

foilowing excerpts illustrate this theme. 

El (179) You know and ah, just expect him there for me, 
(1 80) be my wing, 
(1 8 1) be my protector, 
(183) Like like he's putting my life for me, 
(184) for my loneliness, 
(1 85) for me.. .and it does not always work that way. 

E2 (195) So that's my core issue that 1 get lonely. 
E3 (920) OH, HE'LL DROP martial arts for recovery 

(92 1) you know, but he wouldn't drop a Little bit of recovery for me. 
E4 (922) He would never drop himself and his things, 

(923) like he'd stiil work out or whatever he would do, 
(924) those things came first, 
(925) 1 came last. 

Bob is O ften out of the home because he is involved in an addiction recovery prograrn 

and in martial arts. Rachel regards her parnier as the one who should be her main source of 

comfort and support (1 79- 183). She views Bob as being very committed to his recovery fiom 

addiction to drugs which involves helping others. His absence leaves her feeling that others 

"corne first" for him and that she "cornes last" (922-925). Rachel expressed this perception in 

various parts of the interview. For example, she said, "OH, HE'LL DROP martial arts for 

recovery, you know, but he wouldn't drop a little bit of recovery for me" (920). In her feedback 

comments, Rachel confirmed that this is the case and that she has coped by "letting go and taking 

the back seat" to "avoid confiict and conf?ontation." 

1 am there for everyone but. for the most part. no one is there for me. The present 

secondary theme is closely related to the one above in that it exemplifies how she views herself, 



as always "fixing" problems for others but no one will do the same for her. She explained that 

she can cal1 fiiends but that it is not the sarne as if she receives attention fiom her partner. This 

secondary theme was quite covert and 1 was not sure a -  the time whether Rachel was indeed 

conveying this meaning until she confirmed it in her feedback comments. 

MY children and 1 have an excellent relationshio. they come first. Rachel emphasized 

that she has an excellent relationship with her children and that they are very important to her. 

The fo llowing excerpt illustrates this t heme. 

F1 (242) because my children's [needs] are more important 
(243) My children come first, 

F2 (272) M y  relationship with my children is] EXCELLENT 
(273) 1 lcnow all their feelings, 1 know everything, 

F3 (272) We talk feelings every night, 
(297) we talk about everything that is bothering them every night, 
(298) so that they can go to sleep peace fully and all that ah.. . (hmm) 

F4 (302) I love to be with hem, 
F5 (3 10) 1 mean 1 just love them to pieces, 

(3 1 1) like 1 mean they are MY WORLD. 

Rachel expressed that her relationship with her children is excellent (272). She said, W e  

talk feelings every night" (292). She described how her children come fkst because they are the 

most important people in her Me: "...my children are more important, my children come first." 

(242-243). Rachel emphasized that she loves her children "to pieces" and that they are her 

"WOIUD." This position was strongly confirmed by Rachel's feedback. She once again 

described how they "speak daily about their feelingsy' and how she sees them as "well adjusted 

and responsible children." Rachel appears to believe that the relationship she has with them has 

helped them to become well adjusted. 



Narrative Account 

1 developed a narrative account of the central theme and its relations to the subject 

positions and secondary themes. The narrative account for Rachel's story follows. 

Rachel is a woman who has been in her present relationship for five years. She has two 

children, Bailey, 12 and Jason, 10. The main organizing theme in her account of her experience 

as a mother in a stepfather family is: "if things are going to work out, it is al1 up to me." She 

sees herself as someone who is paying attention to what needs to be done for her children, her 

husband, her ex-husband, her husband's daughter, the upkeep of her home, paying the bills, and 

so on. She explained that she cannot relax or give to herself unless "everyone is happy" first 

(3 12). 

Three subject positions were identified: 'Yhe fixer," "the sacrificial mother," and "the 

woman." In the case of "the fixer," I found that this characterization of Rachel's is consistent 

with the central theme mentioned above. Al1 through the text Rachel described herself as a 

"fixer." ûther parts of the text tie the central theme to this position. For example, Rachel speaks 

about taking care of her husband's daughter when she comes for visitation. "Things" for the 

child and her husband "have worked out" because she "took over, l' She has had to be 

understanding of her husband's needs with his recovery and "look at the positive," even though 

she hates the fact that he is not with her most of the t h e .  She helped her husband increase his 

sense of belonging by "rnixing his things with her things" (6 1 3). These examples are both a part 

of her identity as a "fixer," and illustrate the sense she has that Yhings have worked out" because 

she has put her "HEART AND SOUL" into making them work (1462). 

The sacrificial mother is another position that was identified. Rachel made it clear that 

she sacrifices her needs, "So I sacrifice my needs, because my children are more important, my 



children come firstl' (241-243). Rachel sees herself as the one who has made it work for her 

children not only for her relationship with them, but also for their relationship with their 

stepfather, their father, and so on. She has "taught them everything" (272). She has explained to 

them how their stepfather feels, how he is doing, and how she has experienced the stepfatherfs 

recovery. She has helped them understand why Bob is often absent (1 01 2, 101 6) and this has had 

a positive impact on the functionhg of their farnily. 

"The woman" is the third subject position that 1 identified. In this case, Rachel said, "So 

it's really weird, cause there's two sides to me1' (884,845). Rachel sees her experience as having 

two aspects, the "responsible gal, mother" (836) and the 'koman" who just loves it when her 

spouse tells her he lusts for her (1373). She feels that the best part of k ing in this stepfàmîly is 

"happiness for the mother, self for the mother, the mother is treated more like a woman" (1 356- 

1358). This subject position does not seem to be connected to the central theme: "if things are to 

work, it will be al1 up to me." Instead it appears to be in direct opposition to the central theme. 

She seems to be saying that thuigs have worked mainly because of her, but in this case things are 

working because of her husbandls "lustl' for her, because HE treats her as a woman. She finds 

this 'heird" but seems to feel cornfortable with having those two contradictory sides. If this is 

the best part of king a mother in a stepfather famüy, it rnay be that this is what gives her 

motivation to continue to be the one who can make it al1 work. 

Some secondary themes have also been excerpted fiom the text. These are 'Y should be 

f ~ s t  but 1 am not," and "1 have an excellent relationship with my children, they come first." The 

former seems to stand alone. Rachel would like her husband to put her first, but she feels others 

come k s t  for him. (924,925). She describes how her '%ore issueyy (1 95) is that she "gets lonely" 

and she expects him to be "there for her, to be her wing, to be her protector" (1 80-1 8 1) but many 



times it doesn't work that way (185). This is a contradiction; he makes her feel Iike a woman but 

he is not there for her when she would like him to be. This theme seems somehow to be 

connected to the central point of the narrative: "If things are to work, it is all up to me." If her 

partner was there for her, if she was the fi&, if he was that involved, then t wouldn't be al1 up to 

her, 

"1 have an excellent relationship with my children, they corne first" is another secondary 

theme. It ties in with the central theme through the sacrificial mother. In order for her children 

to adjust and be well Rachel believes that she has to have a good relationship with them and to 

make them a priority. This endeavour is up to Rachel, given that her former spouse and Bob are 

not involved enough. 

Rachel's interview was directed by a series of guiding questions. The exact wording of 

these questions is presented in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 

Interview questions for particioant #1. Rachel 

1. What is it like to be a mother Ui this type of family? 

2.What is your relationship with your children like? 

3. What is your relationship like with hun? 

4. What is the bat? 

5.1s there anything else that 1 didn't ask? 
- 

The following summary of Rachel's replies depicts how Rachel answered each of the 

questions above. Rachel has experienced king a mother in a stepfather family as "hard." What 

is hard for Rachel is that she sees herself as responsible for keeping both her partner and her 



children happy. In addition, she has struggled to become accustomed to Bob not spending as 

much time with her as she would like. 

She describes her relationship with her children as "excellent." She sees them as her 

world and is proud because she has taught thern "everything" and because they trust her with 

"everything ." To Rachel her children corne fist. 

Rachel describes her relat ionship with Bob as very different îrom her previous 

experience. Every second weekend they are alrnost newlyweds because they have no children 

around, a fact which allows them to nurture their relationship. She views his recovery as having 

a strong impact on their relationship. Rachel expressed that she is very sexually attracted to Bob 

and that she is very happy because she chose to live with him. 

To Rachel the best part of being in this family is that she is happier than in her first 

marriage. She likes her relationship with her new partner and this makes her and her children 

happier. Rachel believes her children are happier because they no longer see her %ad" and 

constantly in bed like she used to be when she was married to Jirn. Finally, Rachel concluded 

the interview by emphasizing that to help her %ly succeed, she has had to put her heart and 

sou1 into her efforts. 

Micro-analysis 

Contradictions. In order to ensure that al1 aspects of Rachel's account were considered, 1 

examined the interview transcripts to identify any possible contradictions to the main theme. 

The following is a description of the contradictions 1 identified. 

First contradiction. "So they as the stepparent have to like sort of take a step aside" (16). 

This statement contradicts the central theme, "If things are to work out, it is all up to me" in that 

it points to how the stepparent has also contributed by stepping aside. It is not that she has told 



Bob to step aside, but that he has chosen to avoid being involved in areas that may cause conflict. 

She also described him as befkiending the children by acting young and becoming "her 15 year 

old" and a buddy to her children. This point indicates that Rachel believes Bob has clearly 

contributed to the success of their stepfamily. 

Second contradiction. "The only thing that would be different is that the mother is 

happier, which makes them [children] happier" (364,365). "And 1 am not as hstrated as 1 

myself, Wre I've corne to some inner peace, because 1 actually like the relationship I'm in, which 

then my children pick up, mom's not grump al1 the tirne, right? Mom's happier" (371-376). In 

this section, Rachel is explaining why things may be better in regards to her relationship with her 

children. She is contradicting the maki theme in that she is happier due to her spousal 

relationship king a better relationship not just because of her own effort. In this sense, her 

partner is also contnbuting to the functioning of their stepfamily. 

Third contradiction. '1 now notice the difference in the past ... well since my surgery" 

(384-385). Rachel is saying that she has noticed a positive change in her children since she had 

surgery. This statement may be inconsistent with the central theme in that it may have k e n  the 

impact the surgery had on her children, and not her actions, which has contributed to this change. 

Her children may have needed more time with her because of the fear of losing her to her illness 

or during the surgery. Their attachment may have k e n  threatened so they needed more t h e  

with her. To Rachel, the change relates to the fact that she is happier, and the children want to 

spend more t h e  with her because she is more pleasant to be with since she separated fiom her 

f ~ s t  husband. It may be that the positive change she has noticed is a combination of al1 these 

factors. 



Fourth contradiction. "He is so busy in his own iife, the stepparent," (432). "Then I 

realized this is all this fkee t h e  1 cm have with my children, without feeling guilty that he is in 

the picture, right? So i utilized it" (435-437). Rachel is explainhg that even though she strongly 

dislikes the fact that Bob is ofien busy and absent fiom their home, she has lemed to take 

advantage of the extra tirne she has so that she can dedicate it to her children. This contradicts 

the theme "If things are to work it is al1 up to me" in that the fact that her partner is not around 

allows her to be a dedicated mother and to not feel guilty. Not having that fiee t h e  would mean 

that she would have to not be there for her partner or that she would have to ignore her children. 

Fifth contradiction. "And her stepparent is a real funny guy, he's always joking and 

making jokes, and making the kids laugh, king a brat at the dinner table and, right? So he now 

has become my fifteen year old, right? He thought, 'like 1 can't be a parent, she won? let me so 

1'11 just become a kid.' And actually it works really well, it works EXCELLENT, you know" 

(671-679). This section ties in with the previous contradictions in that it points to how the 

stepparent has also contributed to 'Yhings working out." Rachel rnay feel that she had some 

influence on this because she told hirn that he had to 'Yake a step aside" and this presumably led 

to bis changing his approach (703). Nevertheless, he has made changes that have made a 

difference in how the family functions in her eyes. 

Sixth contradiction. "But the main thing I did too is, your money is yours and mine is 

mine, right?' (1 174- 1 175). "But you know what? He [said], 'don't ask me to marry you, and 

don? ask me to mix rny money with you,' COOL!" (1228-1230). Here Rachel is clearly 

contradicting herself. It seems that this agreement was not something she did, but something that 

they agreed on. Furthennore, he seems to have been the one who suggested that they don't mix 



their money, which she clearly regards as something that has helped their relationship function 

well for them 

Seventh contradiction. "And ah, no here's, if you think about it, he reaily is, HE NEVER 

EVER HAS, never ever has stepped foot into any of my arguments with Jim, NEVER. Never 

stated his opinion, nothing," (1246-1250). Once again, this section shows that Rachel's partner 

also engages in behaviors that have made things work for them. He never intervenes or states 

any opinions when it cornes to her ex-husband, which Wely prevents confiict and confrontations. 

Eighth contradiction. When asked what is the best part of being in this fiunily for her 

Rachel replied: "Happiness for the mother, Self for the mother, The mother's ah, she's treated 

more Like a woman, 1 think," (13564358). "So he keeps me feeling good about myself, and 

that's really important because 1 still feel youthful," (1369-1370). It is clear in these statements 

that she believes she is happier because he makes her feel more like a woman, and because he 

keeps her "feeling good" about herself. This contradicts the theme in that he is also making a 

dserence because of how he treats Rachel. 

Final revision to the central theme. After a thorough review of the central consistencies 

and inconsistencies, the central theme was revised into: 

It peing a mother in this type of family] is hard, especiaily trying to ensure 

that my kids' and my husband's needs are being met. However, it is worth it because of 

my husband's contributions, and because he makes me happy and makes me feel 

good about myself. 

This thematic statement captures the main plot of this story. It can be connected to most of the 

positions and secondary themes. Rachel's feedback confimed that this thematic statement 

expresses her experience of being a mother in a stepfather family. She added that because Bob is 



so much younger, "it can only get better with t h e ;  e.g. financial, more laid back, and relaxed." 

One aspect of the narrative that this final version of the main theme does not appear to reflect is 

the secondary theme of Rachel feeling she is not first in Bob's Me. She clearly cares about her 

husband and regards him as the best choice for her. She commented in her feedback, 'lie is who 

in my mind is the perfect man (physically, sense of humor, social, same likes, finds me attractive 

and has the lust for me that keeps my self esteem boosted)." She has had a difficult tirne with the 

fact that he, in her eyes, is a "fiee spirit." She, however, has corne to terms with this issue by 

utilking the time of his absence to be with her children without feeling guilty. Furthemore, she 

expressed in her feedback that she has coped by "letting go and taking a back seat" because it 

allows for "less conflict and confrontation." 

Rachel's Feedback 

Rachel's feedback confirmed the forgoing findings in many ways. The one factor that 

she emphasized, and that was mentioned only briefly in the interview, was that she finds it very 

dSicult that her partner "does not take responsibility for any of the housework." She finds this 

very htrat ing,  but hopes that because he is younger than she is, he will mature and learn to 

contribute more with time. The rest of her cornments confimied what she had said in the 

interview. In OUT last meeting, Rachel agreed that my interpretations were accurate. 

Conclusion to Rachel's Narrative Analysis 

Rachel's narrative provides us with some possible factors afYecting mothers in stepfather 

families. For Rachel, haWig a partner who is in recovery appears to be a very prominent aspect 

of her experience. This factor is one of the unique features of this narrative. Rachel 

acknowledged both benefits and challenges of king a mother in this type of family structure. 



She has welcomed the attention fiom, and the relationship with, her new partner while stmggling 

"with her heart and soul" to deal with the difficulties she has encountered. 

The subject positions are all connected to a central structure of meanings within Rachel's 

social context. In her perspective, a mother should sacrifice because that is what is best for the 

children. She defines herself as a fixer possibly because of the popular self-help literature that 

has defined women as f iers and "codependent." 

Gwen 

Introduction 

Gwen is a 38 year old biochernistry technologist who lives in Edmonton, Alberta. She 

has k e n  in her present marriage for two and a half years. She has two children, James, 15, and 

Anthony, 8. Her children were 12 and 6 when she married Charles, 3 1, also a biochemistry 

technologist. Charles had never k e n  married and has no children of his own. 

The interview took place over the telephone and was recorded on a telephone-recordhg 

device. Gwen had ensured that her family was aware of her plans in order to ensure privacy. 

Prior to beginning the intewiew 1 reconfumed confdentiality and reminded Gwen to stop the 

interview at any time she needed to. 

One of the reservations 1 had about this interview was the fact that it occurred over the 

telephone. 1 wondered if this would have an impact on my ability to build rapport with the 

participant, or if it would in any way affect the results. At the conclusion of the interview, 1 felt 

that we had developed rapport. She s h e d  that "it felt good to talk about it." Gwen expressed 

gratitude that 1 allowed her the opportunity to tell her story. 

In order to facilitate interpretation of the findings, Table 4.3 presents the statements that 

represent the central theme, the subject positions, and the secondary themes. The table is 
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followed by a discussion of the findings in a narrative format. 1 thought this would be the most 

efficient way of presenting the results for each of the remaining participants. The original 

narrative account describes the central theme and its relations to the subject positions and the 

secondary themes. The narrative account presented here is a modified version of the original. 

This expanded version illustrates the account in greater detail to facilitate understanding of the 

fmd ing S. 

Table 4.3 

Summary of findinns for participant #2. Gwen 

Central Theme 

Subject Positions 

Secondary Themes 

My children are at the centre of my life. 

Proud, dedicated, keen mother above all. 
Independent, financially secure woman in charge. 

Ex-husband is an ongoing disruption to my most 
important role. 
Charles has made my life a hell of a lot easier. 
A step$mily experience has been wonderful. 

- -- 

Central Theme 

My children are at the centre of my life. Gwen sees her children as the bases for her 

choices, her actions, and her experiences. Most of her responses to the questions asked during 

the interview included information about her children. For example, when asked about her 

relationship with her spouse, she answered that "he is a caregiver" (661) because he does not 

only help with the housework but also with the children. She took a few minutes to describe 

how he takes up projects with the children, drives them to their sports and musical lessons, and 

reads to the youngest at night (67 1 -780). This, she said, ' M e s  her very happy with the way 

things have gone." It is also clear that she loves her partner very much. The fact that he has 



integrated himself into her life and her children's lives is what may lead Gwen to regard her 

stepfamily experience in such a positive light. 

Other features of Gwen's narrative also support the central theme. For instance, Gwen 

expressed that when her sons visit their father, she feels "sort of FAIRLY incomplete" (27,28). 

She is unable to enjoy herself because they are not with her: "1 am not making mernories with 

them.. .that leaves me feeling very bereft, very left out" (51-55). Gwen considers her chüdren's 

opinions as having an impact on her choices: "1 mean, that was a condition of marrying Charles, 

I asked James if it was OK, because if it wasn't, I wouldn't have married Charles. 1, my children 

are EVERYTHING to me" (309-3 13). 

Subject Positions 

Two subject positions were identifîed : "Proud, dedicated, keen mo ther above all," and 

"independent, financially secure wornan in charge." These two positions were salient in how 

Gwen described herself and her story. They are related to one another and to the central theme. 

Proud. dedicated. keen mother. This position was very closely related to the central 

theme. Gwen's passion is her children. She explained how she "has gone through hell and high 

water raising them" (28 1). She continuously said, "they are my children" (2 19). She has 

''taught them muuiers" (15 l), she is a "diligent mother" (121), she will not back down fiom her 

ex-husband or fiom Charles (338,339) in matters relating to her children's upbringing. Gwen 

has been very mindful of how she chooses to raise her children. She has many dialogues with 

them (452,453), and she derives her ccgrounding" fiom her sons (600). She describes her kids as 

good kids who are happy and well adjusted (649,650). 

This subject position is closely related to the main theme. Gwen sees her children as the 

centre of her He, which d e s  her main role that of mother. Her children are central to the 



point that her decision to marry her present husband was based on her children's approval. She 

feels that her hard work has paid off and she is very proud of her sons. Gwen's feedback 

confirmed this position. She wrote, '? agree, though it rnakes me sound very altruistic, 1 am also 

very selfish when it cornes to my children." 

The independent. fùiancially secure woman in charge. Gwen explained that she is at the 

top of her field with notable qualifications, and that she has eamed more money than her two 

husbands have eamed (1 1 38). She explained she is at the top of her field without a master's 

degree. Gwen is able to support her children financially. This financial and professional 

position supports her in claiming her place as the main parent in her children's lives; it facilitates 

her most important role, the dedicated mother, because it grants her independence and choices. 

She made several comments that point to her king in charge and in control of the situation: ''1 

take control of the situation. 1 feel totally in control because my children are mine, when 1 step 

in, and 1, basically veto everything" (324-327, 332). Most ofthese cornrnents relate to how she 

acts regarding her children and others. She will confiont anyone who rnay act in a marner 

contrary to what she believes is best for her sons. When replying to the feedback questionnaire, 

Gwen wrote, "1 agree," confimiing that she regards herselfas an independent, financially secure 

woman who is in charge. 

Secondarv Themes 

Three secondary themes also were identified: "Ex-husband is an ongoing disruption to 

my most important role;" "Charles has made my life a hell of a lot easier;" and "a stepfàmily 

experience has been wonderfil." These themes illustrate other important factors in Gwen's 

experience. 



Ex-husband is an ongohg disnotion to my most important role. Gwen explained that the 

most difficult aspect of ber present M y  structure is that the chiidren go to visit their father. 

She agreed this is not necessarily related to king in a stepfarnily because it affects her regardiess 

of her marital status. Gwen finds that when her children go to visit their father, they return and 

behave in ways she finds unacceptable: "Ah, they just were not eating correctly, they were not 

answering correctly," (188-1 19). She also finds it a disruption when they go to visit him 

because she misses them. This last factor is what she has found to be most difficult in k i n g  a 

mother in a stepfather fêmily. Having to d o w  her sons to visit their father is difficult but 

necessary in Gwen's view. Gwen's feedback supports this interpretation: " Yes, he has been [a 

dismption] in the past. Many of my attitudes towards him stem fiom bittemess that 1 haven't 

quite let go of yet. 1 know how important the boys' dad is to them, 1 have to try very hard to 

make sure 1 share them as much as possible for their sakes." 

This secondary theme is clearly related to the main theme. If her children are at the 

centre of her life, it follows that when they are away, she loses tirne with what matters to her the 

most (28-3 1). Furthermore, her ex-husband is a disruption because his actions around the 

children affect her efforts as a mother (1 14, 1 17). 

Charles has made my life a hell of a lot easier. This secondary theme ties to the main 

theme through the effect that Charles has had on Gwen's life and, therefore, on her children. She 

explains how Charles helps her greatly with everyday practical activities, as well as with her 

emotional experience (66 1-845). She feels she may not be able to make it without him anymore 

(789). She loves this man because he has become an important member of her family by 

developing close relationships with her sons (839-843). 
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A stepfamily emerience has been wonderfil. This is the 1st  secondary theme. Gwen 

describes her experience as having "lots of love" (1205). She explained she is very happy, she 

"feels emiched by this experience" (1207, 1209). Her satisfaction is evident throughout the 

interview. Charles's presence and his relationship wit h her children complete her picture. I 

concluded that if Charles had not become close to her children, Gwen would not be happy or 

enriched, given that her children are at the centre of her life. 

Final Revision to the Central Theme 

Gwen's microanalysis presented a challenge in that no contradictions to her main theme 

were found even after a second analyst (a fellow graduate student) explored the transcript. 

However, the initial main theme was revised to include a second aspect of Gwen's narrative that 

was emphasized throughout the interview, namely, Charles's great contributions to the success of 

her family: 

"Being in this family is an experience of love for me. I have my children who 

are at the centre of my life and 1 have Charles who is supporting me in raising 

them and with whom I feel filfilied as a person and as a woman." 

This final theme captures Gwen story. To Gwen, having chosen to form a s t epMly  has been a 

very positive experience in which her children are c'tthriving" in their new family and she has a 

partner who has k e n  an important addition to her fmily. In providing feedback, Gwen wrote, 

"1 agree with the central theme. However, 1 would like to add that while I do feel filfilled as a 

person and woman, it continues to be a challenge and 1 am always conscious that to be the kind 

of mother 1 hope 1 am I must be ever "aware" of the dynamics in raising my two boys. Changing 

and adapting as they mature ensures good communication. In other words, while 1 am very 

satisfied with our progress as a family, the job is never over!" 



Conclusion 

Gwen's experience as a mother in a stepfhther family has been very satisfactory. It 

appears that her new partner has contributed greatly to her perception of why the family has 

succeeded. As 1 mentioned above, 1 would conclude that the success relates to Gwen's 

perception that Charles developed a close relationship with Gwen's sons. Because her children 

are so central to her, 1 would argue that if Charles had not been able to develop functional and 

caring relationships with the two boys, it would have been much more diffcult for Gwen to 

perceive her situation as positive. Her feedback supports the interpretation of the central theme. 

Catrina 

Introduction 

Catrina is a 38 year old woman who has been in her present marriage with Sam for three 

and a half years and lived common-law for one and a half years prior to that. She has two 

children, Brianne, 12, and Rick 10. Sam has a daughter fiom a previous rnarriage who visits 

every two weeks. Catrina worked as a flight attendant until four years ago when she decided to 

remain at home to care for her farnily. Catrina lives in White Rock, British Columbia. 

The interview took place at Catrina's home. Her children and husband were not in the 

house. It is important to mention that Catrina seemed quite knowledgeable about the literature on 

stepfamilies. She revealed that she and Sam sought counselling with a stepfamily counsellor in 

the Vancouver area. Catrina is also involved in the leadership of a support group for stepfamilies 

in White Rock, British Columbia. Her interest in the topic has led her to read extensively and 

become aware of the issues that stepfamilies face. As the inteniew progressed, 1 wondered if 

this in depth knowledge has had an impact on her experience and on how she s h e d  her story. 

Table 4.4 sumrnarizes the findings excerpted fiom the interpretation of Catrina's account. 



Table 4.4 

Summarv of finding for participant # 3, Catrina 

Central Theme 

Subject Positions 

Secondary Theme 

Both Sam and 1 have worked very hard in a joint effort to 
make things work for our family. 

The family mediator and motivator. 
Dedicated committed mother. 
Strong, financially independent woman. 

There are many obstacles to success, but strong effort and 
time pay offto d e  things work. 

Central Theme 

Both Sam and I have worked verv hard in a joint effort to make thines work for our 

familv. Catrina describes how Sam has encouraged her to make an effort and to not leave and 

give up: "It was Sam, Sam telling me not to m. And Sam saying that, you how,  it, it would get 

easier and.. ." (577480). Catrina explained that they have sought couseiling, and that they have 

learned parenting skills and disciplinhg strategies (73). Catrina gives the credit for her W l y ' s  

cment success to this spousal collaboration between her and her spouse and to Sam's 

commitment. 

Subiect Positions 

Three subject positions were ident ified: 'The family mediator and motivator," %e 

dedicated, committed mother," and "the strong, financially independent woman." These subject 

positions indicate possible aspects of Catrjna's identity as a mother in general, as a mother in a 

stepfather family, and as a woman 

The family mediator and motivator. Catrina has experienced herselfas a mediator in the 

sense that she feels constantly in the middle: "Well, 1 think you're always in the middle. You're 



ah, you're the monkey in the middle" (9, 10). Cab initially womed about showing too much 

affection for her chüdren in Eront of Sam: 'T felt uncornfortable showing as much affection for 

my kids when he was around because 1 could see how hard it was for him to not have his own 

daughter around" (18-21). Her experience as the one in the middle is also suggested by her 

comment about how both her children and her husband want to know who she loves most: "You 

are always teiling them that you love them the most and you are TELLING HIM YOU LOVE 

H M  the most" (3 1-32). Her role as motivator is implicit in the narrative. Catrina's role as 

mediator is interactive with her role as motivator. She has found herself advocating for her 

children with Sam and vice versa, hoping they will understand each other and feel better about 

their fbture (1037-1039). Catrina's input on her feedback questionnaire supports the formulation 

of this position- she wrote: "accurate." 

Catrina's feelings that she is in the middle do not confiict with the central therne. This 

subject position is comected to the central therne in that this is one of her struggles while Sam 

has had his. So by describing how she feels in the middle, Catrina is focusing on her experience 

even though she acknowledges that her husband's position is the rnost dXicult one. It is clear 

that this subject position is, therefore, one aspect of what Catrina and her husband have had to 

address. They have worked at minimizing the obstacles and difficulties that they have 

encountered, and, for Catrina, being in the middle is one of them. 

Dedicated. c o h t t e d  mother. Throughout the interview, Catrina, directly and indirectly, 

described how her children are important to her (72,73,5 10). Catrina's commitment is 

expressed implicitly in that throughout the interview it became apparent that she takes her 

children's well-being into consideration when making decisions or plans. For example, the 

children traveled with Catrina and Sam on their honeymoon (1 O3 1). If they ever travel without 



Mothers in Stephther Families 72 

the chîldren, they make sure they "do something with them afterwards" (1 164) so that the 

children realize they are cared for. Catrina's interest in leamhg about parenting clearly 

illustrates her dedication as a mother (72-73). 

This position is connected to the main theme and the first position. Catrina's strong 

cornmitment to her cMdren is one of the reasons why she has collaborated with Sam so 

diiigently to help her Evnily succeed. At the same tirne, her love and loyalty to her children also 

contribute to her feeling so constantly in the middle. She is womed about their feelings and 

about making t h g s  fair (5 1 O, 51 1). Catrina's feedback was that she "defmitely" sees herself as 

a dedicated, committed mother. 

Strona. financially independent womaa Catrina explained tkat she did not marry for 

fuüucial reasons: "Many women remarry because with kids, specially with kids, they remany 

for the sake of ah, getting out of, you know, becoming financially more secure. I am not in that 

position" (748, 75 1,752,755). She described how, for the benefit of her children and her new 

marriage, she resigned fiom her job. Making this choice threatened her sense of security and 

independence (703-710). Catrina explained that she received a very good severance package and 

that she is fhancially secure. She clarifed that her sense of independence returned after one year 

(722-726). She emphasized that she was not in this marriage because she needs Sam to support 

her financially. She knows that she always has the option to leave. This position may point to 

her level of self-eEcacy and how she may hold to a sense of k ing  able to achieve success even 

when facing rnany obstacles. Catrina wrote "yes" in her feedback questionnaire, confirming this 

subject position as accurate. 
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Secondarv Theme 

There are many obstacles to success in a stepfâmily. but strone effort and time Dav off to 

make thinas work. This secondary theme clearly relates to the main theme in that it speaks to 

Catrina's belief that being in a stepfamily means that one will encounter mny obstacles. For 

exarnple, Catnna o f h  feels she is in the middle between her children and her partner. She also 

described how Sam has often felt jealous of the children because he would like to have her all to 

himself (1077). Agreeing about how to parent the children is also a cl~allenge, accordhg to 

Catrina (52). She also suspects that her children use Sam as an opportunity to release their anger 

agahst their father, which makes it dficult for Sam to feel like he belongs (1 86, 187). It is these 

obstacles that both Catrina and Sam have been working at overcoming over the last 5 years. 

Catrina strongly agreed wit h this interpretation by writing "de finitely accurate" in her feedback 

questionnaire. 

Final Revision to the Central Theme 

Catrina's narrative did not present any methodologid challenges. M e r  conducting the 

rnicroanalysis, the central theme was revised to: 

Dficulties in forrning a stepfàmily are rnany: king in the middle as a mother, our 

upbringing, our issues and personalities, having to give more than you receive as a 

stepparent . Sam and 1 made it a success by working very hard in a joint effort to address 

all these obstacles. 

This statement grasps the essence of Catrina's story. It indicates how Catrina believes there are 

rnany obstacles to overcome in a stepfamily and that things have worked for her family because 

both partners have made a joint effort to achieve a feeling of W l y .  Catrina's feedback strongly 

confirmed the final version of the central theme. She wrote: "Very accurate." 



Conclusion 

Catrina, unlike Rachel, acknowledges that her family has succeeded because both she and 

Sam have joined their efforts. They have faced a variety of struggles and obstacles. She 

acknowledged that Sam has contributed greatly to this success by having made a very strong 

effort during counselling, by learning parenting, and by encouraging her not to give up. To 

Catrina, king a mother in a stepfhther family implies finding yourself in the middle between 

your children and your spouse. She believes that a woman in this position has to d e  a strong 

effort to make it work. 

Catrina's and Sam's knowledge of how stepfamilies function provided them with certain 

guidelines on how to deal with the challenges they encountered. One example of Catrina's 

knowledge of the literature is illustrated by her comment that, fiom what she has read, it takes 

five years for members of this type of h i l y  to finally feel like they have adjusted. 

Furthemore, she described how for her family it was at the five year mark that she felt they had 

settled into a more fùnctional structure. 

Brenda 

Brenda is a 48 year old family therapist who has been in her present relationship for one 

and a half years. She has k e n  married for one year and lived with her partner for six months 

prior to that. Brenda has two daughters, Sandy, 16, and Becky, 1 1. They were 14 and 9 

respectively at the t h e  of remarriage. Brenda and her family live in Vancouver, British 

Columbia. 

The interview took place in Brenda's home. Her husband and daughters were not there at 

the t he .  The interview may have been affected by the fact that Brenda's home was far fiom 



mine. She was unable to provide me with accurate directions, so 1 arrived late. We decided to 

proceed with the interview as planned. 

Some important fhctors 1 noted regarding this interview are as follows. First, 1 

experienced some stress over king lost and, consequently, late. However, 1 was able to focus 

and concentrate for the most part on the task at hand. Secondly, it struck me as interesthg how 1 

viewed Brenda as more introverted than the first three participants. This observation, raised the 

question of how my perceptions of the participants rnay have influenced the inquiry process both 

during the interview and the analysis. The results of the analysis of Brenda's interview are 

s h o w  in Table 4.5. 

Table 4.5 

Summarv of findings for ~art ici~ant #4, Brenda. 

Central Theme 

Subject Positions 

Secondary Thernes 

1 like king in this family, what it boils down to is that I 
don't have to do it au, we have an equal place in it. 

1 am the central figure in my daughters' lives, they corne 
first . 
Emotionally supportive, dedicated and protecting mother 
(with feelings of guilt, at times) 
Individual 

This is much better than single motherhood, and definitely 
much better than my e s t  rnarriage. I made the right 
choice. 
Sometime I have felt tom between my kids' needs and my 
husband's behaviors and expectations. 
The hardest part is dealing with my ex-husband. 

Initial Central Theme 

1 like king in this family. what it boils down to is that 1 don't have to do it all. we have 

an equal place in it. Brenda explains that she Iüces her life because she feels very supported 



(124). Furthemore, she does not have as many responsibilities as she had when she was single 

mother or in her previous marriage. Remarriage has brought the support and the sharing of 

responsibilit ies that she lacked in her previous marriage and as a single mother : ". . . king 

separated, you know, king a single mother was easier [ t h  my first marriage], but it was still 

really hard. Because there's just ah, there's just too much TO DO" (139-143). She is very 

happy to have someone to share her responsibilities with: "Yeah, he's willing to SHARE, you 

know, just to be part of it, and to SHARE in ALL those places" (922,923). Brenda finds that 

having someone sharing with her has allowed her to have more personal tirne and more fieedom. 

She appreciates this because it allows her to be calmer and to feel like she has more choices. 

Subiect Positions 

Three subject positions were identifled: "1 am the central figure in my daughters' lives, 

they come first," 'bemotionally supportive, dedicated and protecting mother (with feelings of 

guilt at times)," and "individual." These positions illustrate the emphasis that Brenda placed on 

some aspects of her story. 

I am the central figure in my dauahters' lives;  the^ come k t .  Brenda stated that she has 

told Jonathan she has "the f ist  relationship" with her daughters which gants her "more say" in 

their upbringing (32,55, 95). She described that in her first marriage the well-being of her 

daughters was always her responsibility and this led to her daughters "overattaching" to her. 

This subject position is also implicit in Brenda's comments that state she tends to side with them, 

not with her husband, when there is conflict between her daughters and her husband: "But 1'11 

get mad at hhn, right" (828)? 

This k s t  position is related to the initial central theme in that Brenda's daughters matter 

to her the most and her partner helps her meet her daughters' needs (124, 149, 154, 167). It is 
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possible that this is why Brenda likes king in a stepfamily because it allows her to meet her 

daughters' needs. By helping her to meet her childrenys needs, her husband is making her iife 

easier, fieeing her to have more tirne for herself (this relates to the third position, individual) and 

to relate to her children more effectively (617). In addition, Brenda appreciates that in her 

discussions with her spouse about her daughters, he takes into account the fact that she has the 

frst relationship with them (32,34). This allows her to feel that her place is respected, while 

feeling supported. Brenda's feedback substantiated this position: "Yes. Because of this 1 

sometirnes am too lenient not objective enough about them Again, my partner balances this." 

Brenda's comment in this case not only supports this position but also the final central theme 

mentioned below. She appreciates her partner as an essential reason for her happiness in this 

stepfàmily. 

The ernotionally su~portive. dedicated. and protecti. mother. Brenda sees herself as the 

one who is there to emotionally support her daughters: "Where I'm more, deahg with their 

feelings, or trying to understand them, or sort the emotional ends of things" (48-5 1). She stated 

that she helps them to deal with the difficulties they encounter when seeing their father. She aIso 

explained that she discusses various issues with them when they are ready to talk with her (696). 

In order to illustrate that she is protective of her daughters, Brenda described how she finds it 

very difficult when they are "hurting because of something their fat her did to themy ' (1 063, 

1073). 

This position is related to the main theme in the sarne way as the previous one. 

Brenda's first priority is the well-king of her daughters. In Jonathan she has found a partner 

who helps her be a better mother. She expressed how she can be calmer with, and dedicated to, 

her daughters because she now has more time and she does not have to do it all on her own. 



Being a mother in a stepfather family has allowed Brenda to be a better mother because she is 

happier and has more support than she had as a single mother or in her previous marriage. 

Brenda's feedback to this interpretation was a simple "Yes." 

The individual. Brenda regards herself as an individual and not only as a mother or wife: 

"I have quite a bit of t h e  to myself now" (525), "this allows me to, ah, just concentrate on 

rnyself a bit" (53 1). Brenda demonstrates how she values this aspect of herself by explaining 

how her daughters need to respect her and her needs: "Ah, like, you know, they need to respect 

me, and what 1 need to do as well, and not just there for them" (504-506). This position is closely 

related to the main theme in that her new spousal partnership allows her to access other aspects 

of herself she could not access in the past as a single rnother or in a dificult rnarriage. Brenda 

obviously values the added fieedom and tirne because this permits her to be an individual, and 

not just a mother. This interpretation was confrmed by her feedback. She once again said, 

"Yes." 

Secondary Themes 

Tbree secondary themes were also identified: Yhis is much better than single 

motherhood, and definitely much better than my fust marriage. 1 made the right choice," 

"sometirnes I have felt tom between my kids needs and my husband's behaviors and 

expectations," and "the hardest part is dealing with my ex-husband." These secondary themes 

are complementary to the positions and the main theme. 

This is much better than single motherhood and de finit el^ much better t b  mv frst 

marriaae. 1 made the right choice. The first secondary theme illustrates Brenda7s satisfaction 

with her present family. She clearly feels happier than she was in her first marriage or as a single 

mother. She felt ovenvhelmed with too many responsibilities when she was a single mother: 



"Well, 1 certainly feel supported [now]" (125). Brenda also stated she was not happy in her first 

marriage: "When 1 was a single parent, it was king easier than when 1 was married. But it was 

still really hard. There just is too much to do" (1 3 1,132, 14 1, 143). This theme is connected to 

the main theme in that it provides further support for her claim that she likes k ing  in this W l y .  

Brenda expressed that she preferred being a single parent to being in her first marriage (13 1, 

l32), even though it was a very dificult experience (1 40). To Brenda, her present marriage is not 

only better than her first one or than single parenthood, but it is also a supportive experience 

because of the input that her husband "brings around the kids." In conclusion, Brenda is satisfied 

with the choice she made to marry Jonathan It has clearly added support for her and her 

children (127). She fùrther confirmed this interpretation in her feedback questionnaire by 

writing "yes" under this section. 

Sometimes 1 have felt tom between mv kids' needs and my husband's behaviors and 

emectations. This aspect of Brenda's story illustrates one diniculty she has encountered in her 

present fàmily. Brenda has experienced some personal conflict when her husband has become 

angry ("not oflen") at one of her daughters. This usually creates a pull for her to side with her 

daughters: "My tendency is to side with the kids against him, right? So that's where 1 wodd 

have to watch it" (8 10,844). Even though she has felt this pull, she feels that she needs "to watch 

it" (845) so that she will not act unfairly towards Jonathan. This secondary theme is connected 

to the main theme because it illustrates the fact that when two people share certain 

responsibilities, the potential for confiict increases. Allowing her present husband to become 

involved with her daughters opens the door for him to voice opinions or intervene in certain 

situations. Brenda's feedback was in agreement with this interpretation by saying "yes" and by 

adding: "Yom take on allowing Jonathan to intervene or voice his opinion is important. Even 



though 1 realize 1 am the central figure in my daughters' lives 1 know I am not objective enough 

with them. John's input here is extremely valuable (though often dficult to hear!)." 

The hardest part is dealing with rny ex-husband. This secondary theme connects to the 

main theme in that Brenda likes her present family better because she has a helpful and 

supportive spouse. She terminated her previous marriage partly because her former husband was 

not helpful or supportive. Brenda explained that she dealt with ongoing conflict in her first 

marriage. The fact that she has to interact with hirn leads to contlict. This rnay also confirm to 

her that she made the right choice terminating that maniage and eventually choosing this one 

(377). Brenda expressed that the way her former husband behaves toward her children is very 

disturbing to her (1033). She described him as "blowing up at them" (659) when "things don't 

go bis way" (660). Dealing with hun is what Brenda regards as difficult in her He. Brenda's 

feedback confïumed this theme: "Again yes. The contiming difficulties around my ex stem fiom 

the fàct that he isn't supportive of the girls in the way we are. He is (in my opinion) more 

interested in having them support him." 

Final Revision to the Central Theme 

My discourse analysis of Brenda's interview discourse analysis yielded what she 

confirmed to be an accurate representat ion of her story. As a result of the microanaly sis the 

central therne became: 

1 like king in this family, 1 am grateful for Jonathan's willingness to 

share in so rnany t h g s  and for his contributions. 1 feel happy because 

I don't have to do it al1 myself 

The revised version of the central theme encompasses the central plot in Brenda's narrative. She 

clearly indicated that she likes being in this fiunily. One of the main benefïts for her comes fiom 
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the contributions that Jonathan makes to her family. Brenda wrote on her feedback 

questionnaire: "Yes. As well, my partner adds things to our life. For example, he is better at 

limit setting than, 1 so it balances ou .  family better and adds new dimension to the girls' lives. 

He has experience as a teacher with sports that 1 don7t and that we al1 appreciate." Brenda's 

comment qualines the types of contributions that her partner has made to her family. She 

appreciates how he helps "balance" her family and how his presence benefits her daughters in 

various ways. 

Conclusion 

Brenda's experience in a stepfamily has clearly been a positive one. In cornparison to her 

fist marriage and to single motherhood, she believes this is much better for her and her 

daughters. Brenda regards her partner as someone who complements her parental 

responsibilities by fieeing up her tirne. This added eeedom, according to Brenda, dows  her to 

be a better mother because she is calmer and can rnake choices as to where she will place her 

energies. In Brenda's case, Jonathan appears to be the main reason why this marriage was the 

right choice for her; he adds considerably to her life. It is important to note that even though 

Brenda did not describe herself as being in the middle, it is possible that this experience rnay be 

present. Her feedback along with her narrative emphasize that she truly welcomes her partner's 

input and opinions because he helps her be more objective. At the same t h e ,  she sometimes 

resists the input because "it is hard to hear." 

Amanda 

Introduction 

Arnanda is a 23 year old woman who has been in her present relationship (common-law) 

for two years. She has two children, Shannon, 6, and Ally, 3. Her partner, Bradley, has two 



children fiom two previous relationships, Ricky, 19, and Ronny, 3. Romy visits every other 

weekend, while Ricky visits regularly but with no set schedule. 

The interview took place in Amanda's living r o o a  1 had some initial impressions that 

rnay have influenced my subsequent interactions with Amanda and my interpretations of my 

interview with her. First, Amanda is 25 years younger than her partner and 1 wondered how 

much this age difference affected the relationship and their adjustment to their stepfamily. 

Second, she explained that she had faced some difficulties, but for the most part she seemed very 

positive. I wondered if what she shared was due to how she felt on that day and if her story was 

representative of her actual experience. My doubts were confirmed when she retumed her 

feedback questionnaire. Her feedback explained that she wonders if this new fàmily is the best 

for her children, that maybe they would be better off with their dad. She also explained that it is 

"a day to day struggie and she wonders if they (her partner and daughters) will ever get along." 

Table 4.6 shows the findings of the analysis of Amanda's narrative. 



Table 4.6 

Surnmarv of hdings for ~art ici~ant #S. Amanda. 

Central Theme 

Subject Positions 

Secondary Themes 

1 have had to work hard at helping everyone adjust 
while being puiled in many different directions. 

The mediator, fixer, and responsible one. 
The c o d t t e d ,  dedicated mother. 

This experience is much better than the experience 
in my previous marriage. 
The kids are better off here than in the p s t  
man iage. 
My kids corne first . 

Initial Central Theme 

1 have had to work hard at helpinp. everyone to adiust while k i n g  pulled in rnany 

different directions. Amanda expressed several times that she felt in the middle and needed to 

defuse the situation: "1 am right in the middle, I get caught right in the middle" (1 30, 13 1). She 

womes about her husband and how he feels and also about how her children are adjusting and 

experiencing this new family: "1 don't want my daughter to feel like, I'm ganging up on her, 

with this person, who isn't their father. At the same t h e ,  1 don't want Bradley to feel, he's got 

no Say in the house" (1 64- 166). Amanda also described how the added relationships in this type 

of family create tension and pulls for her. She said, "1 wasn't used to having other people in the 

picture" (305). 

Afier a thorough examination of the transcript and audio-tape, the main theme didn't 

seem to encompass all of what Amanda was saying. Even though this main theme is significant, 

it seems incomplete. In order for it to be complete, it needs to include a secondary theme. 1 will 



refer to this secondary theme as the main secondary theme: "This experience is much better than 

the experience in my previous marriage." Amanda described several difficulties and obstacles 

she has encountered in her curent family, while feeling in the middle and needing to consider 

various people. Even though she experienced these challenges, she also expressed quite strongly 

that she is happy and that she likes her life: "It's a better relationship than 1 had before, so I'm 

happy for that. It's a lot nicer" (224-225,240). She continually compared her previous marriage 

to this one to illustrate that th% experience is superior to her last one: "and it was breakups, and 

get back together. Whereas Bradley, he's so much older that, he's a lot more Ievel headed" (232, 

233,236,237). Amanda views her children as being 'bbetter off and happier" in this family 

(472). 

Amanda's feedback supported this interpretation partially in that she said that this is a 

better experience for her, but she wonders if her daughters would not "be better off growing up 

with their own father." At the same tirne, she stated that her first marriage was conflictual and 

sometirnes violent, and she knows that continuing in that type of situation would have been 

detrimental both to her daughters and to her. 

Sub-iect Positions 

Two subject positions were found: "the mediator, fixer, and responsible one" and "the 

cornmitted, dedicated mother." These are somewhat comected in that what motivates Amanda 

to "mediate" and to "fix" difficulties for others is her cornmitment to her daughters' weil-being. 

The mediator and responsible one. Although Amanda did not describe herself explicit ly 

in this way, several sections in the narrative point to this position. For instance, she described 

how she tries to handle situations of conflict between her kids and her partner: '3 try to defiise 

the situation" (1 91). Amanda also expressed how she is the one planning for others (afler tape 



was turned off). For example, Amanda coordinates visitations with Bradley's former spouse and 

with her ex-husband's new partner. In addition, she feels that her kids expect her '?O fix things" 

between Bradley and them (104). Furthermore, she describes her former husband as unreliable, 

and she clearly sees herself as the responsible one who is there to protect her children. This 

position is related to the main theme in that she, as the responsible one who mediates, has taken 

on the adjustment of her children while trying to behave in supportive ways towards her partner. 

Amanda's feedback confmed this interpretation: "Definitely, it's still a day to day 

struggle. 1 wonder if they will ever get along." Amanda obviously does regard her situation in 

this way. However, her comment that her experience is a day to day struggle because the 

steprelationships are "still" conflictual does contradict what she said initially. During the 

interview, Amanda described how these relationships were conflictual in the past, but that her 

oldest daughter and her partner were now "getting along" better. 

The committed. dedicated mother. Throughout the narrative, it is clear that Amanda's 

main concern is her daughters and that they corne first. She has planned how she is going to 

raise them: "Shannon is a very strong-headed child, she doesn't back down, which is good. I've 

always promoted that with her, you know, be strong, have your own opinion (3 78)." Amanda's 

cornmitment to her daughters is also evident in the following statement: "It makes a lot more 

room, for just doing things." This statement illustrates Arnanda's appreciation for haWig more 

t h e  for fun with her daughters. She explahed that this is now possible because Bradley's 

support has helped her to parent more consistently. Her improved parenting style has allowed 

her to have more positive relationships with her daughters. Amanda is defuitely concerned 

about king fair with her daughters and ensuring they do not perceive her as preferring her 

partner (1 64). She does not like Bradley to discipline them. This makes her angry and points to 
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her feeling protective of her daughters: We'll Say something before I have a chance to, and I'll 

get angry" (1 80, 1 8 1). Amanda's feedback strongly confirmed this interpretation: "Yes, that is 

the only constant in my Me." 

Amanda's commitment to her children and her appreciation for her new partner may be 

why Amanda feels pulled in so rnany different directions as the main theme implies. Even 

though she may feel angry with Bradley when he disciplines her daughters, Amanda does not 

want to alienate him. It is clear then that Amanda's commitment to her children and her desire to 

have a good relationship with her partner are what connects this subject position to the central 

theme. 

Secondary Thernes 

Some secondary themes were also excerpted fiom Amanda's narrative account: 'The 

kids are better off here than in the past marriage" and "My kids come first." Both of these 

secondary themes are irnplied by the main secondary theme, 'Yhis experience is much better than 

the experience in my previous marriage," and by the second position, the cornmitted dedicated 

mother. 

The kids are better off here than in the past marria~e. She believes that this experience is 

much better for her children than that of her first marriage: "And 1 think it is better for t hen  

Bec[ause], al1 al1 in al1 it was sad that it, it had to be, you know, split up, but they're not with 

their, biological father. But in the end they'll grow up much more rounded." (667-670). '4t is a 

lot dBerent, but it has its benefits, you know, we're a lot happier and," (833- 834). It is clear 

that for Amanda her children are what matters most. She feels that the environment in this home 

is positive and supportive of their development. 



Amanda's feedback partially confirmed this secondary theme but it also contradicted it: 

"Yes and no. That's still a hard one. My eldest still fights a lot with Bradley but adores her 

father. But on the other hand, the fights their fàther and 1 had were sometimes very violent and 1 

think would have created lasting negative effects on the children." Arnanda's narrative along 

with this comment indicate that she experiences some conflict regarding what is the best choice 

for her children. She explains that having stayed with her former spouse would have been 

damaging to her children. At the same tirne, the confiict between her eldest daughter and 

Bradley leads her to wonder whether her daughters should be with their father. 

My kids come frst. Arnanda's narrative makes a clear point about her children king 

frst for her, as the secondary theme of the committed, dedicated mother irnpties. Furthermore, 

Amanda clearly states that her children always come fïrst : "1 told hhn my children come fist 

always. S O W  (laughter), it's just the way it is" (699-670). Amanda confirmed this subject 

position in her feedback: 'That never changes" 

These two secondary themes relate to the main theme because they indicate that her 

children are important, and once again this emphasizes her commitment to help them adjust. 

Both of these secondary themes are implied by the main secondary theme in that Amanda feels 

this family is better for her and her children than their biological family unit was. The second 

position, the committed dedicated mother, also is comected to the main secondary theme, "This 

experience is better than the experience in my previous marriage," because her commitment to 

her children would not aUow her to be in a situation that is  detrimental to her children. 



Final Revision to the Central Theme 

The final version of the central theme after the microanalysis was undertaken reads as 

follows: 

Being in a stepfamily has its struggles, but both Bradley's maturity 

and rny decisiveness have been a good combination. This collaboration has led to 

more stability and happiness in all of our lives, especially in cornparison 

to rny previous marital experience." 

Amanda's account clearly indicates that she prefers this family to her former biological family 

unit. She explained in various sections of her interview that her present partner is more mature 

and that there is minimal spousal conflict . However, she indicated that during the initial stages 

of her relationship with Bradley, there was, and seemingly fiom her feedback, still is conflict 

between her eldest daughter and Bradley. This confiict triggers Amanda to wonder if her 

daughters should be with their biological father. Amanda wrote in her feedback: "True in most 

case[s]. Sornetirnes you still catch yourself wondering if the kids would grow up better with 

their real father; but knowing at the same time that would be very detrimental to me." 

Conclusion 

Amanda's case is not as clear as the others. First, she does achowledge that her present 

relationship is better for her. Second, she also achowledges that this farnily is also beneficial for 

her daughters. Third, during the interview, Amanda expressed the view that conflict in her 

stepfamily had calmed down, and that she suspected that much of the stress she experienced over 

that past year was derived fiom unexpected life events such as deaths in the farnily, or fkiends 

king involved in car accidents. Fourth, Amanda's feedback questionnaire, which was sent to 

her three and a half months after her interview, indicated that conflict between her eIdest 



daughter and her partner was still occurring. Fifth, Amanda's feedback also brought to light that 

she "wonders" ifher daughters should be with their father even though she recognizes this would 

be detrimental for her, as well as t h e a  From these points, one may conclude that Amanda 

continues to question what would be best for her children. 

Amanda's narrative raises the question of timing. There appear to be important 

differences in her account bet ween the tirne of the interview and the tirne when the feedback was 

provided four months later. It is conceivable that the day of the interview, Arnanda was 

experiencing a positive period in her stepfamily. At the sarne t h e ,  it is possible that when she 

was asked to provide feedback, she may have been experiencing some dficulties. 

Conclusion to Individual Finding s 

The structures of meaning 1 excerpted fiom the participants' narratives are unique to each 

of them but also indicate some similatities. Each participant had very peculiar circumstances 

that she considered significant. For instance, Rachel views her partner's ongoing recovery fiom 

dmg addiction as a notable factor in her experience as a mother in a stepfather family. This 

aspect of her story relates to the marital experience in a stepfamily and how it may have an 

impact on the overall adjustment of the mother. Gwen's difficulty with visitation was also 

unique to her story. She shared that she felt left out when her children were at their father' s 

home. This point in Gwen's story speaks to the level of attachment between parents and children 

and how it may influence how a mother experiences being in a stepfather family. These are only 

two exarnples of how the stories that people tell cany uniqueness with t h e a  

At the same tirne, those who encounter similar situations share some experiences in 

common. These mothers al1 expressed that king a mother in a stepfather family is a difficult 

endeavour. Their reasons were varied and somet Unes quite unique. Furthermore, they all 
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appeared to appreciate what their new partners have contributed to their lives andor their 

children's lives. There was, however, variability as to the types of contributions these 

stepfathers made. One can conclude that while similarities among the participants existed, it is 

important to regard each of the stories as unique. The following collective narrative discusses 

how the findings for the five participants relate or differ fiom one another. 

Collective Narrative 

A thorough review of the individual analyses reveals a series of similarities and 

differences among the accounts provided by these mothers in stepfather families. One must keep 

in mind that the purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of mothers in stepfather 

families. Their individual accounts have uncovered a variety of issues that women in this type of 

family may experience. This section describes the results of the collective analysis. The various 

themes and subject positions have been exarnined in order to identiQ similarities and contrast. 

Each story is unique and the emphasis each participant placed on the similarities varies. 

Nevertheless, some consistency exists among the stories told by the participants. While it is 

important to regard each individual story as unique, 1 identified some themes that were present in 

at least two or more of the analyses. These are presented by discussing those analyses that 

contain the particular theme and contrasting them with those that dBered fiom the theme. 

Samde 

The sarnple of mothers in stepfather families included women who had been remarried or 

living comrnon-law up to five years. They al1 had children who were younger than 16 years of 

age and did not have any stepchildren residing with them Three of them were employed outside 

of the home, one ran a home-based picture fiaming business, and one was planning to attend a 

legal secretary school. 



Rachel had been living common-law for five years and she reported that her family was 

now functioning well. Gwen had k e n  married for two and a half years and she perceived her 

farnily as king a positive experience for her and her children. Catrina had been sharing a home 

with her husband for five years and explained that after facing many challenges, her fàmily was 

now well adjusted and getting along very well. Brenda had been married for one and a half years 

and stated that this farnily was superior to her previous one and single motherhood. She was 

quite contented with it. Finally, Amanda had been living common-law with her partner for two 

years and was happy with her relationship but was still struggling because of conflict in the 

steprelat ionships. 

Being a Mother in a Stepfather Farnily is Hard 

Al1 the participants in this study expressed that being a mother in a stepfather family is 

dficult. However, they dflered significantly as to why they experienced difficulties. For 

exarnple, Catrina and Arnanda find that king in the middle is what makes this type of family so 

challenging. On the other hand, Rachel finds that meeting everyone's needs and making sure 

everyone is happy is the toughest part for her. Finally, Gwen and Brenda expressed the view that 

what makes it difficult for them is their former spouse. For Gwen, king in a stepfamily is not 

the problem. She prefers to have her children with her al1 the t he ,  so when they go to visit their 

father, she experiences pain. Finally, Brenda views her former husband as a disruption because 

he is not supportive of her daughters and he causes many conflicts that her stepfàmily has to deal 

with. Collectively, these women al1 agree that king in a stepfamily is difficult. 

However, Gwen and Brenda both regard having chosen to remany as a very positive 

experience. They have partners who are very involved with their children. Both of these women 

regard their former spouses as the main source of stress for their families. Even though Rachel, 



Catrina, and Amanda ali expressed that at the tirne of the i n t e ~ e w  their families were doing 

very well, their accounts cornmunicate that there have been strong obstacles to overcome. This 

does not mean that Brenda and Gwen have not fwed some challenges but their experiences seem 

to have been less tumultuous than those of the other three. 

In the cases of Rachel, Catrina, and Amanda, the new partners were described as not 

behg very involved with the children. These stepfathen' level of involvement varies but 

overall, it appears to be much less than for Brenda's and Gwen's partners. The latter stepfathers 

are involved in the activities of the children, driving, preparing meals, homework, and so on. It 

is possible then that what may rnake the experience of a mother in a stepfather fmily more 

positive is related to the level of involvement of the new partner. 

1 Feel in the Middle 

Four out of the five participants stated that they feel in the middle, between their 

husbands and their children. Catrjna, Amanda, Rachel, and Brenda aU experienced king in the 

middle at one time or another. Catrina and Arnanda both expressed it with the words, "I'm in the 

middle." They both worried about not betraying their children or their partners. Rachel saw 

herself as the mediator who was trying to help her partner and her children like each other. 

Brenda also felt tom between her children and husband, especially when he became angy with 

her daughters. She felt she needed "to watch" how she dealt with this type situation. She, 

however, did clari@ that this did not occur often. Ail these women experienced dficulties in 

dealing with the steprelationships while these evolved over tirne. They al1 expressed that they 

felt they had to intervene in these relationships and feeling tom between their husbands' and 

their children's expectations. 



Gwen, on the other hand, did not feel in the middle. She said, '? do not feel in the 

middle, 1 take charge of the situation, they are my kids." Gwen's account was very positive. For 

Gwen, her partner had contributed greatly to her life and she was glad she married him. She did, 

however, say that her children were hers and that she did not "back down" fiom her ex-husband, 

as  she does not "back down" fiom Charles. Gwen, in other words, does not feel in the middle 

because she perceives herself as king in charge of the ultimate decisions about how her children 

will be raised. 1 should mention that while she made this point clear, Gwen did worry about 

undeminhg Charles in the eyes ofher sons. She has intervened in fiont of her sons in the ps t ,  

and stated that Charles was not appreciative of her actions in these instances. Gwen stated that 

she needed to be more careful about how she approached this situation. It is possible that this is 

one especially dificult aspect of "being in the middle" even though Gwen typically may not 

regard it as such. 

Fixer and Mediator 

Three of the five participants saw their roles as involving mediation and intervention 

between the stepfather and stepchildren. Rachel, Catrina, and Amanda explained that they 

believed they needed to intervene when there was conflict between their spouses and children 

They al1 spoke to their husbands on numerous occasions to explain how they thought the 

children should be treated. They would also speak to the children to help them understand their 

stepfathers' perspectives. These women al1 saw such intervention as a diffcult endeavour 

because they did not want to hurt or betray anyone in their families. 

Neither Gwen nor Brenda described themselves as king involved in any %fixing3' or 

mediating. It is possible they experienced an element of feeling in the middle because, even 
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though they stood up for their children, they both voiced concerns about not alienating their 

husbands. 

Husband's Contributions are Vaiued 

Al1 the participants valued the contributions that their new partners have made to their 

new families or to their lives. The types of contributions the participants valued differ fiom one 

participant to the next . Gwen and Brenda described bo th their partners as being very involved 

with their children and helping significantly to meet their day to day weds. For instance, both of 

these stepfathers drive the children to their sports or musical activities, they both help with lunch 

preparation, and they both share "fun" projects with their stepchildren. Gwen's partner, Charles, 

is also very involved with the overall maintenance and cleaning of their home. Gwen explained 

that he has made her life "a hell of a lot easier." Brenda also expressed how she has more 

fieedom and tirne for herselfbecause Jonathan has been so involved with her daughters in every 

way. She is very appreciative of his objective input regarding her daughters and her parenthg 

also. 

C a t h  welcomes Sam's contributions in the sense that he has made a very strong effort 

to make things work. He has developed very positive relationships with her and her children but, 

unlike Charles and Jonathan, Catrina views Sam as not spending enough time with her children. 

Amanda and Rachel appreciate other very specific contributions. Amanda appreciates her 

husband as someone who is mature because he is much older and "more level headed." He helps 

her to be calm with her daughters and to enforce the d e s  better. Finally, Rachel appreciates her 

partner because he rnakes her feel good about herself. She feels very sexually attracted to him 

and having him around d e s  her feel like a woman not just a mother. Gwen also expressed that 

Charles "fùlfills" her as woman and as a person. 
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The emphasis that these women place on their husbands' contributions varies, but in 

every case these contributions were seen as important to the present success of their families. 

Al1 of these women saw their present situations as more desirable than their fmt rnarriages. 

They al1 regard their present partners as better than their former spouses. Being "better" is 

represented by the participant's descriptions of their partners' various contributions. 

Proud, Dedicated Mother 

Al1 these women regard thernselves as dedicated mothers, and they all appeared to be 

very proud of their children. In the case of Gwen, this is the central theme of her narrative. 

Comparing how much love or commitment these women have for their children is not possible 

fiom the information available. It is clear fkom their accounts that their children "corne first" to 

al1 of them However, for Gwen this commitment seemed to carry the most weight. Most of her 

replies included some information about her children. Rachel, on the other hand, stated that it 

was important for her to make sure that her children's needs were met before she could meet her 

own. She is very dedicated to teaching them "everyihing" and spending "special t ime" with each 

of them on a regular basis. Catrim has taken parenting courses and read extensively in order to 

provide her children with a better upbringing. She also likes the t h e  they spend together when 

her husband, who is a pilot, is away for five days at a tirne. Finally, Brenda described herself as 

being the central figure in her daughters' lives because she has always been close to them. She 

sides with them when Jonathan becomes angry because she is very "protective." 

Both Amanda and Rachel viewed themselves as king the only ones in the world who can 

meet their children's needs. On a day to day basis, neither of their partners is involved in the 

lives of the children. On the other hand, Brenda and Gwen expressed the opposite experience. 

Even though they see themselves as very important for their children, the fact that their partners 



are so involved with their children has helped them in not having to be the main caretakers of 

their children. Both of these women described, in my opinion, the most positive experiences. 

MY Relationshio with my Kids is Excellent 

Three of these mothers explicit ly described their relat ionships with their children as 

excellent: Rachel, Gwen, and Catrina. Brenda and Amanda's stories only express this point 

implicitly. Rachel, Gwen and Catrina described their relationships as king very good, very 

close and very trusting. They al1 Say that their children "tell them everything" and that they are 

very close to them 

Brenda has fond  that her present marriage has enhanced her relationship with her 

daughters, which was always very close because her first husband was never very involved. The 

fact that her present husband's contributions have allowed her more t h e  for herself has made 

her a mother who is more calm and able to relate better to her children because she does not have 

all the stress on her shoulders alone. It is my interpretation of Brenda's account that she does 

consider her relationship with her children as a good relationship, one in which they are very 

close to one another. 

The type of relationship that Amanda has with her daughters is not very clear fiom her 

account. When asked about how her relationship with her children, Amanda said, "Ah ... Ah 1 

think my relationship is pretty good with my kids right now." Then she goes on to Say how her 

oldest child is a "very strong headed child." This leads to conflict between them. She also 

describes Bradley as helping her to enforce d e s  better than she used to do. It is clear that for 

Amanda her children corne fist, but is it is not clear if her relationship with them is as good as 

that which the other mothers described. 



Financiall~ Independent Woman 

None of the women in this sample was financially dependent on their husbands. Three of 

them were presently employed in well-paying jobs: Rachel, Gwen, and Brenda. In the case of 

Catrina, she worked before her wedding. When she left her job, she received a "very good" 

severance package and now runs a picture Faming business out of her home. She explicitly 

stated that she is not financially dependent on her spouse. The home where her family resides 

belongs to her. Arnanda on the other hand, mentioned that she keeps her finances somewhat 

separate fiom her spouses. It was not clear where she obtains her income. 

Dealing with my Former Husband is Dficult 

Four of the participants explained that their former spouse was a disruption to their lives 

in one way or another. Gwen not only missed her sons when they visited their M e r  but she 

complained about how they behaved when they came back. Gwen suspected that the boys' 

father did not enforce d e s  the way she did. Catrina felt rather disappointed that her former 

spouse saw her children only once a month for dinner. She felt that this had led the children to 

feel angry and that this anger was then unfairly directed at S a n  Brenda found that deaüng with 

her ex-husband's behavior was the most difficult aspect of her experience. She felt angry and 

worried when he acted in ways that hurt her daughters or when he made unreasonable requests. 

Finally, Arnanda explained that her daughters were often ready to go for their visitation when she 

would receive a phone cal1 fiom her ex-husband's new wife saying he was not home because he 

was out with his friends "doing dmgs." The impact of these women's former spouses on their 

lives varied, but the disruptions were significant for all of them. 



Rachel is the one participant whose husband was not described as a disruption or as 

difEcult. She said that they still owned property or investments together, and that they "got 

along" quite well. 

Conclusion to the Collective Narrative 

The preceding CO llective ma t ive  surnmarizes the similarities and differences among the 

fidings for the five participants in this study. Human experience is complex. This collective 

narrative begins to shed some light on what mothers in stepfather families may go through as 

they try to adjust to their new families. The limitations of these findings will be discussed in the 

last chapter of this thesis, but it is important to mention at this point that the results, while 

pointing to possible factors af5ecting these mothers, cannot be generalized to the entire 

population of mothers in stepfather families. This and other limitations, along with a thorough 

discussion of the findings, are included in the next and final chapter. 



CHAPTER V. DISCUSSION 

Introduction to Discussion 

The present study investigated the lived experience of mothers in stepfather fàmilies. Its 

main concern was to describe and elucidate the meanlligs of their experiences. The analysis of 

the linguistic data was undertaken by means of interpretation. The discourse analysis of 

interview transcripts focused on aspects of the narrative that were repetitive, intense, elaborative, 

and emphasized through affect. A main organizing theme, or plot, and a series of secondary 

themes and subject positions were identifïed for each inteniewee. AU of these were then 

examined in a subsequent collective narrative analysis. 

The present chapter is organized in four sections. The first section revisits the onginal 

purposes of the study while emphasizing the importance of exploring the experiences of this 

population. The second provides detailed description of the findings. The third section contains a 

critical discussion of the methodology. Possible implications for theory, clinical practice, and 

future research are presented in the fourth section. 

Research Purposes 

The main a h  of the present research project was to explore and to better understand the 

experiences of mothers in stepfather families. The literature review revealed a gap in the 

knowledge and understanding of this population. This investigation was undertaken to begin to 

fil1 such a gap in order to complement the present body of literature. Because the data on 

mothers of stepfather families are so limited, the study was of an exploratory nature. In other 

words, it was intended to uncover some of the possible elements of such experience. 

1 assumed at the outset that mothers in stepfather families experience a variety of 

stressors due to the complexity of the relationships present in stepfamilies. The relevant 



literature provided some possible clues as to what these stressors rnay be. First, Papemow 

(1993) suggested that residential parents rnay experience conflict because of their attachent to 

both their children and their partners. This conflict occurs when these parents do not want to 

hurt either children or partners. Second, Visher and Visher (1988) and Papemow (1993) have 

described biological parents as experiencing guilt fiom the possibility of betraying their children. 

Biological parents become concerned that their children rnay feel neglected or forgotten because 

they now have someone else who demands their attention. Third, Papernow (1 993), in her stage 

theory of stepfamily development suggests that biological parents who remarry experience a 

"multiplicity of pulls." In other words, biological parents appreciate thei new partner's support 

while experiencing more dernands on their tirne and attention. This demand may cause conflict 

because these parents still want to make sure they fulfül al1 of their children's needs. According 

to Papemow, biological parents ofien feel caught between their children's needs for stability and 

the stepparent's demands for change. Fourth, Papernow reports that biological parents in 

stepfamilies lack social n o m  to guide their behaviour. They often wonder how to act in a 

manner that will not betray their children or their partner. Fifth, Papemow describes these 

parents as feeling like 'Yhe meat in the rniddle," often having to ktervene in the dficulties 

between partners and children. Thus, biological parents, according to Papernow, struggle to 

"make it al1 better" for everyone. 

In sumrnary, this study was intended to explore the overall experience of mothers in 

stepfàther families. It was hoped that the findings would reveal both positive and negative 

aspects of those experiences. It is possible that due to the brevity of my contact with them, only 

the most salient aspects of such experiences were uncovered for the five participants in the 

current study. This and other limitations will be discussed later in this chapter. 



Principal Findings 

This discussion of the findings is mainly focused on the collective narrative analysis. 

The reason for this is two-fold. First, the collective narrative contains descriptions of individual 

participants while organizing the results in a cohesive manner by comparing and contrasting the 

individual fmdings. Second, to facilitate the discussion and for brevity, it was thought that the 

purpose of this chapter would be better served by focusing on the collective narrative. Please 

note that any significantly unique points relating to the individual analyses will also be 

discussed. 

Detailed Discussion of the Findings 

It is not surprishg that mothers in stepfather families would find their experience 

difficult. The literature in general points to the fact that stepfamilies face a variety of issues and 

obstacles. For instance, Papemow (1993) describes how biological parents often feel in the 

middle between their children and their partners, and how they constantly try to "make things 

better" for everyone. Roberts and Price (1 989) found that marital adjustment is related to the 

mother's positive attachent to her former spouse, indicating that a negative relationship with 

her former spouse can rnake a mother in a stepfather family experience difficulties. The present 

fmdings are supported by the relevant, extant clinical and empirical literature in that living in a 

stepfamily presents a complex and unique set of challenges. 

This study found that rnothers in stepfàther families may feel in the middle between their 

parniers and their children. Four out of the five participants experienced strain fiom either 

feeling in the middle or having to take care of the needs of both children and the stepfather. 

Papemow (1993) has previously reported this finding. Her new relationship and her desire to 

make her new relationship work suddenly theaten the investment of the mother in maintainhg 
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closeness with her children. It is possible that mothers in stepfather fàmilies oflen experience 

these pulls. Papemow has also reported that many of these parents often become mediators as 

they try to deal with conflicts in the steprelationships. The present investigation supports this 

claim. Three of the participants indicated that they felt like mediators who had to interfere in 

conflicts between their children and their partner. 

Members of stepfamilies have been reported as having to deal with a series of 

relationships for which they are not prepared (Visher & Visher, 1988). For example, this study 

has found that relationships with former spouses can be a source of strain for mothers in this type 

of family. Roberts and Price (1989), as mentioned above, found that positive relationships with 

former spouses are beneficial to the adjustment of the marital unit. Furthemore, the fûnctional 

relationships wit h the non-resident ial parent are usually beneficial to the overall adjust ment and 

success of the stepfamily (Kelley, 1995; Visher & Visher, 1988). Therefore, havhg to deal with 

a former spouse bas an impact on these women. It is unclear how much of an effect it may have. 

Some of the factors that may affect the magnitude of impact may include the type of relationship 

former spouses had when they were married, and whether the mother is satisfied with her present 

relationship, or with the specific actions of the former husband. For instance, Gwen explained in 

her feedback comments that she feels that she has "unresolved" issues toward her former 

husband, and that these resentments rnay be partly to blame for why she sees him as a 

disturbance. 

It is clear from the findings that these women regard being a mother as their main role. 

This is indicated by their cornmitment and dedication to their children. Furthemore, the 

participants perceived their children as king their main priority, and described thernselves as 

having very strong relationships with them. Demo and Acock (1996) fond that the most 
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significant factor afEecting the self-esteem of mothers in stepfather families was the fiequency of 

difficult interactions between mother and child. Self-esteem is one of four measures the 

researchers used to assess well-being. The present study found that four of the five participants 

expressed contentment with their lives. It is possible that part of this satisfaction is due to the 

positive perceptions they have of their relationships with their children. 

These women stated that they had very strong bonds with their children. It is possible that 

these relationships becme more enrneshed due to the threats and dificulties they faced during 

the separation (Ganong & Coleman, 1994). Keshet (1980) and Visher and Visher (1988) report 

that the biological relationships tend to be intense as parents turn to their children for 

companionship, emotional support, and nurturance alter the divorce. Even though one of the 

participants (Amanda) did not describe her relationship with her children as "excellent," she did 

regard her children as being her most important priority. It is not clear whether her relationship 

with her oldest daughter is conflictual, but she did emphasize that her children corne first and 

that she is concemed about their well-being. 

None of these women described their relationships with their children as conflictual. The 

literature indicates, however, that these relationships often encounter dficulties because of the 

rnany issues involved. For instance, children go through a process of grieving the loss of their 

fust ffamlies, of dealing with having two homes, of accepting the finality of their first families, 

and of adjusting to their new stepfamilies (Hetherington et al. 1988; Visher & Visher, 1979). 

The sample in this study is limited and may not be representative of this population as a whole. It 

is conceivable, however, that because these women had the opportunity to tell their stories, they 

focused on the most salient aspects of their experience. They may accept that some level of 

conflict with their children is to be expected given what the children have had to adjust to. These 



mothers may not have regarded this conflict as significant at the tirne 1 interviewed them or they 

may have needed to maintain their status as "good mothers" in my presence. The latter is 

possible and rnay limit the validity of the findings. 

These women were ail financially independent. Crosbie-Burnett et al. (1988) report that 

women oflen remarry due to financial dificulties. Thus, the present sample may not be 

representative of the overall population of mothers in stepfather families. However, the fhdings 

may also point to the realities of our thes ,  where more and more women are becoming 

fuiancially independent. 

Four out the five participants expressed satisfaction with their families at the tirne of the 

interview. Mitchell (1983) reports that divorced mothers felt both less competent and less 

satisfied with their lives than rernarried mothers. He suggest s that remarried mothers believe that 

they use their tirne more effectively, their lives are working out the way they wanted, they could 

rely more on their relationships and community supports, and that they felt generally happier and 

satisfied with life as a whole than divorced mothers. The present investigation rnay suggest that 

mothers in stepfather families do benefit fiom remarriage. Al1 of the participants expressed 

appreciation for their partners' contributions and felt that these men had added benefit to their 

lives. 

Furthermore, the literature also suggests that it takes an average of five years for 

stepfamilies to achieve a more harmonious level of functioning (Papernow, 1988; Visher & 

Visher 1979; Visher & Visher, 1988). Two of the participants who had experienced many 

challenges did c o d m  that it took about five years for them to feel that their families were 

fûnctioning well. However, the accounts of two other participants were inconsistent with this 

claim. Gwen had been in her marriage for two and a half years and Brenda only for one and a 



half years. These two women's stories were positive fiom the onset. It appeared that their 

children had adjusted well and that they related well to their new stepparent. It is my conclusion 

that the fact that these women perceive their present spouses as strongly involved with their 

children has aided their adjustment to and satisfaction with their stepfamilies. Furthemore, both 

of these women said that their new partners have relieved them fiom many of their 

responsibilities, either by collaborating with them, or by taking over responsibilities. Brenda and 

Gwen were single mothers for one and three years, respectively, and welcomed the added help 

and support that their spouses have brought . Success for mothers in stepfather families may be 

related to a complex variety of factors. One of these factors may be that of perceiving the 

stepfather as involved with the children, and as helpful and supportive to the mother. 

Critique of Findings and Methodology 

There are various aspects of the process of investigation that may have an effect on thîs 

type of study: the interview context and situation, the researcher's interpretations, the 

researcher's personal experience and knowledge, and the cultural and social context of the 

investigation. These will be addressed in this section. 

The interview context involves interactions between the interviewer and participant. In 

other words, the behaviors and presence of one influences the other and vice-versa. In the present 

investigation, my perceptions of the participants may have infiuenced the interview process 

(Polkinghome, 1988). I noticed the participants' personalities and made some assurnptions about 

them. For exarnple, four of them appeared to be "extroverted" and expressive, while one of them 

I perceived as more quiet and "introverted." This realization led me to question how my 

perceptions may have had an impact on the types of probing questions 1 asked and the aspects of 

the responses that I focused on. Mishler (1988) reports that the inte~ewer's reactions and how 



she handles what the respondents do or say will influence the process of the interview. The 

participants also interpreted what they thought 1 wanted to ask of them and replied based on 

those interpretations. The findings presented here are bound by these limitations. It is difficult 

to identifi how our mutual behaviors influenced the outcome. However, it is important to 

ment ion that such bi-direct ional influence occurs and that al1 psychological phenornena are 

interpretative. These two factors need to be taken into account when considering the present 

fmdings. 

Findings were based on the information provided by the participants during the 

interviews. I may have been making inferences based on partial information because of the 

brevity of my contact with the participants. It is difficult to know if missing information is 

relevant to my interpretations (Mishler, 1986). For example, hypothetically, a participant like 

Gwen rnay have chosen not to disclose that she experienced confiict with her spouse. If tbis 

information were tme, my fmal report of her story may have been quite different. Because 1 had 

only the information she provided, my report may or may not be representative of her full 

exper ience. 

Discourse analysis involves the interpretation of narratives. Interpretation always 

involves subjectivity. For example, in transcribing the interviews, 1 had to decide where an idea 

unit began and ended. While 1 was basing my choices on several methodological guidelines 

(Cochran, 1985; Madill, (in press); Van Manen, 1994), it became clear that my selections were 

inevitably somewhat subjective. It is possible that the organization of the transcriptions would 

have been different if someone else had undertaken the same task. The actual discourse analysis 

also had an element of subjectivity in that my background, my experience as a counsellor and as 

a mother in a stepfather family, and my knowledge of the exist hg, relevant body of literature 



influenced what 1 focused on and how 1 interpreted the data. Asking the participants for feedback 

was an attempt to corroborate the validity of my own interpretations. 

My participation in this study was by no means neutral. My experience as a mother in a 

stepfather h i l y  undoubtedly resulted in biases and presuppositions. These, together with my 

knowledge of the literature, may have influenced how 1 conducted the study and how 1 

interpreted the interviews. Neither quantitative nor qualitative studies occur in a vacuum. 

Research is interpretative and those who conduct it bring with them a series of presuppositions 

that influence the process of their investigations. In order to maintain a check over my biases 

and preassumptions during the interviews, I attempted to avoid interjections, comments, and 

non-verbal language that would convey either agreement or disagreement with the participants. 

This is not to Say that 1 had no influence on the interview process, but that 1 made an effort to 

minimize the impact 1 could have had on the participants' replies. 

As a mother of a stepfather family, 1 initiated the study with some preassurnptions as to 

what 1 might find. 1 suspected that rnothers in stepfather families rnay experience "loyalty 

issues" because of their cornmitment to their children and to their spouse. This has been a 

significant aspect of my experience in a stepfather family. Even though 1 began the study with 

these presuppositions, I was committed to avoid leading the participants to share stories that 

agreed with mine. For instance, when Gwen was describing how she felt angry when Charles 

disciplined the boys in ways she disagreed with, she said, "no, 1 am not in the middle, 1 just take 

charge of the situation, 1 veto everything, because they are my children." Gwen's reply 

countered my experience and those of the other participants. Furthemore, Catrina answered the 

fvst guiding question: "What is it like to be a mother in a stepfather fâmily?" by saying, 'Tt is 

like being the piggy in the middle." Catrina's reply c o n f ï i  one of my assumptions but it is my 
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contention that 1 did not influence her statement to this effect. Moreover, it is important to note 

that while my experience and knowledge may have had an influence on the interview and 

analytical processes of my research, they also provided me with a context to guide me in 

conducting the research. 

The social and cultural context influences how people see themselves and the stories they 

tell. People organize their persona1 stories according to explanations provided by their social 

milieu. For instance, North American culture imposes expectations on mothers to be dedicated 

and committed. The women who participated in the study al1 defmed themselves in this rnanner. 

It is possible that they are dedicated and committed because their culture expects them to be. But 

it is also possible that their stories were told in that manneer because they wanted to maintain their 

image as c o d t t e d  mothers in my presence (Mishler, 1986). The results may have been 

affected by both. The subject positions are usually representations of a person's identity. This 

identity is dictated by the social context. 1 belong to the same social context as these women, 

therefore, 1 was able to define their subject positions in a form that they not only understood but 

also agreed with. 

People perceive themselves in terrns of stories (Polkinghome, 1988). This study aimed 

mahly at describing the stories of five mothers in stepfather families as accurately as possible. 

The findings also yielded a collective narrative that presented the cornmonalties and differences 

arnong the participants' stories. Generalkability (fittingness) of the findings was not a goal of 

the present investigation. However, what this research has found may point to some possible 

facets of the experiences of these women. The main goal was to uncover the common themes or 

plots in their stories by finding the underlying patterns across their stories (Polkinghome, 1991). 

While the findings may not generalize to other members of the population under study, the 



stories presented here begin to elucidate the meanings that mothers in stepfather h i l i e s  may 

give to their experiences. The results do suggest possible areas of interest to investigators and 

may also provide those in clinical practice with some insights into the challenges these women 

may face. 

There are alternative narratives and interpretations to the ones presented here. Other 

researchers with different backgrounds and life experiences may have interpreted the interview 

data differently by focusing on other aspects of the stories. However, the common cultural 

presuppositions necessary for understanding people's narratives, the existing body of literature, 

and the detailed methodological procedures should provide strong guidelines for different 

investigators to reach similar findings. Furthemore, while others could have developed difEerent 

narratives and interpretations, the credibility (interna1 validity) of the findings presented here was 

established by the participants' general corroboration of the findings. As already mentioned, it is 

of course possible that the results of this investigation did not address d l  the factors expressed by 

the participants because 1 rnay have interpreted what was salient based on my knowledge of the 

literature and my persona1 experience. 

Each of the participants' plots is unique, but the various stories share characteristics of 

a more general plot. The uniqueness of these stories was a significant finding of this study. 

Each of the participants identified something that was not only unique but also significant to 

them. Rachel's husband was a recovering addict. Gwen's partner was unusually involved with 

the home and the children. Catrina was very involved in couple's counseling and leading a 

support group for stepfamilies. Brenda's former spouse was very unreasonable in her opinion. 

Finally, Amanda had experienced a year full of extraordinarily dificult events, and her husband 

was 25 years older than she was. The uniqueness evidenced in the findings is significant because 
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it holds implications for practitioners. While attending to the information found in the literature, 

clhicians should always listen to their client's stones and identiS, what is significant to the 

clients and what is unique to them. 

Implications for Stepfarnily Theory, Clinical Practice, and Research 

Current stepfàmily theory suggests that stepfamilies experience unique challenges and 

dynamics. The members in these families are codionted with a complex network of 

relat ionships and interactions unique to their family structure. Dealing with these can appear 

chaotic to those more familiar with the nuclear farnily where the network of relationships 

generally is less complex. The normative-adaptive model (Ganong & Coleman, 1994) claims 

that these families are not deficient but that they live through a period of adaptation that is 

normal for this type of family structure. 

The present study aimed at describing the experience of mothers in stepfhther families. 

The findings can be conceptualized wit hin the normat ive-adapt ive model. These finding s 

suggest that the adaptation of these mothers, like other members of their families, involves a 

variety of factors. This investigation explored the lived experience of five mothers in stepfather 

families and found that there is a number of possible issues that these women may face. Given 

that human experience is very complex and that general statements conceming individual 

experiences are necessarily eli~sive, the present findings are best considered as a set of 

experiential possibilities. 

1 suspect that each mother in a stepfather family experiences a unique mixture of the 

possible factors affect h g  women in these family structures. The cornmonalties arnong mothers 

are limited by the fact that there are many possible combinations of factors. Furthermore, each 

mother may place dflerent emphasis on each of these experiential factors. This clairn is 



congruent with the normative-adaptive mode1 in that it proposes that mothers in these families 

experience challenges in adapting to their new lives. It enhances the theory by speculating that, 

while there are similarities among mothers of stepfâther fàmilies, the mixture of unique 

challenges and benefits that each woman faces are unique to her situation. 

Narrative psychology proposes that human experience cannot be described as a set of 

facts general to a population (Pokinghorne, 1991). Human experience is unique and individuals 

will defme their lived experience through cohesive stories. In order to locate meanhg in their 

lives, people develop explanations for their experiences. The women who participated in this 

study maintained cohesiveness in their narrative accounts by constructing explanations as to why 

certain events occurred. They emphasized dflerent aspects of their lives as being ~ i g ~ c a n t ,  and 

postulated various reasons about why they and those around them acted in the ways they did. 

For example, Rachel described her partner as having to be away constantly because his recovery 

involved helping others. This was one of the most dficult aspects of her experience. This 

explanation allowed her to maintain overall coherence in her story. More specifïcally, Rachel can 

like her partner despite his absences because he is away king kind and helping others. 

Studies like this one carry the implication that those involved in clinical practice cannot 

engage in generic therapeutic interventions. Findings fiom this study indicate that clients 

participating in such interventions may experience some of the issues presented in the literature, 

and that knowledge of these is important. For example, it is very possible that many of these 

mothers may feel in the middle and may feel that their partners have made a positive difference 

in their lives. However, it is equally clear that individual stories are unique. While they may 

present problems similar to those indicated in the relevant literature, clinicians need to extract the 

unique aspects of each client's story. They must pay attention to the weight that each client 



places on various issues, and how the unique combination of these issues rnay require difTerent 

types of intervention. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

Limitations. The findings of social research are always bound by certain limitations, and 

this study is no exception. First, the present investigation focused on the content of one-hour 

interviews. The data contained in these interviews are necessary selective and limited. It is 

possible that longer interviews or more meetings with the participants could have yielded more 

detailed and possibly additional data. It cannot be claimed that the fmdings contained herein, 

provide the full stories of these women's experiences in stepfather families. They open a 

window to what the participants perceived (and were willing to share) as most salient at the tirne 

the interview took place. Nonetheless, the strength of this type of inquiry is that it can provide 

"rich and detailed under standings of particular processes" (Madill, 1 997). This type of detailed 

data can then be interpreted and possibly utilized by clinicians in thek practices. 

The generalizabilit y of the fïndings is limited because of sarnple size and methodology. 

The study focused on the stories of only five mothers in stepfather families. These women may 

represent a number of other mothers in stepfather families, but certainly not all such individuals. 

For instance, the participants in this study were al1 financially and socially stable. Clearly, there 

are other women fiom different socio-economic or ethnic backgrounds who may have different 

experiences. Nevertheless, the present study may be an initial step in understanding women in 

this population. Research that includes women fiom a greater variety of backgrounds would be a 

next step in qualitative research on mothers' experiences in stepfather fimilies. 

Qualitative research is perspectival. Different researchers may arrive at dif5erent 

interpretat ions and fhd different theories to account for them. Narrative methodology esc hews 



the view that there is only one "truth" or "right" interpretation of any given te*. On the 

contrq ,  different interpretations and under standings are usehl in the process of textual 

narrative analysis (Madill, 1997; Pokinghorne, 1988). This in not to Say that any interpretation 

or theory is acceptable. There obviously must be some degree of coherence which between 

narratives and their interpretations, which is sanctioned by the shared conventions of 

understanding and practice within a cornmunit y of participants and investigators. Further efforts 

should be made to make a general cross check of the validity of fkdings with other interpreters. 

In order to validate the results of this study, 1 ensured that all of the participants reviewed my 

interpretations of their interview-generated accounts. 

The findings Ui this study also are limited by temporal considerations. The tirne at which 

interviews are conducted plays an important role in how the interviewees describe their 

experiences. More recent events and situations in the participants' lives probably affected the 

tone and content of their stories to some extent. The feedback questionnaires were provided four 

rnonths after the initial interviews and provided some opportunity to assess the extent to which 

"timing" was a factor in how these women told their stories. Four out of the five participants 

confitmed my interpretations, while the fifth participant (Amanda) agreed only partially. In the 

case of the latter, it appears that t h e  may have been a factor in how she reported her experience. 

The results of qualitative research represent the experiences of the participants as they were at 

the tirne of the research. Human experience inevitably is influenced by events that are perceived 

as most irnrnediate and significant. 

Finally, the results obtained are bound by the social context in which the participants and 

1 live. For instance, a researcher fiom a dflerent ethnic background, or who is much older than 1, 

may have pursued different questions and arrived at different interpretations. Narrative research 



Mothers in Stepfitha Families 1 14 

is not intended to generalize its results to other social contexts or times. The present study is 

bound by the social and cultural context within which the participants and 1 are embedded. 

Recommendations for future research. Mothers in stepfamilies appear to experience a 

variety of "pushes and pulls". One significant finding of this study is that they may feel in the 

middle between their children and their partners. These tensions could be understood as related 

to the mothers' loyalt ies to both their children and their partner. Future research could 

investigate whether a larger sarnple of mothers in stepâither families actually experiences such 

loyalty issues. 

It appeared that these women were all coping weli, and that four of them felt satisfied 

with their lives at the tirne of the investigation. Researchers might also explore how mothers in 

stepfather families cope with the challenges facing them, and whether their coping is related to 

their sense of satisfaction and to the success of their h i l i e s .  

The present findings suggest that the mothers' perceptions of their husbands as 

contributors to their children's upbringing may have a very positive impact on how satisfied 

these women are. Future research could investigate how rnothers perceive theV spouses and 

whether these perceptions affect their levels of satisfaction. 

Human behavior and experience are affected by a highly complex web of factors that are 

difficult to isolate or define. In the present study, I aimed at uncovering how mothers experience 

king in stepfather families. The hdings reveal that each woman' s story is unique to their 

situations, but that some cornmonalties cm be identified across these accounts. Clinicians and 

researchers in this area, like those in other branches of human psychology, must continuously 

strive to balance the generalizations their crafts demand, with careful attention to the unique 

aspects of those individual cases they encounter. 
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