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Research question  

Which interrelations can be identified between the different ties within stepfamilies? 

 

Abstract  

Study background  

Following the SDT, many contemporary adults grew up in complex families, characterized by 

biological parents living in separate households and new partners involved as stepparents
e
. To 

understand the relationship effects that shape stepfamily functioning, we need to study the 

interrelations that exist between different dyads, that is, whether one relationship depends on 

the quality of other involved relationships
a,c

.   

 

Research objectives  

We provide an overview of the interrelations that emerge after parents divorce and remarry. 

Additionally, we examine if interrelations are gendered due to prior divisions in childrearing.  

The focus is on three types of interrelations: (a) within the original household, (b) between 

original and new households, and (c) within new households. Associations between mother-

father, mother-child, father-child, stepfather-child and stepmother-child dyads are explored. 

Particularly, we test whether stepfamily systems are shaped by household effects, direct 

gatekeeping, indirect gatekeeping, and gender asymmetries (Figure 1).  

 

Data and methods  

The newly collected OKiN
b
 is used, which includes a register-based oversample of adults who 

did not live with both biological parents at age fifteen. Respondents reported on their relations 

to all involved (step)parents, and additionally, on relationships between these parents. Partial 

correlations between dyads are calculated using SEM modelling, as this method allows us to 
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deal with direction of causality issues, study interrelations between more than two dyads, and 

make statistical comparisons between interrelations
d
.  

 

Results  

All parent-child ties are positively correlated with closeness in the mother-father tie (indirect 

gatekeeping), also when accounting for mother-stepmother and father-stepfather ties (direct 

gatekeeping). We found strong spillover effects between parent-child ties within households 

(household effects). Gender differences are visible, with fathers’ and stepmothers’ 

involvement being more sensitive to mother-father coparenting than mothers’ and stepfathers’ 

involvement (gender asymmetries).  

 

Main conclusion  

Tie-quality within the original household – specifically the mother-father tie – has a critical 

spillover role and shapes other stepfamily relationships to be more positive or negative.   

 

 

  Figure 1. Visual representation of the hypothesized relationships  
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