
LOOKING AHEAD

After completing this chapter, you will be able to

• Define family.
• Recognize the significance of parenting, as well as realize that there is a lack of

formal required training.
• Make thoughtful decisions about parenting and preparation.
• Describe areas in which education is beneficial.
• Discuss parenting responsibilities.
• Define discipline, explain three styles, and give reasons that democratic discipline is

recommended.
• Describe positive parenting behaviors.
• Discuss grandparenting and the benefits of its many roles.
• Understand ways to help a child cope with parents’ divorce.

When “I–other” relationships work, then families work. When families work,

societies work; when societies work, nations work; when nations work, na-

ture works; and when nature works, the universe works.

—Thomas and Patrick Malone

Take a moment and reflect on the momentous influences a family has on a per-
son’s life. Your family gave you a name, a geographic home, and a societal posi-
tion, and most important, family members contributed to your self-concept,
learned attitudes, values, behaviors, and personality. The family, for most people,
is the greatest determining factor in the quality of an individual’s life. In the field
of sociology, family is called a primary group, one that is small, intimate, and en-
during.

Diversity is the best descriptor of families today. This chapter focuses on one
of a family’s most critical functions, that of raising children. A variety of family
types will be discussed with emphasis on the importance that families play. The
strengths of diverse families will be evident, and recommendations for building
even stronger families will be given.

13

327

STRENGTHENING FAMILY
RELATIONSHIPS

HANNMC13_0132288141  1:4:07  22:24pm  Page 327 nishant-13 NISHANT:Desktop Folder:untitled folder:



Exploring Families

What is a family? Responses from college sociology students range from the all-
encompassing “a group of people who love each other” to the traditional, bio-
logical definition of “a mother, father, and child(ren).” According to the 2000
census, only 24.1 percent of households fit the traditional definition (Fields and
Casper, 2000). Check your own idea of family by completing the “Family
Picture” in Reflections and Applications. Sociologists have long agreed that a
family is a relatively small domestic group of kin (related by biology, marriage,
or adoption) that functions as a cooperative unit. The concept of family among
professionals has broadened to include other groups in a committed relation-
ship. Families are expected to provide financial support, affection, companion-
ship, and the important task of socialization, transmitting the culture from one
generation to another.

Quality of family life is worthy of attention. Even though children can
overcome family patterns, they are better off not having to do so. When one
considers the tremendous influence a family has on self-esteem, self-efficacy,
self-fulfilling prophecies, personality development, happiness, emotionality,
values, goal achievement, and interpersonal communication, there is no doubt
that a person’s life can be positively or negatively affected by his or her family
situation. Family members respect and allow fulfillment of one another’s needs
and rights; support the mental, emotional, and spiritual growth of each indi-
vidual; and allow and encourage personal growth. Within such families, the
following occurs.

• Individuals are treated with dignity and perceived as equally deserving
of respect.

• Personal freedoms are upheld; boundaries are maintained.
• Problems are acknowledged and resolved.
• Flexibility is evident.
• Love and affection are present.
• Communication is open and nonjudgmental.
• Mistakes are forgiven and viewed as learning tools.

Even if this does not sound like your family of origin, know that individuals are
not destined to suffer permanent, adverse effects from family backgrounds. One
benefit of achieving the objectives of this book is that you will be more aware of
the skills necessary to develop a strong family.

Parenting in a Positive Way

“The biggest responsibility in the world.” “The hardest job you could imagine.”
“Stressful, joyful, and challenging . . . I would not trade it for the world.” These
are a few of the responses I have received to the question “What is parenting?”
A consensus of opinion is that parenting is a difficult task. A few erroneously
believe that the hardest part is giving birth. After that, they think that raising a
child will just come naturally. “I know what to do. I was a kid once,” said a
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young parent. You may be able to “par-
ent”; however, positive parenting does
not come naturally. Positive parenting
means doing everything possible to learn
about and raise a child with a goal of
optimum development. This includes the
best possible prenatal and postnatal envi-
ronments. Love, nurturance, and commit-
ment are required. One point is clear:
even though parents are not the only fac-
tors in a child’s life, they are most signifi-
cant and, as such, bear a high level of
responsibility.

The scope of parenting cannot be cov-
ered in one chapter or even in an entire
book. In learning how to create happiness,
express feelings, manage stress, cope with

crises, transmit values, communicate, manage conflict, and give and receive criti-
cism, you have developed strategies for positive parenting. You will learn more
through other resources and formal training. This chapter will simply open the
door to positive parenting and helpful strategies for success in different types of
families. The rest is up to you. Raising children deserves priority and training
(Fig. 13-1).

The Decision to Become a Parent

You did not select your parents; however, you can choose whether or not to
become a parent. This decision will probably be the most important one you will
ever make. If you are already a parent and did not give it a great deal of fore-
thought, you are not alone and certainly it is not wise to berate yourself. Your
choice now is to learn how to be a positive parent.

The ego states from transactional analysis (TA) are applicable. The “child” will
emotionally want a baby and will, perhaps, see raising a child as pure pleasure. The
“child” could also react selfishly and not want to parent responsibly. Your “parent”
ego state may contain messages such as, “You better have a baby soon. Your biolog-
ical clock is ticking” or “You cannot be truly fulfilled if you do not have a child.” 
A 19-year-old student told me that her grandmother wanted her to get married and
quickly have a baby so that she could be a great-grandmother before she died.
Parenting is a decision for your “adult” ego state to make. One suggestion is to read
books about becoming a parent and raising children before you decide.

Factors to consider. Adults who are alcoholic or dependent on other
drugs, codependent, abusive, rigid, punitive, overly judgmental, unloving, or ex-
tremely needy may be poor role models for children. A primary factor is the psy-
chological health of the two prospective parents.

Before having children, it is best if a couple’s relationship is stable and
time-tested. Bringing a baby into a new relationship is not advisable, and hav-
ing a baby to strengthen a weak couple relationship is one of the poorest
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reasons imaginable. A baby does not deserve the responsibility of saving a rela-
tionship; furthermore, this repair attempt invariably does not work. The transi-
tion to parenthood usually strains a couple. Keeping the relationship healthy
continues to be important. A study showed that parenting satisfaction was sig-
nificantly higher for adults whose marriages were of high quality (Rogers and
White, 1998).

A critical question to answer is “Why do we want to have a child?” A list
identifying advantages and disadvantages usually reveals more cons than pros.
What comes to your mind when you think of the disadvantages? A typical imme-
diate answer is sacrifice. What types of sacrifice?

Couples are realistic when they acknowledge that time, energy, a great deal
of effort, and money are required. The estimated cost of raising a child born in
2003 until he or she is 17 is $172,870 for families under $38,000 annual before-tax
income; $235,670 for families under $64,000; and for those above $64,000 income,
the amount is $344,250. Expenses include housing, food, transportation, clothing,
health care, education, child care, and miscellaneous items (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2004). A wise financial consideration also has to do with how many
children are desired. Besides finances, parents’ other resources of time and energy
are reduced with each child.

What about the positives? Parenting can be one the most rewarding human
experiences. The benefits of having children include adding interest and enjoy-
ment to life, opening additional avenues of pleasure and relating, and making life
more meaningful. “Realizing that I have given life to a person who is enjoying life
and contributing to this world is the greatest reward possible,” said a parent of a
young adult.

Having a realistic picture of parenting and family life hopefully will cause
you to think and hesitate. You may choose to be someone who does not have
children, an option that has become increasingly more common. Because of the
importance of the decision, you owe it to yourself and to a child to be careful
and deliberate. Unlike other statuses you may choose, this one cannot be un-
done. After a thoughtful decision has been made, make another one to educate
yourself.

Parent Education

In the movie Parenthood, a teenage boy talks about the irony of requiring
fishing licenses to fish, hunting licenses to hunt, and driving licenses to drive,
yet having no licensing requirement to become a parent. Society requires less to
become a parent than to take on other statuses. Some states require a blood test
for marriage.

The good news is that parent education classes and workshops are of-
fered, organizations and support groups focus on family issues, and books and
audiovisual aids are available. Importantly, these resources do work. Even with
the number of offerings and the reported successes, the tragedy is that parents
often do not take advantage of the educational opportunities available.
“Canceled for lack of registrants” is a common frustration of those who offer
parent courses. The assumption may be that such classes are canceled for lack
of interest. Actually, the reason is more complex. Most parents are interested
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What Positive Parents Can Learn

• Influences on the very important prenatal environment

• Erikson’s stages of development and ways of helping children successfully

achieve tasks at each stage

• Cognitive development stage theory as conceptualized by Jean Piaget (Piaget

and Inhelder, 1969) including exploration within a child-safe environment and dif-

ferent ways that children learn and think

• Self-esteem and self-efficacy enhancement

• Child-raising techniques and methods

Figure 13-2

but are either unaware of how helpful education can be or do not think that
they need training. Most parents-to-be take childbirth classes but not child-raising
courses (Fig. 13-2).

What specifically is good for parents to learn? Check the list in “What
Positive Parents Can Learn.” This knowledge will not only help the child but will
also make parenting less burdensome and more enjoyable.

If parents practice open communication and handle conflict positively, they
will, by example, teach priceless skills. Children often model their relationships
after adults in their lives. Simply stated, as a parent, whatever you learn and live
will be evident to a child. Another advantage of parenting education is that the
more you know, the more secure you can be as a parent. “The security of the par-
ent about being a parent will eventually become the source of the child’s feeling
secure about self” (Bettelheim, 1987, p. 13).

Goals of Child Raising

One of the most valuable lessons a person can learn about parenting is from
Deanna Eversoll, a University of Nebraska professor. “What do you want your
child to be like at the age of 21?” she asked our class. After receiving several an-
swers, such as responsible, honest, loving, happy, confident, and independent, she
challenged us: “Do you know what to do, and what not to do, to help bring these
about?” Parents are certainly not the only influence, yet they contribute immea-
surably to the lives of their offspring.

In thinking about what you want, general ideas are preferable. Think “I
want my child to be satisfied in a career,” rather than “I want my child to be a doc-
tor.” This allows for flexibility and uniqueness. “I always wanted my child to get a
4-year degree,” one of my students said. “But he seems perfectly happy learning
automotive technology at a community college.”

Whenever we try to push our children to become the people that they may be in our
heads, we become less effective as parents. (Glasser, 1984)
Enabling children to discover who they want to be and then helping them to become
people who are satisfied with life is a worthy goal. (Bettelheim, 1987)
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In contrast to parents 60 or 70 years ago, modern parents seem to have dif-
ferent goals for their children. They are more likely to want their offspring to think
for themselves, accept responsibility, show initiative, and be tolerant of opposing
views. These characteristics replace such traits as obedience, conformity, and re-
spect for home and church.

One student, in reply to the question about desired qualities in a child, said,
“I want for us to be friends.” Because parenting is a lifelong commitment, devel-
oping a deep friendship with an adult child is rewarding. Liking a child for the
person he or she has become is a wonderful feeling.

Responsibilities of Parenting

If you took a moment to write a job description for parenting, what would
you include? One weary-looking mother in a parenting workshop answered,
“Drive them here and there and everywhere.” Transportation is only one respon-
sibility. The number of parental tasks is almost overwhelming, with some respon-
sibilities being more important than others.

Developing love and trust. Children deserve to live in loving environ-
ments. According to Erikson’s (1963) developmental theory, trust precedes the
other stages, and the early years are critical. The most valuable parenting behavior
during the first year is to demonstrate love by being responsive, warm, and nur-
turing. A child not touched enough will not develop properly; a child touched in a
disturbed way will suffer. Adults who were maltreated as children include
Charles Manson and Ted Bundy (Magid and McKelvey, 1989). Other outcomes are
less dramatic yet still unfortunate.

Withdrawing from an infant also has repercussions. In comparing styles of
mothering, babies of withdrawn mothers showed less optimal interactive behavior
and had lower mental scores at 1 year (Jones et al., 1997). A convincing 36-year study,
ending when the subjects were 41 years old, showed that those who had been raised
with the most parental warmth and affection were more likely to have long and rela-
tively happy marriages and close friendships and report greater happiness and less
stress (Franz, McClelland, and Weinberger, 1991). Other studies support the benefits
of parental warmth and closeness in the areas of physical and psychological health

years later (Ornish, 1998). Demonstrated affection
by cuddling, hugging, and other physical contact
is meaningful at all ages (Fig. 13-3).

When children are loved, they more easily
develop an optimistic attitude. Also helpful is the
book The Optimistic Child (Seligman, 1995). Love
continues to be the foundation of positive parent-
ing. As with intimate love, the focus should be on
loving behaviors that foster positive personal
growth and promote personal responsibility.

Encouraging wellness. Parents are respon-
sible for feeding and overseeing other behaviors
related to health. Almost all take care of their chil-
dren’s physical well-being. Important parenting
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tasks include but are not limited to seeing that children are physically active, that
they get adequate rest, and that they are strongly encouraged to develop healthy nu-
tritional habits. Research reveals that children who ate breakfast had 40 percent
higher math grades and were less apt to be absent or tardy from school from those
who did not. The latter were more likely to be hyperactive and have a variety of psy-
chosocial problems (Carper, 2000). Parents must be firm. “What can I do?” asked one.
“I try to get them to eat healthy foods, but they just will not.” In such cases, wise par-
ents do not give children a choice. For example, my daughters had only what we
called “special juice,” a blend of apple and grape juice instead of the extremely popu-
lar sugar-laden drinks. The examples parents set in this regard are also significant. A
child’s degree of wellness is greatly influenced by parental choices.

Building self-esteem and self-efficacy. Two all-important responsibilities
are the encouragement of children’s high self-esteem and the fostering of self-
efficacy. The most important task of parenthood is, as the authors of Self-Esteem
(McKay and Fanning, 2000) describe, helping a child develop high self-worth. In
the course of constructing self-esteem, a child is likely to develop an internal locus
of control and other positive behaviors discussed earlier in this book. During the
early childhood stages, wise parents help their children develop what Erikson
(1963) called autonomy and initiative. Encouraging a child to develop skills and
talents and to teach “I can do that” instead of “I cannot” helps foster the beliefs
that lead to self-efficacy expectancies.

Adults are teachers of and models for self-esteem, and they cannot teach or
model what they do not know. Before parenting, building your own self-esteem,
as discussed in Chapter 1, is highly recommended. If you became a parent before
your own self-esteem was high, do all you can to create a positive outlook on life.
Also important are your parenting behaviors. The language and nonverbal behav-
iors you use with a child are building blocks of self-image and self-worth. “Every
day, in the hundreds of interactions you have with your children, you mirror back
to them who they are. Like a sculptor’s tools on soft clay, your words and tone of
voice shape their sense of self” (McKay and Fanning, 2000, p. 293).

Offering positive comments for being capable and for doing well helps to
build self-esteem and strengthens self-efficacy. In the TA framework, giving
positive strokes is a primary parenting behavior. The “how” of praising is impor-
tant and descriptive recognition is recommended. The words tell about a specific
event and the parent’s specific feelings; a child can then draw a general conclusion
about personality and character (Ginott, 1969). Here is an example of descriptive
recognition: “I really appreciate your helping clean the house. I especially like the
job you did in your own room. I am relieved that such a big job is done.” An ex-
ample of evaluative praise, which is not recommended, is “You are an angel. I
could not ask for a sweeter daughter. I do not know what I would do without
you.” When you allow the child to infer positives from your descriptions, the mes-
sage is stronger. “Our words should be like a magic canvas upon which a child
can not help but paint a positive picture of self” (Ginott, 1965, p. 42).

Praise does not have to be present-oriented. If a child is not doing much now to
deserve descriptive recognition, recall past situations. Positive offerings just for being
alive are rare and are precious gifts of unconditional positive regard and deep love.
Priceless is the assurance that what a child is counts more than what he or she does.
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As valuable as praise is, it can be detrimental when it’s unrealistic or lavish.
Overpraising is often uncomfortable for children and may put pressure on them
to try to live up to an unrealistic standard (McKay and Fanning, 2000). Telling
children over and over that they are perfect, wonderful, and angelic will probably
be rejected and may even be behaviorally refuted later. Parents should encourage
achievement that builds self-esteem. Children then can prove to themselves that
they are worthy. A strong recommendation is to avoid backhanded compliments,
ones that mix praise with insult (McKay and Fanning, 2000). Examples are “I like
the way you cleaned your room . . . for a change” or “I just cannot believe you did
so well on your math test.” Like adults, children can be hurt by the implied criti-
cism and are better off without any praise at all.

Positive parents will deliver small quantities of criticism in nonhurtful ways.
As discussed earlier, criticism delivered with “I” statements and directed toward
undesirable behavior will get a better reception and, more importantly, is unlikely
to damage self-esteem. A skillful parent will set boundaries and limits and enforce
these in consistent ways. One expert describes it as a delicate balance of casting
out a fishing line while still holding the rod and reel (Vinton, 1998).

Avoid destructive language styles. These include generalizations (the
grandiose type of closed communication) and vague or violent threats such as,
“Try that again and you will find out how mad I can get” or “If you do that one
more time, I will spank you so hard you won’t be able to sit down.” Body lan-
guage and paralanguage can also be potentially damaging. Facial expressions of
disgust and anger and sarcastic tones of voice, among others, are potentially detri-
mental. Not addressing issues of concern and playing the “silent game” are not
recommended (McKay and Fanning, 2000).

Constructive criticism points out possibilities for improvement and omits
any negative remarks about the child’s personality (Ginott, 1965). Matt inadver-
tently spilled a glass of milk. His parents’ criticisms were not constructive:

“You are old enough to know how to hold a glass! How many times have I told
you to be careful?”

“He cannot help it—he is so clumsy. He always was and always will be.”

Consider that Matt spilled a few cents’ worth of milk, yet the caustic remarks are
likely to cost much more in terms of self-regard. When you make a situation per-
sonal, you damage the relationship and destroy a child’s self-esteem (Fig. 13-4).
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Children who are spoken to abusively learn to verbally abuse others. These
four steps are recommended when correcting a child (McKay and Fanning, 2000):

1. Describe the situation or behavior in nonjudgmental language. (“I notice that
you have not cleaned your room yet.”)

2. Give a reason for wanting behavior to change. (“I am frustrated when you
procrastinate.”)

3. Acknowledge the child’s feelings and thoughts. (“I know how busy you have
been” or “I realize that schoolwork has been stressful lately.”)

4. State a clear expectation. (“I want the room cleaned before you go out
tonight.”)

Parents who place unrealistic expectations on a child do not contribute to ei-
ther self-esteem or self-efficacy. “I know you can do better,” a parent says looking
at a report card with mostly Bs. Maybe a B is the best a child can do. Unrealistic
expectations, especially about behavior, are frequently the result of what is called
“adultism,” which occurs when adults forget what it is like to be a child. They
then expect and require a child, who has never been an adult, to think, act, under-
stand, and do things as an adult would (Glenn and Nelsen, 1989). Instead, parents
should try to know their children well and then be realistically encouraging.

“What can I do to help my son rid himself of ‘cannots’?” asked a parent. As
discussed in Chapter 4, a “cannot” is extremely limiting to the development of
self-efficacy. First, model and encourage children to resist using the word cannot.
Then provide opportunities for them to demonstrate what they can do and praise
appropriately. According to Erikson (1963), if young children have developed au-
tonomy and initiative, they will move forward to industry versus inferiority.
During all three stages, a parent can encourage self-efficacy in children.

Positive parenting behaviors and interactions contribute to attachment, the
positive emotional bond that develops between a child and another person. The
self-image of adolescents was found to be significantly strengthened by attach-
ment to their parents (O’Koon, 1997). In essence, when children develop high self-
esteem and self-efficacy, the other responsibilities of parenting are easier and,
most importantly, a parent has served a child well.

Developing emotional well-being. Children are affected by their parents’
emotional state. An essential task for parents is to develop positive emotional
selves so that they will be able to teach and model healthy emotionality. Children
with emotionally competent parents are calmer, less whiney, better able to cope,
better able to focus their attention, much less negative when playing with friends,
less stressed, and more likely to try new things. In addition to using the material
presented earlier, a few specific points can be beneficial.

Parents sometimes use the common emotional weapons of guilt and intimi-
dation with grave psychological consequences (Bloomfield, 1996b). The martyr
parent seeks to instill guilt in children: “How could you do this to me?” “I do not
deserve this kind of treatment.” “I have given you everything.” “I went without
so you could have all the nice things.” If you recognize any of these messages, be-
cause you once received them or because you now give them, realize that the child
translates the message as “Being who I am hurts my parent” and “I am not good
or nice enough.”
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The dictator parent has the same motive as the martyr parent: to control the
child’s life even after the child is an adult. The method is intimidation. Fear-
inducing statements and temper outbursts are common: “I am the boss around
here, and you do what I say.” “Do not talk back to me.” “You do that again, and I
will smack you hard.” “Do it or else. Remember, I am your mother.” The child re-
members quite well. The reason given for the threats and abuse is that the parent
knows what is best and is acting in the child’s interest. However, the parent is
actually inflicting great harm. Trying to produce fear in order to control is the
parent’s objective; the result is a fearful child.

Do you know any parents who “overparent?” A potentially damaging behav-
ior is the compulsion to help and direct others and do for them what they could be
doing for themselves. Such behavior does not serve the best interests of children. In
adulthood, they may find it hard to take care of themselves. Playing either the mar-
tyr or dictator role or overparenting are not positive parenting practices.

Worrying can be passed down from generation to generation because it is
learned behavior. “I am a worrywart just like my mom.” How sad that a parent
taught a child to worry. If you worry a lot, let children know that they did not
cause it. Messages like “I cannot help worrying. That is what parents do,” “I love
you so much, and you cause me so much worry” are hard on young people.
Children placed in this position almost always grow up to be worriers. The truth
is that the adults undoubtedly worried before the child was born and are now
using the child as a scapegoat. Instead, a positive parent teaches a child to look
critically at worries and to challenge them. He or she teaches the joy of problem
solving rather than the anguish of fretting.

As discussed in Chapter 5, one’s family is a powerful influence on emotional
expression. Cold, unemotional children and young adults frequently come from
cold, unemotional parents. If children are raised in a cold emotional climate, they
become victims of victims. In such an environment, people frequently feel one
way and act another, experience few positive emotional expressions, and are sub-
ject to hysterical, manipulative outbursts (Rubin, 1998). A healthy emotional cli-
mate is maintained by parents who know that:

Love does not hurt, it feels good. Loving behavior nourishes your emotional well-
being. When someone is being loving to you, you feel accepted, cared for, valued,
and respected. Genuine love creates feelings of warmth, pleasure, safety, stability,
and inner peace. (Rubin, 1998, p. 324)

Knowing what not to do is important; additionally, learning what to do can
result in an emotionally intelligent child. EQ (emotional quotient) was discussed
in Chapter 5, and parents can contribute to their own child’s abilities. How to do
so is explained in the book The Heart of Parenting (Gottman, 1997). As emotional
coaches, parents should do the following:

1. Be aware of your child’s emotions, including the most subtle clues.
2. View emotions as an opportunity for intimacy or teaching.
3. Listen empathically and validate a child’s feelings.
4. Assist a child in verbally labeling her or his emotions.
5. Help solve a problem by setting limits. For example, “It is okay to be mad at

her for not sharing a toy; it’s not acceptable to just take it from her.”
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Teaching children to manage angry feelings is a vital aspect of discipline.
Some suggestions are to instruct them in deep breathing and visualization of
peaceful settings, counting to 10, working off tension with physical activity, and
communicating verbally or through writing (Ginsburg, Fein, and Johnson, 1998).
Parents can be effective teachers and trainers in emotional development, which
profoundly influences all aspects of life.

Developing positive social relationships. Social development begins
with life. As pointed out, trust is the cornerstone of psychosocial development.
In all stages, parents play significant roles; knowing what and how to encourage
is beneficial.

The identity stage is one of the most challenging stages for both adults and
children. It usually begins and is in “full bloom” during adolescence. The more
you know about typical adolescent behavior the better parenting skills you will
have and the more you will enjoy your teenager. The book You and Your Adolescent
(Steinberg and Levine, 1997) is a good resource. The authors assure us that the
horror stories about adolescence are false and point out that 9 out of 10 teenagers
do not get into trouble. The book is full of accurate information about adolescent
development plus enjoyable ways to enhance the relationship. Trusting children
by assuming the best and treating them with the same respect parents extend to
total strangers are worthy recommendations. Positive parents help an adolescent
achieve independence and do not put them in a double bind by steering them to-
ward independence and then objecting to how they do things.

Children of all ages learn from their families how to be social creatures. Even
though families are not the only socializing agents, we still develop much of our
social selves at home. In terms of relationships, love and intimacy are taught or
not taught in the family. Parents have a tremendous responsibility to model inti-
mate adult relationships and to help children feel connected to others.

Showing an active interest. Being actively interested in what your child
does shows love and respect. A study of 10,000 high school students revealed an-
other benefit. Parents who were more involved in their adolescents’ schooling had
children who performed better in school (Bogenschneider, 1997). One might think
that interest and involvement would automatically be demonstrated; yet, too
often, parents seem indifferent. “My folks never came to school events,” said
Shelly. “Even when I was a homecoming queen finalist, they were not there.”
Times may have changed; however, the need for demonstrated interest and sup-
port remains as strong as ever. With increasing numbers of career responsibilities
and other activities and interests, parents who make the time and effort are to be
commended.

A Special Word to Fathers

In the past, a mother was responsible for child raising whereas the dad was
often seen either as someone who came and went as a heavy disciplinarian. That
scenario has changed for many. Today, fathers are more equal to mothers in caring
for children, especially on weekends. They also are involved in a variety of their
children’s activities beyond play and companionship. One factor that made a
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difference was the mother’s contribution to
family income (Yeung et al., 2001). Another
was the attitude the father had regarding gen-
der roles. A study showed that egalitarian
men not only want children more than tradi-
tional males, but they also want to share with
their partners and be involved in caring for
their children (Kaufman, 2000). Fathers ap-
pear to be as important as mothers in the
traditionally feminine role of emotionality
(Cummings and O’Reilly, 1997). They are im-
portant in all other aspects as well. A study of
dual-earner couples showed that shared par-

enting was associated with both closeness to children and marital satisfaction
(Ehrenberg et al., 2001).

Common understandings of “to mother” and “to father” are quite different.
Whereas the former brings forth an image of nurturing, “to father” means to im-
pregnate. Happily, fathering is enjoying a broader meaning with the benefits of
being fathered, as well as mothered, becoming widely recognized. Entire books
are devoted to fathering (Hawkins and Dollanite, 1997), and studies on infant
temperament and emotionality include the effects of both mothering and father-
ing (Park et al., 1997). Yet the attitude that a mother is the primary parent is some-
times subtle and resistant to change. This was demonstrated in class when a
woman commented that her husband was home baby-sitting. She was asked if
her husband was the children’s father. He was. “Then why call it baby-sitting?”
asked another student. “Do you call it baby-sitting when you stay home with
them?” (Fig. 13-5).

Only recently has society acknowledged gay fathers. Contrary to popular
stereotypes, children of gay fathers are no more likely to be gay, no more likely
to be sexually abused, and not at any significant disadvantage when compared
with children of heterosexual fathers (Patterson and Chan, 1997). A study
showed that 91 percent of adult sons of gay fathers were heterosexual. Those
who were gay had actually lived with their fathers fewer numbers of years than
the heterosexual offspring, adding to the belief that environmental conditions
are not responsible for one’s sexual orientation (Bailey et al., 1995). Eric, in his
generous, loving way, adopted a child who had been abandoned by her single
mother. “My only concern is any repercussions my daughter might face be-
cause I am not accepted by many in society because I am gay,” he said during a
class panel on parenting. Hopefully, there will be none, and she is lucky to have
such a loving father.

Fathers have great impact and are as important as mothers in the overall
development of children. Societal attitudes that support the role of men in the
lives of children need strengthening whereas fathers who want to be involved
in an affirmative way are advised to learn as much about positive parenting as
they can. For the most part, fathers today want more involvement and are tak-
ing parental responsibilities seriously. Greg, who is a wonderful hands-on dad,
said, “Being a dad is the most tremendous feeling in the world. I cannot imag-
ine life without my children.”
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Figure 13-5 Fathers play an invaluable
part in their children’s development.
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Beginning at the earliest stages of life, a child’s entire being is in the hands of
the caregiving adults. Each child deserves and profits from the love, warmth, and
support of both parents.

Discipline and Its Multifaceted Dimensions

Discipline is an area in which education is sorely needed. Ask adults to
define discipline, and you get such answers as “making a child mind you,”
“correcting a child,” or “teaching a child right from wrong.” Ask children and
you are likely to hear “getting punished” or “not being allowed to watch TV.”
Parents often use only punishment to accomplish the task of disciplining their
children.

A broader definition of discipline is the entire process of teaching and guid-
ing children from infancy to adulthood. The word discipline means “to teach,” not
“to punish” or “to hurt.” Loving discipline is an essential ingredient in child rear-
ing (Ginsburg, Fein, and Johnson, 1998). The parent has a role of leader and
teacher, and the children are learners. Discipline is multifaceted, and parents use a
variety of child-rearing techniques to guide children. What you want your child to
be like becomes the goal of discipline.

When people think about discipline, they do not usually picture anything
positive. The broader concept of discipline is affirmative rather than negative.
Punishment should be used sparingly and as a last resort. Inappropriate punish-
ment, which is harsh, unreasonable, violent, or harmful, is never recommended.
Parents use such punishment because (1) it brings about immediate change, 
(2) they are not sure of what else to do, (3) they fear losing their authority, and 
(4) they have not been taught other methods. If you picture discipline as a pie, app-
ropriate punishment is the smallest possible slice. The rest of the pie is filled with
various techniques and methods described later. This concept of discipline has
unlimited potential!

Parenting Styles Defined

Parenting is a complex activity that includes many specific behaviors that
work individually and together to influence child outcomes. Most researchers
who attempt to describe this broad parental milieu rely on Diana Baumrind’s
concept of parenting style. Parenting style is meant to describe normal varia-
tions in parenting. In other words, the parenting style typology Baumrind de-
veloped should not be understood to include deviant parenting, such as might
be observed in abusive or neglectful homes. Although parents may differ in
how they try to control or socialize their children and the extent to which they
do so, it is assumed that the primary role of all parents is to influence, teach,
and control their children.

Parenting style captures two important elements of parenting: parental re-
sponsiveness and parental demandingness (Maccoby and Martin, 1983). Parental
responsiveness (also referred to as parental warmth or supportiveness) refers to
“the extent to which parents intentionally foster individuality, self-regulation, and
self-assertion by being attuned, supportive, and acquiescent to children’s special
needs and demands” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). Parental demandingness (also referred
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to as behavioral control) refers to “the claims parents make on children to become
integrated into the family whole, by their maturity demands, supervision, disci-
plinary efforts and willingness to confront the child who disobeys” (Baumrind,
1991, pp. 61–62).

Four Parenting Styles

Categorizing parents according to whether they are high or low on parental de-
mandingness and responsiveness creates a typology of four parenting styles: indul-
gent, authoritarian, authoritative, and uninvolved (Maccoby and Martin, 1983). Each
of these parenting styles reflects different naturally occurring patterns of parental
values, practices, and behaviors (Baumrind, 1991) and a distinct balance of respon-
siveness and demandingness.

Indulgent parents (also referred to as “permissive”) “are more responsive
than they are demanding. They are nontraditional and lenient, do not require
mature behavior, allow considerable self-regulation, and avoid confrontation”
(Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). When parents are permissive children often feel insecure
and do not understand the meaning of cause and effect. Permissiveness is not
likely to lead to responsible adult behavior and may encourage selfishness and
self-indulgence.

Authoritarian parents are highly demanding and directive but not respon-
sive. “They are obedience- and status-oriented, and expect their orders to be
obeyed without explanation” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). These parents provide
well-ordered and structured environments with clearly stated rules. Punitive
disciplinary action is common, which often leads to further disobedience. Few
desirable qualities are developed with authoritarian discipline. The chances of
being loving with high regard for the self are slim.

Authoritative parents are both demanding and responsive. “They moni-
tor and impart clear standards for their children’s conduct. They are assertive,
but not intrusive and restrictive. Their disciplinary methods are supportive,
rather than punitive. They want their children to be assertive as well as socially
responsible, and self-regulated as well as cooperative” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62).
Just as authoritative parents appear to be able to balance their conformity
demands with their respect for their children’s individuality, so children from
authoritative homes appear to be able to balance the claims of external
conformity and achievement demands with their need for individuation and
autonomy.

Uninvolved parents are low in both responsiveness and demandingness. In
extreme cases, this parenting style might encompass both rejecting–neglecting
and neglectful parents. These parents are often unaware of who their children’s
friends are, school or extracurricular activities their children are involved in and
in extreme cases the children are left to raise themselves.

Because parenting style is a typology, rather than a linear combination of re-
sponsiveness and demandingness, each parenting style is more than the sum of its
parts (Baumrind, 1991). 

One key difference between authoritarian and authoritative parenting is
in the dimension of psychological control. Both authoritarian and authoritative
parents place high demands on their children and expect their children to behave

340 Chapter 13 Strengthening Family Relationships

HANNMC13_0132288141  1:4:07  22:24pm  Page 340 nishant-13 NISHANT:Desktop Folder:untitled folder:



appropriately and obey parental rules. Authoritarian parents also expect their
children to accept their judgments, values, and goals without questioning. In
contrast, authoritative parents are more open to give-and-take with their chil-
dren and make greater use of explanations. Thus, although authoritative and
authoritarian parents are equally high in behavioral control, authoritative par-
ents tend to be low in psychological control, whereas authoritarian parents
tend to be high.

Consequences for Children

Parenting style has been found to predict child well-being in the domains of
social competence, academic performance, psychosocial development, and prob-
lem behavior. Research based on parent interviews, child reports, and parent ob-
servations consistently finds:

• Children and adolescents whose parents are authoritative rate them-
selves and are rated by objective measures as more socially and instru-
mentally competent than those whose parents are nonauthoritative.

• Children and adolescents whose parents are uninvolved perform most
poorly in all domains.

In general, parental responsiveness predicts social competence and psy-
chosocial functioning, whereas parental demandingness is associated with instru-
mental competence and behavioral control (i.e., academic performance and
deviance). These findings indicate:

• Children and adolescents from authoritarian families (high in demand-
ingness, but low in responsiveness) tend to perform moderately well in
school and be uninvolved in problem behavior, but they have poorer so-
cial skills, lower self-esteem, and higher levels of depression.

• Children and adolescents from indulgent homes (high in responsive-
ness, low in demandingness) are more likely to be involved in problem
behavior and perform less well in school, but they have higher self-esteem,
better social skills, and lower levels of depression.

The benefits of authoritative parenting and the detrimental effects of unin-
volved parenting are evident as early as the preschool years and continue
throughout adolescence and into early adulthood.

Democratic Style of Parenting

Authoritative parenting, sometimes referred to as the “democratic style”
of decision making, balances clear, high parental demands with emotional re-
sponsiveness and recognition of child autonomy. The parent is a leader, guide,
and teacher. As such, he or she is approachable, reasonable, flexible, and affirming.
A child is encouraged to think, contribute, and cooperate. Power is not a major
issue and is shared as much as possible. Open communication is the norm.
Who determines the “rules?” The most powerful aspect of democratic discipline
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and why it is so effective is that input regarding guidelines and consequences
comes from all who are able to contribute. Young people are more likely to
adopt family attitudes and norms when their voices are heard (Brody, Moore,
and Glei, 1994). If you are an employee, are you not more likely to comply with
policies if you have been involved in their formation? Children react similarly
in usually cooperative ways. Periodically the family can evaluate the guide-
lines and the consequences.

Recent studies have focused on corporal punishment, the use of physical
force with the intention of causing pain but not injury for purposes of coercion or
control (Straus and Yodanis, 1996). The common habit of spanking is a form of
corporal punishment and used by all types of parents. To spank or not to spank is
a dilemma for most parents. About 10 percent spank and see nothing wrong with
it, about 20 percent never spank, and about 70 percent do and wish they had not
(Severe, 1997). For children younger than 2 years old or for adolescents, social
scientists generally agree that spanking should not be used (Gunnoe and Mariner,
1997). Beyond that and confusing to parents is the disagreement among the ex-
perts. Some are adamantly opposed to any use of corporal punishment whereas
others say that light spanking probably does no harm. Almost all argue against
harsh punishments. One study found a direct link between frequency of spanking
and slapping during childhood and future problems with anxiety disorder, alcohol
abuse, and other problems (MacMillan, 1999). Others recommend that parents be
trained in alternative strategies of discipline (Day, Peterson, and McCracken, 1998).

In order to sort it out, parents can read an enlightening chapter in the book
How to Behave So Your Children Will, Too! (Severe, 1997). Whether one believes that
spanking may be harmless, a strong recommendation is that parents realize that
there are dozens of alternatives to any use of corporal punishment. Sparing a child
by sparing the rod is in everyone’s best interests.

Openly communicate. One of the most powerful tools of discipline for par-
ents is open communication. How strange that some parents forget to use it!
Verbalizing openly and listening actively and receptively may be all that is re-
quired in changing a child’s behavior. The use of “I” messages and active listening
will make a major difference. When our children were asked about discipline on a
television program, I was heartened to hear them say, “We were hardly ever
grounded or punished. Instead we talked things out.”

Model the behavior you want. Realizing that parents will have adult privi-
leges that children do not have, discipline includes the positive examples you set.
As in transmitting values, your actions will speak louder than words. Children are
quite susceptible to watching and then doing. For example, children’s tobacco and
alcohol use is associated with parents’ use (Jackson et al., 1997). Parents also
model how to express feelings. Parents discipline simply by the way they live
their lives (Fig. 13-6).

Apply behavior modification techniques. Learning theory offers a vari-
ety of tools. The ones that will be effective depend on the age and personality of
a child. With young children, changing the environment by redirection, either
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attracting them to an alternate location or by diverting their attention, is often
sufficient. For example, a 2-year-old is naturally curious (and stubborn!) and
will likely attempt to open a cupboard door against your wishes. You can
simply get the child involved elsewhere. If a child is not in danger and not
likely to be harmed or hurt others, ignoring misbehavior can be effective because
children do misbehave to get attention. In fact, studies show that problem be-
havior is typically the result of misplaced adult attention. In other words, par-
ents tend to pay too much attention to a child who is misbehaving (Azerrad
and Chance, 2001).

Time-out means moving a misbehaving child to a neutral (nonentertaining)
location for a brief period of time. A child psychologist (Azerrad and Chance
2001) recommends that an adult first ignore minor misbehavior, pay more atten-
tion to children when they behave well, and reserve time-out for particularly im-
mature or potentially injurious behaviors. Highly recommended is Azerrad’s
“Time-Out Prescription.”

Time-out does not work all of the time with all children, and it can be over-
used. And some children enjoy it. “My nephew loves time-out. He sits with his
head down and hums, whistles, and smiles.” In this case, the method does not
deter misbehavior.

Rewarding desired behavior can work miracles. Positive reinforcement is
presenting a positive stimulus in an attempt to increase or strengthen behavior.
Adults relish rewards; so do children. After reading a book on behavior modifica-
tion, a mother shared a success story:

My 4-year-old girl misplaced her shoes daily. When we got ready to go somewhere,
we had to look for shoes. I scolded and even spanked occasionally with no luck.
From a book, I got a new idea. I put a large box in her room and told her that this was
her special shoe box. Each night I counted the number of shoes in the box, and she re-
ceived stickers for each shoe, which she could later use for treats. She has not mis-
placed a shoe for a month.

The stickers were powerful positive reinforcers. Unfortunately, parents forget 
to apply an important principle of learning theory, which is that human beings
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Figure 13-6

Time-Out Prescription (Azerrad and Chance, 2001)

Assume that your daughter has hit another child. Follow these steps.

1. Say to her, “We do not hit other people.” Say nothing more.

2. Take her by the hand and seat her in a small chair facing a blank wall. If she

attempts to leave, immediately return her to it.

3. Make sure she stays there for three minutes. Ignore all of her behaviors such as

screaming, crying, or hitting the wall. Say nothing.

4. After three minutes, keep her in the chair until she is quiet and well-behaved for

five more seconds. Then tell her she has been good and may leave the chair.

5. Say nothing about time-out except that “We do not hit other people.”
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generally seek pleasure or rewards. Verbal awards may be more beneficial than
material ones because material rewards can lead children to become motivated
only by external factors. Large doses of verbal praise are preferable.

As children get older, different behavior modification methods are more effec-
tive. Positive reinforcement continues to be effective. In addition, parents can use
contracting in which an agreement about specific behaviors is developed. A negoti-
ation process is effective with adolescents. Involving teenagers in discussions about
their behaviors shows respect and acknowledges that they can be responsible.

Use logical consequences. In order to be prepared for adulthood and re-
sponsibility, it is important that a child experience consequences. For a child who
is old enough to understand, the use of logical consequences as a method of dis-
cipline is amazingly effective. The consequences can be natural ones. If a child
carelessly breaks a toy, it is no longer available. As in values development, allow-
ing natural consequences to occur is hard on a loving parent yet invaluable in de-
veloping responsibility. Consequences can also be created. A key element is
including the child in formulating consequences. Some descriptions of effective
and fair consequences follow (McKay and Fanning, 2000).

Reasonable: If a child is 45 minutes late coming home after a movie, an earlier time
could be set the next time. Grounding someone for a week is not reasonable. In
fact, grounding is a consequence (sometimes a punishment for unrelated mis-
behavior) that can be overused. And it is often as hard on the parents as it is on
the child!

Related: If children are careless in completing a task, they are expected to do it over
rather than have television privileges suspended. Making the consequences re-
late to the misbehavior makes sense.

Timely: If grades are unusually low, and the consequence is imposed study time,
the time to start is that day. Waiting too long to impose consequences makes
them irrelevant.

Consistent: How many times have you heard a parent say, “If you do that one more
time, . . .” and the behavior continues? If the consequence for hitting a sibling is
time-out, then a parent imposes the consequence until the behavior is changed.
If time-out isn’t working, change the consequence.

Understandable in advance: If children have input, they will know the consequences
before they misbehave. If a bicycle left outside is stolen, the child will already
know that money will have to be earned to replace it. Unforeseen situations
may occur; a parent can then impose reasonable consequences or involve the
child in the process.

Sharon Hanna recalled a favorite story about consequences and her stepson
Greg, who was usually quite even-tempered. A phone conversation with a girl got
the best of him. He hit the stairwell wall, making a hole in it. “The wall has to be
fixed,” was her reaction. He paid for, patched, and even painted the entire stair-
well! Greg has not used his fist on a wall since. The use of consequences teaches
responsibility and prevents parents from having to nag, scold, and use other
punitive measures. A child’s self-esteem usually remains intact, and the feeling of
responsibility can even give it a boost.
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Provide structure. Planning with children how the household will oper-
ate is an excellent strategy. Having an established system and designated tasks
decreases the number of times a parent feels a need to intervene. A family
meeting is a good forum to use. A parent can introduce the idea by saying, “I
want to include everyone in deciding how our household is going to function.
A family is a team: a home requires care and maintenance. Let’s first decide
what needs to be done, how often, and then how it will be accomplished.” For
excellent tips on family meetings, read Positive Discipline (Nelsen, 1996), a
book written for both parents and teachers. Meetings are best if used for posi-
tive reasons rather than for problem ones. For a first meeting, plan a family
outing or trip. Regarding tasks, my stepfamily used a system in which the chil-
dren had daily and weekly duties designated by number. I still smile when I
think of the neighbors’ reaction to one child’s yelling to another, “Come on in.
It is time for you to do number 2!” The system was not foolproof, and conse-
quences were a part of it. However, it saved hours of complaining and nagging
(Fig. 13-7).

Positive Parenting Behaviors

What a parent does and does not do plays an important role in a child’s de-
velopment; yet parents often forget to focus on their own actions. Positive parents
practice the following:

Admitting a mistake. You may wish to be an ideal parent, yet perfection is
not possible. A stress-reducing aspect of positive parenting is that parents are al-
lowed to make mistakes. Those who are able to admit an error and apologize to
their children are to be commended, because children then learn a valuable lesson.
“I never heard either of my parents apologize to each other or to us kids. I would
have respected them so much more if they had. I find that I have difficulty saying
‘I am sorry,’ but I am working on it,” said one man. When you apologize to your
children, you teach them to trust their feelings and perceptions. “You are right. I
did act unfairly.” Then taking responsibility for your mistakes puts the “icing on
the cake.” A sincere apology is a sign of love.

Spending quality time with children. I would love to have a dollar for the
number of times I have heard people say, “I wish I had spent more time with my
children. The years went by so fast.” Would not it be wonderful if nobody had
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Figure 13-7

The “Why” of Democratic Discipline

• Decreases the likelihood of developing negative traits and behaviors while estab-

lishing a fertile ground for the development of positive ones

• Involves children in such a way that it promotes self-discipline

• Teaches children how to live peacefully and cooperatively

• Enhances loving parent–children relationships
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those regrets? Modern parents are spending four to six more hours a week with
their children than did previous generations. Especially affirming is that working
mothers are spending even more time (26.5 hours a week) with their children as
stay-at-home moms did in 1981 (26 hours) (Wingert, 2001). Positive parenting
means you have fun with children. Laughing together is stress reducing and pro-
motes bonding. “Appreciate the child within you and each other. Especially in
families, let the child in each of you romp. Having fun together is positive bonding”
(Satir, 1988, p. 330).

Communicating openly. Most important are communicating with and
showing genuine interest in children as individuals. Talking and listening to
your child are probably the most positive and rewarding parenting experiences
of all. Open communication is preferable. As discussed previously, a poor com-
munication habit is to ask “why” questions, especially those that concern per-
sonal feelings and motivations. Interestingly, parents feel justified asking a
child, “Why were you late?” and resent the same question asked of them by a
child. “Why did you break that dish?” is a poor question unless you honestly
believe a child did so deliberately, which usually is not the case. A feeling of
discomfort or defensiveness is a typical response to a “why.” Open communication
is a hallmark of positive parenting!

Demonstrating warmth and affection. Positive parents are warm and
affectionate and express their feelings nonverbally and verbally. The impor-
tance of demonstrativeness has been repeatedly pointed out in this book and
deserves special emphasis between parents and children. Would you want your
children to have high self-esteem, and when they are young adults, be more
capable of congenial relationships? A longitudinal study showed that these
were the outcomes when parents demonstrated high levels of warmth and
affection (Franz, McClelland, and Weinberger, 1991). Children whose parents

are physically affectionate and warm have a def-
inite advantage (Fig. 13-8).

Some parents tend to refrain from physical
expressions of love, especially with older children.
“I knew my dad loved me, but I would have loved
to hear him say it just once,” said a student. When
peers become important, a child shuns demon-
strated affection from parents, especially big hugs
and kisses. Parents can still hug children in private
and find other ways to show their love. If demon-
strating warm feelings is personally difficult for
you, attack the problem. In order to develop a jog-
ging regimen, an adult may have to say, “I will run
five miles each day.” The same adult can say, “I
will hug my child at least once today.”

Showing appreciation and consideration.
Being polite, saying “thank you,” and showing ap-
preciation seem simple, yet many do not practice
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Figure 13-8 A warm hug is good for
both parents and children.
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these within the family. Parents and children take for granted the kind deeds of
family members and neglect courtesies they extend to other people. A positive par-
ent makes a point of expressing gratitude on a regular basis. Children then learn
from observation and benefit from feeling respected.

Teaching and modeling a core values system. The foundation of a child’s
values is built in the family. As discussed in Chapter 3, parents have a powerful
influence especially during the early, formative years. Neither moralizing nor
permissiveness is recommended, and you are advised to review the chapter
and the methods that seem to produce the most positive results. Rather than try
to instill several specific values in a child, a wise course of action is to teach and
model a broad-based core set. Especially important are beliefs in human dig-
nity and freedom to live in harmony with one another coupled with values on
self, health, and continued learning. “My folks never told me exactly what to
do or not to do. Instead, they helped me realize that respect for others and
peaceful interactions are essential. I weigh many of my values decisions on
those basics,” a student shared.

Exhibiting fairness and equality. In most cases, children benefit from
settling their own disputes. When a parent intervenes, being fair and explain-
ing the “why” of decisions are desirable. A mother wanted to be fair with her
young daughters, Nicole and Cindy. To her, this meant keeping everything
equal. When one received anything, so did the other. Their needs were different
because Nicole was three years older. Yet she was expected to wait until Cindy
was ready for such things as a bicycle. This led to her extreme resentment of
Cindy. Understanding children’s different developmental levels and explaining
to them why they were not being treated exactly the same could have solved
the problem. Children also differ in what they perceive as love. One may want
more togetherness whereas another wants more privacy. Equal does not neces-
sarily mean “same.” Making one child overly responsible for another can lead
to resentment. “I had to take my little brother everywhere. It got so I hated
him,” commented Sara.

As mentioned in Chapter 1, parents frequently compare siblings and set up
undesirable competitive feelings. Comments such as, “I wish you would be more
like your sister” or “Your brother never gives us any trouble” cultivate rivalry and
resentment that can damage both a child and the sibling relationship. “Upon hear-
ing these ‘loving’ comments, there is a desire to drop-kick a sibling into the next
century” (Lang, 1990, p. 116). A positive parent treats children democratically and
instills a cooperative, not competitive, attitude.

Emphasizing uniqueness and freedom from stereotypic restrictions. Each
child is unique. Unconditional love means loving children for who they are, not
for what they do. This does not mean you accept or like all behaviors; it means
you love them no matter what.

Do you believe that your children will be exactly like you? You realize that
each child will be unique. Knowledge of personality differences in preferences
and types, as discussed in Chapter 2, can be helpful. A must-read in this area is
Nurture by Nature; Understanding Your Child’s Personality Type and Become a Better
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Parent (Tieger and Barron-Tieger, 1997). The authors believe that all four prefer-
ences are apparent by age 3 or 4 and, with some, by age 2. Kari sounded re-
lieved as she told a class: “My mom is really extraverted. For years she told me
I had a depression problem because I wanted to be alone in my room quite
often. Now I know and can tell her that it is just because I have a strong prefer-
ence for introversion. We are complete opposites!” Knowing your child’s type
will also provide insight into discipline. With my older daughter, who is sens-
ing and thinking, clear and logical communication was a necessity; because my
younger one is intuitive and feeling, appealing to her emotional side was effec-
tive (Reflect and Apply).

As discussed earlier, stereotypic gender-role restrictions and expectations
are limiting and unwise. “I expect the woman to wait on me. My mom always
waited on my dad” and “I will get married and have him support me like my dad
did my mom” are unrealistic ideas. An interesting study reveals that a mother’s
gender-role attitudes when children are young and parental division of house-
work when children are adolescents predict children’s ideal allocation of house-
work at age 18. During all stages of growing up, maternal gender-role attitudes
appear to influence adult children’s attitudes (Cunningham, 2001).

In a plea to parents, two authors (Levant and Brooks, 1997) make some
salient points:

Child rearing may be a pivotal force in the reshaping of the culture itself. Just as there
needs to be continued emphasis on helping young girls become better able to access
instrumental and competitive skills, there must be corollary shifts in emphasis for
young boys with a greater emphasis on interpersonal connection and the ability to
interact cooperatively. Boys’ activities will need to become less gender-stereotyped
with less devaluation of “feminine” activities. Interpersonal sensitivity, empathy, and
compassion can receive greater emphasis as emotional skills for young boys. (Levant
and Brooks, 1997, p. 265)
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Reflect 

♦ Which of the characteristics of a high-quality family describe your family of

origin?

♦ If you were asked, “How were you disciplined as a child?” which style would it

most fit? From your past, think of an example of learning from logical

consequences.

Apply

♦ Ask someone who is a parent to describe their parenting behaviors.

♦ Write a brief description of what you would want a child of yours to be like at 

age 21. Importantly, if you have a child or if you plan to become a parent, make 

a commitment to raise a child in a way that this is likely to happen.

♦ Set up a simple behavior modification program based on rewards to change

something about yourself. If you have children, do the same with them.

REFLECT AND APPLY
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Rather than encouraging stereotypic roles, parents who wish to be gender-
fair and encourage the best in their sons and daughters would do well to adopt an
androgynous gender-role orientation and encourage the same in their children.
Studies have shown that families with one or more androgynous parents gener-
ally score higher in parental warmth and support (Witt, 1997). Realizing the nu-
merous benefits of an androgynous personality, one can conclude that parents
who model and teach androgyny are helping their children and preparing them
for a satisfying life.

Equally important, neither do young people in today’s world benefit from
the locked-in mentality of bigotry, nor does a society. Even if parents aren’t free
from prejudice, they do a child and the world a service by keeping these attitudes
to themselves. Those who model acceptance of all races and cultures are setting
the stage for a child to live harmoniously in today’s world.

Applying reality therapy. Behaviors described in reality therapy (Glasser,
1965) can be very useful. One suggestion is to laugh and have fun with a child
and avoid any criticism during playtimes. If parent and child are playing tennis
for enjoyment, this is not the time for the parent to be a critic. The world does
not end if a mistake is made, and helping a child learn this is positive. A
positive comment may not be welcomed if it is unrealistic. An example of this
would be a child playing golf with her mother and hitting the ball about 2 feet
and the mother saying, “Great, honey, it went straight!” Somehow that would
not be comforting. Can you think of other examples of unrealistic positive
comments?

Reality therapy emphasizes choices and responsibility for one’s own actions.
A positive parent offers realistic choices, whereas authoritarian discipline offers
none, and a permissive attitude allows unlimited choices. Giving young children
choices, such as selecting among three different outfits for the day, helps them
learn to choose within limits. Wise parents do not give options in all situations.
“Do you want to go home now?” is a poor question if you, as the adult, have de-
cided to go. Later, choices become more numerous and frequently more challeng-
ing for both child and parent. Courage is in order. Children need practice with
decision making, yet parents are apt to be impatient or unwilling to allow the pain
of seeing them fall on their face (Spezzano, 1992).

Reality therapy also suggests not accepting excuses. Teaching a child that
excuses do not solve problems and are only temporary forms of relief, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 4, is important. An excellent book, Raising a Responsible Child
(Dinkmeyer and McKay, 1996), says that the democratic approach to discipline
works best because children have choices and are involved in decisions. A final
ban from reality therapy is on hurting others, which includes yelling, hitting,
and imposing excessive restrictions. Parents are powerful examples. “Do not
yell at me,” the mother screams. “But you have been yelling at me,” protests the
child. The usual response is, “I am the parent, so I can yell.” Honestly, does that
make sense?

Managing conflict successfully. All families experience conflict. If a child
does not disagree with a parent, something is wrong. The child is either fearful or
incapable of independent thought. The conflict management recommendations
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discussed in previous chapters also work well in the parent–child relationship. How
disagreement is handled is the key. Conflicts over power and control are especially
prevalent during adolescence. A teenager strives for self-identity, independence, and
separation from home. A normal adolescent will disagree, sometimes unrealistically.
Parents can agree with a child’s perception while maintaining their own. Saying “I
can see why you think that” or “You have a good point” shows respect and affirma-
tion. Almost all adolescents care about their parents and want to be cared about, so
conflict can be managed positively.

In the parent–child relationship, as in any relationship, giving in is not
healthy. When children become angry and resentful, a loving parent sometimes
caves in to stop these negative feelings or for the sake of peace. Sometimes it is
much better to suffer painful emotions if you, as a parent, believe that the chosen
course of action is heading in a positive direction. If conflict is managed fairly,
emotional outbursts will be minimized in both number and intensity.

Even when children leave home, there is potential for conflict. This could be
a carryover from unresolved hurts or newly emerging areas of disagreement. “My
mom still thinks that everything I do is wrong, including how I handle my chil-
dren,” said a young woman. “We just do not get along,” said a mother of an adult
child. Breaking the cycle of negative patterns of behavior, opening up lines of
communication, and finding forgiveness are discussed in the book Making Peace
with Your Parents (Bloomfield, 1996b).

Positive parenting is a challenge and a commitment. Education, love, and
dedication are required. A realization that you are not only parenting but also
training the next generation of parents is sobering. If you are or plan to be a par-
ent, be sure to do the activity on “Parenting Behaviors” in Reflections and
Applications. The choice of learning and practicing positive parenting
behaviors is among the most significant and potentially rewarding ones you
will ever make.

Enjoying the Role of Grandparent

“I enjoy being a parent. I absolutely love being a grandparent!” is a commonly
heard remark. Many people progress from parenting into special grandparent–
grandchild relationships. Grandparents are different from yesteryear in that they
are generally healthier, more educated, and more affluent. Because of a longer life
span, the role of grandparent can last for many years. Possible roles of a grandpar-
ent are caregiver, educator, living ancestor, family historian, mentor, role model,
playmate, and friend.

Grandparenting is increasingly becoming a subject of research. An over-
whelming number of participants in an American Association of Retired Persons
survey (Baker, 2001) said they are delighted in their role as grandparents with less
than 1 percent reporting dissatisfaction. One confided, “All my troubles, aches, and
pains go away when I am with them. They fill me with so much love.” They most
commonly keep in touch by telephone and wish that they were together more. The
most difficult part of grandparenting is keeping up with the energetic children. A
survey of 11,000 grandparents by AARP (Baker, 2001) revealed the most satisfying
aspects (see Fig. 13-9, “What Is Most Satisfying about Being a Grandparent?”).
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Another study questioned grandchildren from ages 16 to 37. Emotional
closeness was reported by 73.1 percent. The “close” group depicted a loving, nur-
turing grandparent whose devotion and attachment were evident. These grand-
parents were also described as a valuable source of family history, as well as good
listeners—someone to whom anything could be told. The closeness was related to
the grandparent’s interest in and appreciation for the grandchild, as well as avail-
ability for help and support (Boon and Brussoni, 1998). 

Although the phenomenon of grandparents raising grandchildren is hardly
new, it is an emerging social issue that is garnering a great deal of media attention
due to its impact on the welfare of our nation’s most vulnerable members. Today, ap-
proximately 4 million children live with their grandparents. Further, the literature on
this phenomenon suggests that there are probably many more children in informal
care arrangements residing with their grandparents than the data can capture.
According to U.S. census data, grandparents raise 6 percent of our nation’s children.
That is a lot of children—4.5 million to be exact—and the number is growing rapidly.

Between 1990 and 2000, the number of children in the United States under
age 18 increased by 14.3 percent; within that same decade, the number of U.S.
children in grandparent-headed households increased by 30 percent. The data
also indicate that grandparent-headed households are twice as likely to live in
poverty as other American families.

Whether because of substance abuse, child abuse or neglect, incarceration,
mental illness, or physical illness, biological parents of these children may not be
able to care for them. Their grandparents—most of whom subsist on meager in-
comes—are called on to provide for the basic food, shelter, and clothing needs for
millions of our nation’s children. Due to advanced age, poor health, poverty,
minimal education, and lack of transportation, these grandparents are typically
unable to provide the grandchildren in their care with much beyond their basic
needs. Thus, the children continue to be at risk because their grandparents often
have inadequate resources to raise them.

For the grandparents, the full-time care of their grandchildren is sometimes
a surprise and almost always a return to responsibilities that they had thought
were long past. Some grandparents are in their thirties or forties, but many are old
enough to collect Social Security, and they have their share of aches and pains, as
well as plans that usually did not include taking on child-rearing responsibilities
again. Anyone with children can tell you that child rearing is a challenge.
Grandparents have already met that challenge once with their own children, but
in this second time around they face some unique disadvantages. Most of them
are between ages 55 and 64, and many are over age 65. Although intergenerational
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Figure 13-9

What Is Most Satisfying about Being a Grandparent?

• Unconditional love without the burden of discipline

• Watching children grow and develop

• Seeing their faces light up when we come together

• Passing on family and religious values
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families cross all ethnic and socioeconomic lines, the growing numbers of grand-
parents raising grandchildren are far more likely to be persons of color and to live
in poverty than those who are not (National Center on Grandparents Raising
Grandchildren, 2005).

Understanding the Characteristics of a Strong Family

Strong families are not families without problems. Functional families are not,
simply, the flip side of dysfunctional families. All families face challenges, but
some families are better at dealing with them than others (Olson and DeFrain,
1994). The most extensive series of studies of family strengths and strong families
has been done by Stinnett and his colleagues (DeFrain and Stinnett, 1992; Stinnett
and DeFrain, 1985). In 20 years of study, the researchers have collected family
strengths data on more than 10,000 families in the United States and in more than
20 countries around the world. Perhaps the most important finding is that families
in various ethnic groups and cultures across the United States and around the
world seem to be much more alike than different. These researchers proposed that
six major qualities are common of strong families in the United States and other
countries. These qualities are commitment, appreciation and affection, positive
communication, time together, spiritual well-being, the ability to cope with stress
and crisis (Stinnett and DeFrain, 1985) (Fig. 13-10).

Dual-Earner Households

A change affecting most families is the reality of dual-earner couples.
Depending on the age of a child, the percentage of mothers who work outside the

home ranges from 59 percent to 73 percent (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2000). In 2000, both parents were em-
ployed in 64.2 percent of families with children under
age 18 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2001). When both
parents are employed, the common question is, “How
does this affect a child?” As with many questions,
studies do not necessarily agree. One showed that pa-
ternal employment was not consistently related to
child outcomes (Harvey, 1999). Another looked at just
maternal employment and noted a negative cognitive
effect on white, but not on African American or
non–Hispanic white, children (Han, Waldfogel, and
Brooks-Gunn, 2001). A major study (National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development, 2001)
showed mixed results (see Fig. 13-11, “Effects of Early
Childhood Care”).

One point is clear. Parents will continue to work
outside the home, and quality child care does make
a positive difference. A study followed children over
the first 7 years of their lives. Higher-quality child care
was related to better mother–child relationships; lower
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Figure 13-10 Families have
certainly changed!
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probability of insecure attachment; fewer reports of problem behaviors; and higher
cognitive performance, language ability, and level of school readiness in the children.
The opposite results were found when the care was of low quality. Family character-
istics and the quality of the parent’s relationship with the child were stronger predic-
tors of children’s development than the child care factors (Peth-Pierce, 1998).

Within the family, what will help is a fair division of household labor and
child care responsibilities. Of utmost importance is the parent’s use of time. A com-
parison between full-time mothers and ones who worked outside the home found
no support for the idea that young children fare best when they have a mother at
home full time. They concluded that full-time mothering is not critical to good
child outcomes. What did make a significant difference was the time parents spent
with the children (Bianchi and Robinson, 1997). Making the reality of dual-earner
families a positive experience is of paramount importance.

Gay and Lesbian Households

Another type of family, usually composed of two employed adults and in-
cluded in the broader family definition, is headed by a gay or lesbian couple. One
or both of the adults may have already been a parent or the couple may choose to
adopt or give birth. With the increase in cases of donor insemination comes an in-
crease in lesbian-headed families. In 2003, at least 250,000 U.S. children were being
raised in two-parent, same-sex homes (Barrett, 2004). 

What do we know about families of gays and lesbians? In the face of more
prejudice, discrimination, and oppression when compared with those headed by
heterosexuals, these families show positive adjustment in supportive environments
(Patterson, 2000). Except for social stigma, no other significant differences in self-
concept development, behavioral problems, intelligence, and psychiatric evalua-
tions have been found. Children raised in homosexual households almost always
develop a heterosexual orientation; typically, they do not have problems with gen-
der, emotional, and social development nor in relationships with others. Researchers
conclude that the children mature in a positive manner, and they do not consider
the sexual orientation of their parents as a meaningful predictor of successful child
development. Many children benefit from being taught increased empathy, toler-
ance, and respect for differences (Fitzgerald, 1999). A short story is told by two
women who each gave birth to one boy (Wingert and Kantrowitz, 2000):
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Figure 13-11

Effects of Early Childhood Care

• Of children who were in child care for more than 30 hours per week, 17 percent

were regarded as being aggressive toward other children compared with 6 percent

regarded as being aggressive when in child care for less than 10 hours per week.

• Children who spent more time in child care centers, as opposed to other types of

child care, were more likely to display better language skills and have better

short-term memory.
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One of our sons, Jacob, told a little girl at preschool that he had two moms. Later she
told one of the moms, “I have two granddads, so I guess that Jacob can have two
moms.”

In addition to unreasonable intolerance that can be directed against gays,
lesbians, and their children, another major challenge has to do with lack of legal
recognition and rights. Some progress has been made in terms of public accept-
ance. As compared with 1977 when 43 percent of respondents said that homosex-
ual relations should be legal, 54 percent in 2001 said the same (Newport, 2001).
Adoption by a same-sex partner is allowed in some states although only 39 per-
cent of the general public is in favor of adoption rights for gay partners (Wingert
and Kantrowitz, 2000). Perhaps, if those who are opposed come to understand
that, as in all families, it is the quality of the relationships, not the structure, that
makes a difference, the level of acceptance will rise (Fig. 13-12).

Adoptive Households

Compared to years ago when 80 percent of babies born out of wedlock in the
United States were given up for adoption, in 2003 the rate was only 2 to 3 percent.
Still there are at least 150,000 children adopted each year (Dunkin, 2000).
Although having to deal with unique issues, such as explaining the adoption and
the probable desire of a child to learn about biological parents, adoptive families
compare quite favorably with biological units (Borders, Black, and Pasley, 1998).
In one study, adoptive mothers reported spending more time with their children
and having higher family cohesion than did mothers from other family types
(Lansford et al., 2001).

Challenges include a societal assumption that biology equates to more love
than is possible in an adoptive situation, emotional uncertainties, and, in many
cases, an unknown genetic history. Yet, as Alison commented, “I have the best of
two worlds—adoptive parents with whom I share a deep love and biological par-
ents who made a very wise decision in my behalf.”

Divorced Households

Divorce, a challenge for individuals as, discussed in Chapter 12, can be a
process of family change if children are involved. A binuclear family is one in
which marital separation has occurred (Ahrons, 1994). One reason for this term
is to lessen the social stigma and deviant view. The phrase “child of a broken
home,” in contrast, is a negative label that conjures images of something that is
faulty, unworkable, and unable to be fixed. The term binuclear family also shows
that, even though a marriage ends, a family consisting of two biological parents
continues.

Divorce occurs regularly in the United States. Since 1960, the divorce rate
has more than doubled (Raymond, 2001). Obviously, millions of children are af-
fected. No matter how positive the end results may be, the divorce of their parents
is an extremely painful experience for children.

Perhaps no greater adjustment challenge exists than helping children cope
with their parents’ divorce. A positive beginning is to consider options to an
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adversarial legal battle, such as mediation or a collaborative divorce (Thayer and
Zimmerman, 2001), in order to focus on the children’s best interests.

Divorce is a different experience for children than it is for adults. They feel
rejected, angry, powerless, lonely, and guilty. They did not ask for divorce yet are
forced into being part of a battle between two people they love, according to the
authors of a recommended book, The Co-Parenting Survival Guide (Thayer and
Zimmerman, 2001).
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Figure 13-12

A Loving Family

The two parents took turns rocking 8-month-old Nicole, their precious daughter, dur-

ing our informal interview. It was obvious that Dee and Shelly, a same-sex couple,

share a stable, intimate love relationship and that their love for Nicole is uncondi-

tional and unlimited. “We have been together 6 years,” they said. “We talked about

having a child but wanted to wait until we were sure that our relationship was stable.

When a couple chooses artificial insemination, it is a conscious decision. Putting the

child first means that you will be sure of yourself and of the relationship.”

When asked how they decided who would give birth, Dee with her quick wit, an-

swered, “That was easy. I cannot handle pain!” Shelly added that age and family his-

tory were also important factors. Another decision had to do with the sperm donor.

They considered a male friend but decided there were too many possible complica-

tions and opted for an anonymous donor from a highly reputable sperm bank. Seven

attempts and thousands of dollars later, Shelly became pregnant.

In response to any negatives associated with the experience, they described a

nonsupportive doctor and the muted feelings of joy related to pregnancy. “We felt a

bit of shame at the first clinic. It was if we were doing something selfish so we went to

another doctor and found support and acceptance. As to the pregnancy itself, our

gay/lesbian friends did not relate to it, our families were still struggling to accept our

relationship; we just did not feel as much validation as most parents do.” An issue of

concern is lack of legal recognition of their family because the state in which they re-

side does not allow civil unions. “I have no legal rights as a parent,” Dee said, “and

this is scary.”

As for the positives, Shelly said, “There are so many.” They then mentioned the ul-

timate joy of having a child, an enrichment of their lives, an emotional bonding, and a

solidification of their relationship. “Our lives are child-centered right now, and we love

it,” they said.

Looking at Nicole who appeared so at peace in Dee’s arms, I asked, “And what about

her when she gets older?” Shelly said, “My worst nightmare is that she will be hurt by

people who do not accept her.” Dee quickly added, “Yet some of my best traits have

come from being hurt. We will raise her in love and nurture her self-esteem and hope

that these will shield her.” The three of them represent all the finest in strong, healthy

families. My wish, and I hope yours, is that Nicole will never experience hurt as a result

of having two loving parents who just happen to be the same sex.
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Loyalty conflicts, sometimes flipping from one parent to the other and back again,
are common for children of divorce. Children often conceptualize divorce as a fight
between two teams with the more powerful side winning the home turf, and will
root for different teams at different times. (Wallerstein and Blakeslee, 1989, p. 13)

Adolescents have a different experience than younger children; more chal-
lenges exist because of their multiple developmental changes. Negative effects
can be alleviated by a positive parent–adolescent relationship (Hines, 1997). Adult
children are frequently shocked and may react in extreme ways. “I could not be-
lieve it when my parents who have been together for 36 years said they were di-
vorcing. I wanted to blame one or the other and force them to stay together. I
finally realized that I was thinking only of myself and not about their well-being,”
confided Diane. Hopefully, reading this section will motivate all children of di-
vorce to make the effort to heal any old hurts.

How divorce affects children has been the source of numerous research stud-
ies (Fig. 13-13). More recent studies have focused on predivorce conditions as a
factor in the outcome. Prior to their parents’ divorce, male and female adolescents
had more academic, psychological, and behavioral problems than did their peers
whose parents stay married (Sun, 2001). Children’s long-term welfare was linked
to conditions both before and after their parents’ divorce (Furstenberg and
Kiernan, 2001). How divorce affects children is still unknown. An important con-
sideration is how an unhappy living situation impacts child development.

There is no evidence that children need two parents
in order to grow into healthy adults. But there is a
great deal of evidence that children raised in an envi-
ronment of tension, conflict, and abuse either reenact
these behaviors in adulthood or become withdrawn
and depressed and take on the role of the victim.
(Forward and Torres, 1986, p. 260)

Even if tension, conflict, and abuse do not exist,
an environment lacking an intimate love rela-
tionship between two parents isn’t an optimum
one for children. They learn about relationships
and marriages within a family, and those who
witness an emotionally dead marriage are not
gaining healthy messages about love.

The key to how well children do is in the
hands of the divorcing parents. A challenge for
all loving parents is to do everything possible to
ensure that children do not suffer any more
than necessary. Children are helped by realiz-
ing that self-esteem is not based on someone
else’s love for you; instead, it comes from
within. Watching parents cope positively with
divorce teaches valuable lessons.

Just as people are not trained to be mar-
ried, they have little or no education in divorce.
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Figure 13-13 Children feel a keen sense
of loss when their parents divorce.
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Society is making some efforts to correct this deficit by requiring postdivorce
counseling and offering classes and seminars for divorcing parents and their chil-
dren. Should divorcing parents be required to learn how to help their children
cope? Ideally, individuals would seek all available resources because a well-handled
divorce alleviates much of a child’s pain. Leftover hurt from divorce continues
largely because of parental attitudes and behaviors. Children whose parents are
committed to doing a better job with their divorce than they did with their mar-
riage are fortunate. Following are some important guidelines.

Leveling. Divorcing parents can make the crisis easier for their children by
talking with them about the divorce. The child’s age will influence the content of
the discussion. Preferably, both parents will participate. Children then feel that
both will continue to act as parents, and they are not as likely to take sides. At this
time, and on a regular basis thereafter, children need reassurance that parental
love continues and that the divorce, although painful to them, is the result of an
adult relationship that did not work. Make sure that the message is clear that the
children are not in any way at fault. The fulfillment of needs theory, discussed in
Chapter 12, can be used with children old enough to understand. The marriage
failed to meet individual needs, and neither parent is seen as the cause of the
divorce.

Expressing. Intense feelings surrounding divorce are best vented. No mat-
ter how much it hurts parents to experience a child’s pain and anger, such disclo-
sures are to be freely encouraged. Divorce leads to a feeling of loss, and grieving is
in order. Parents may feel a need to suppress their own emotions in front of a
child. Being out of control is not recommended; however, an honest “I am scared
sometimes, too” or “I hurt, too” can be beneficial.

Normalizing. It is best to keep life as normal as possible and avoid other
major changes. Both parents can help by keeping children involved in activities
and continuing to show an active interest. If a change is in order, you can make it
easier by informing the children about it and listening to their input. You may
need to be strong enough to hold fast against their objections.

Forming a positive parenting coalition. When divorcing partners do not
get along, fathers especially tend to distance themselves (Doherty, Kouneski, and
Erickson, 1998). Thus, being able to co-parent in a positive way greatly benefits a
child. Developing a “temporary alliance for the purpose of accomplishing a project”
is how Emily and John Visher (1988) described a parenting coalition. The Vishers,
authors, therapists, and stepfamily adults, founded Stepfamily Association of
America, an organization dedicated to educating and supporting stepfamilies. A
coalition involves both divorced parents cooperating and staying involved in rais-
ing the children; later, it can also include stepparents. Even though a coalition ap-
proach is challenging and often frustrating, loving parents who want to serve
their children best find that it is a wise investment of their time, energy, and effort.
In fact, it may be central to the welfare of a child.

Do you have to be a good friend with the other parent? The answer is no. An
ideal situation is to have a high friendship and low preoccupation with that person.
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If being friends isn’t possible, maintaining a cordial, businesslike relationship is
highly recommended. A connection with an “ex” will always be there because of a
common bond to a child; yet, creating emotional distance is healthy. Children are
the real winners when their parents get along. A basic step that divorced parents
can take is to agree on a general “want” for the children, such as “We want the
children to be spared as much pain as possible” or “We want to do what is best for
the children.” In developing a working relationship as co-parents, use the follow-
ing steps from the book Between Love and Hate: A Guide to Civilized Divorce (Gold,
1996).

1. Be businesslike and relate to each other as people do in the workplace. Focus
on solutions and use teamwork to reach objectives. Use businesslike commu-
nications throughout the process.

2. Separate how you feel about your ex-spouse from how you relate to the per-
son as a parent.

3. Focus on what the children need.

Other recommendations are to use open communication, describe desired behav-
ioral changes, and do not assume. One parent’s interpretation is no more correct
than is that of the other parent.

What not to do. Parents can help children by eliminating all too common
negative behaviors.

• Do not criticize the personhood of the other parent. Keep negative com-
ments to yourself. Children perceive themselves as half of each parent,
so berating your former spouse is hurtful and damaging to the child. “It
feels like an arrow going right through me,” said one child. If you are
critical, direct your comment to the behavior of the person, as recom-
mended for all criticism.

• Do not place a child in the middle of two warring camps. Children of di-
vorce often speak of feeling torn. Parents add to the burden by setting up
situations in which children are pulled in different directions: “Whom
would you rather live with?” “Do you want to spend the holidays here
or with your dad?” You may wish to offer a child alternatives, but be
aware that having to make such decisions is difficult.

• Do not pump a child for information: “Who is your mom dating?” “How
much money did your dad spend on you?” Putting a child on the spot is
cruel.

• Do not use a child as a messenger. Closely related to pumping for infor-
mation is to ask a youngster to relay a message: “Tell your dad that the
child support check is late.” “Ask your mom if she wants you to come
this summer.” The adults can communicate for themselves in an “adult”
manner. If this seems impossible, communicate through the mail or
through another person, not through the child.

• Do not add to a child’s already weakened emotional state. “I am so un-
happy. If only you lived with me, I would be much better” will only bur-
den a child more. Or, if a child is angry at the other parent, do not
increase the pain level. Instead, encourage the child to talk the problem
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over with the person. If the other parent hurts the child by not being in
contact or forgetting special days, listen to the pain and confine your
comments to “I do not understand why this happens. Someday he or she
is likely to regret not being a part of your life.” You may inwardly feel
justified by a child’s resentment; however, do not feed the unpleasant
emotional fire. Children do not benefit from feeling unloved and un-
wanted by either parent.

• Do not create more stress for the child. If finances are worrisome, for ex-
ample, find a friend in whom to confide. Not recommended is to use
child support and visitation as weapons in a struggle with the other par-
ent. Paying support on time is in the best interests of a child. The reality
is that only 48 percent of mothers receive the full amount that is due; the
rest receive some, and others get nothing (Doherty, Koueski, and
Erickson, 1998). Even though fathers typically pay support, noncustodial
mothers bear equal responsibility. Spending quality time in a safe envi-
ronment with a parent is in a child’s best interests; to deny this to get
back at the other person is childish and selfish. Both custodial and non-
custodial parents can deprive and damage children. Loving parents do
neither.

Parents who work together to set up custody arrangements and a reason-
able, flexible schedule of visits are helping a child. A key guideline is to do what
is in the best interests of the child. A father asked me once, “What do you think
of this idea? My wife and I have joint custody, and we are thinking of having our
3-year-old live with her for a year in Montana and then a year with me in
Nebraska and just keep trading off.” My negative reaction was honest. Designed
to make parents happy, it would likely make the child miserable.

Children typically appreciate being consulted about moving back and forth
between households. The best course of action is to provide them with a number
of choices that are acceptable to both parents and that do not indicate a preference
for one or the other. The child’s input should be neither judged nor criticized.
Because parental conflict and distress can impair a child’s adjustment, flexibility,
congeniality, and cooperation are key elements in doing the best you can.

Ideally, both parents will remain actively involved in a child’s life.
Consistency and dependability about spending quality time with a youngster are
essential to well-being. If one parent has custody and the child spends the most
time there, that person can keep the other parent informed about the child’s
school progress, activities, health, and so on. If parents have difficulty in this area,
a third party is the answer, and mediation is highly recommended.

Mediation is a form of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) that is offered
in many states to parents who are divorcing or involved in other child custody
issues as an alternative to the traditional investigative or litigation process.
Mediation is an informal process in which a neutral third party facilitates discus-
sion between parties to reach a voluntary, negotiated resolution. The decision to
mediate is completely voluntary in some states, although mandated by the courts
in others. A mediator does not resolve the issues or impose a decision on the
parties. Instead, the mediator helps the parties to agree on a mutually acceptable
resolution.
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Parties have an equal say in the process and decide settlement terms, not the
mediator. Benefits of mediation follow.

• Is confidential: All parties sign a confidentiality agreement.
• Avoids litigation: Lengthy litigation can be avoided. Mediation may as-

sist the parties in avoiding the uncertainty of judicial outcome.
• Fosters cooperation: Mediation fosters a problem-solving approach.

Parents are often more willing to follow parenting plans they have de-
veloped together.

• Improves communication: Mediation provides a neutral and confiden-
tial setting where both parties can openly discuss their views on the
underlying dispute. Enhanced communication can lead to mutually sat-
isfactory resolutions. A neutral third party assists the parties in reaching
a voluntary, mutually beneficial resolution. Mediation can resolve all is-
sues important to the parties, not just the underlying legal dispute.

There is a movement in family law whereby divorcing couples can sign
agreements with lawyers to not go to court. More specifically, the process is known
as Collaborative Family Law (CFL) and the agreement to not go to court is binding
on the lawyers, not the couple. If one or both clients are unsatisfied, either may still
march the dispute to court. They will, however, have to find new lawyers.

At heart, the CFL process seeks to develop consensus between the parties for
a mutually acceptable settlement. The settlement can include the division of as-
sets, spousal or child support, and/or the ongoing care of children (Direnfeld,
2006).

Single-Parent Households

Even though a family endures as long as its members are alive, its structure
may be changed by circumstances. Any serious examination of families today in-
cludes the alterations brought about by death of a parent, desertion of a parent, or
parental divorce. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 31 percent of U.S. house-
holds are single-parent households with children (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).
Even though a larger percentage of these families is headed by women (26%), the
number of single-father families is five times greater than it was in 1970 (Fields
and Casper, 2000).

An expectation is that more than half of the children born in the 1990s will
spend time in a single-parent home (Kantrowitz and Wingert, 2001). In fact,
about 35 percent of Hispanic, 66 percent of black, and 20 percent of white chil-
dren now live with one parent (Demo, 2000). The most common type of single-
parent family is one in which a divorced parent has the children in his or her
care. This type is also known as a binuclear family. Terms such as custodial and
noncustodial parents are used to identify physical and, typically, legal custody.
Joint custody is becoming more prevalent. In the United States, in at least 40
states shared custody is written into law (Gillenkirk, 2000). More fathers today
are seeking their full parental rights. Research finds few differences between chil-
dren living in either a single-mother or single-father family (Downey, Ainsworth-
Darnell, and Dufur, 1998).
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Individuals who do not live with their children are considered noncusto-
dial parents. A study indicates that both sexes appear to have difficulty staying
actively involved in their children’s lives (Stewart, 1999). Still uncommon is the
mother in a noncustodial role. Negative societal attitudes make the role difficult.
Karen led a workshop for mothers without custody. Her objective was to en-
courage people to accept and empathize with women in this difficult role. “I
have suffered because of others’ opinions of me,” she admits, “and I have some
regrets. I do know that my relationship with my sons is loving and close, and I
honestly do not think it could have worked out as well if all this had not hap-
pened the way it did.” The acceptance of mothers as loving noncustodial par-
ents will be a step forward. Perhaps a simple statement made by Irene will put
this in perspective: “I did not give up my child. She just lives with her father
more than with me.”

Regardless of whether the custodial parent is female or male, single parent-
ing is a challenge. “It is the hardest job in the world, no doubt about it” and “I feel
I have to be all things to all people” are typical thoughts. Deciding to be the custo-
dial parent requires objectivity and a great deal of thought. Too often, mothers as-
sume custody just because society expects them to do so. An individual is wise to
assess honestly what is in the best interests of the children. Of course, in cases of
desertion or death, a parent has no choice.

Difficulties include the inordinate stress of trying to assume multiple roles
and attempting to handle all the children’s pain; one’s own feelings of guilt, anger,
and depression; time management; and finances. For women the latter is usually
quite challenging.

A common concern of single parents has to do with the welfare of children
without a same-sex parent in the household. In a comprehensive evaluation of re-
search on this subject, no evidence was found for a benefit of living with a same-
sex parent (Powell and Downey, 1997). An interesting study of African American
children found that at lower socioeconomic levels, students in single-parent fami-
lies actually scored significantly higher on academic tests than did those from
dual-parent families (Battle, 1998). Having another caring adult to share the load
is helpful; however, democratic discipline and other positive parenting strategies
can be used effectively by one as well as by two parents. Support groups are major
sources of help. Classes and seminars can offer practical advice and encourage-
ment to parents floundering in their new (or old) role.

The benefits and rewards of single parenting can diminish the impact of the
problems. Most parents without partners proudly acknowledge:

• Heightened self-esteem and feelings of pride in all the accomplishments
of single parenting

• Close, meaningful relationships based on shared coping, emotional ex-
pression, and deep communication

• Self-respect and the pride of being self-sufficient
• Freedom to make solitary decisions on child raising

A study by Morrison (1995) showed many strengths of single parents, in-
cluding flexibility and adaptability to change, less adult conflict and tension; and
more warmth, cooperation, and cohesiveness.
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Contrary to what is implied by the stigma of single-parent families, children
can do extremely well. Ryan was described by a high school counselor as an out-
standing scholar, athlete, and all-around student—one of the best-liked kids in his
large California high school. He said, “I know of no other student, past or present,
whom I would most like to have as my own child than Ryan.” This remarkable
young man earned athletic and academic scholarships and graduated from
Stanford University. In a letter of recommendation, his college baseball coach wrote:

I have never had a student athlete that I have been more impressed with than Ryan
Turner. He has an enthusiasm for everything he does that is contagious. He proved to
be one of the most, if not the most, exceptional young men I have ever been associ-
ated with in my 21 years of collegiate coaching. Ryan is first class in every respect!

Ryan, now in his thirties, added to his laurels by being the first player signed by
the Colorado Rockies and then earned an M.B.A. from Harvard Business School.
This fine young man, who could be described as the “product of a broken home,”
was raised since age 5 by his single-parent mother Connie. Both son and mother
deserve a great deal of credit (Fig. 13-14).

Parents without custody play a significant role in a child’s life. As indicated
earlier, children want and profit from a positive relationship with both parents.
Successful noncustodial parents make parenting a high priority. Showing your
love and concern, while resisting a temptation to spoil a child, is highly recom-
mended. The ones who do an excellent job get to know their children even better
and often develop a closer relationship than they had before. They do not cause
problems for the other parent; instead, they are cooperative and flexible and at-
tempt to make the most of their special role.

Noncustodial parenting can be frustrating. “I want to be involved, but she
will not allow it,” said one father in reference to his former spouse. “I have no idea
what is going on with my two children except what they tell me every other
weekend. I cannot get information from their father or their school,” said a frus-
trated mother. The parent with custody can do a great deal to encourage positive
participation of a child’s other parent. Even without that positive involvement,
children can do quite well. “Every child needs to feel that at least one adult is

crazy about him or her” (Spezzano, 1992, p. 72).
The love of both biological parents is even better.
With all of its challenges and frustrations, single
parenting is special and rewarding. Growing
up in a binuclear family or with one surviving
parent has its difficulties, yet the benefits can
outweigh the costs. As with all of life’s chal-
lenges, individuals create their own realities.

Stepfamily Households

What is a stepfamily? Definitions vary
even among the families themselves. The broad-
est concept of a stepfamily is a couple with one
or both having at least one child from a previous

362 Chapter 13 Strengthening Family Relationships
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World Series game victory.

HANNMC13_0132288141  1:4:07  22:24pm  Page 362 nishant-13 NISHANT:Desktop Folder:untitled folder:



relationship. The child or children may or may not live in the household with the
couple. One or both of the partners may have been married before. About 75 percent
of those who divorce marry again (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Divorce is the typical
reason for the end of the former relationship, although stepfamilies also form after
the death of a parent. A stepfamily also forms when a previously unmarried person
with a child marries.

Stepfamilies come in many varieties, and the situation can be compli-
cated. Both adults may have custody of children; one parent can have custody
and the other can be a noncustodial parent; both can be noncustodial parents;
or a stepparent may not have any biological children. The couple may add their
own biological child to the existing family. As one who is familiar with the
configurations, explanations are still difficult! If you are not yet married, you
could join the increasing numbers of people who become stepparents in their
first marriages. “Instant parent” is what they are sometimes called. Glen, a for-
mer student, wrote me a note: “Would you believe that I’m marrying a woman
with two children? After hearing you talk about stepfamilies, now I am going
to be in one!”

Men and women form stepfamilies for the same reasons they marry. They
love each other, and they want to commit to a lasting relationship. For anyone
considering stepfamily living, what is important is to take the time to “stop, look,
listen, and learn.” Preparing for a first marriage is important, and if you are going
into a stepfamily, prepare, prepare, and prepare. Even though stepfamilies have
existed throughout history, the 1990s produced more research than in the previous
90 years (Coleman, Ganong, and Fine, 2000). The studies unveiled the challenges,
the strengths, and the ways to succeed.

For stepfamilies, a major challenge lies in overcoming society’s image that
spills over into how individuals perceive their family. What do you think when
you hear the word stepmother? Most think of Cinderella or the wicked step-
mother in the story of Sleeping Beauty. The image is powerful, and stepfamily
stereotypes form early. A 3-year-old who had an excellent relationship with her
soon-to-be stepmother asked on the day of the wedding, “As soon as you get to be
my stepmother, will you beat me?” People presume that the stepfather will be
cruel, the stepmother wicked, and the stepchildren poor maligned waifs. “To in-
teract in the middle of such a dark cloud is crippling to many stepfamilies”
(Visher and Visher, 1979, p. 6).

In one of the first studies of remarriage, attitudinal environment, or per-
ceived support from the general society as well as specific people, was identi-
fied as a contributing factor to the success or failure of stepfamilies (Bernard,
1956). A favorable environment was found to be significantly related to family
strength (Knaub, Hanna, and Stinnett, 1984). Greg pinpointed it well in a video
program: “If you feel accepted from the outside, it helps you to accept yourself
and the stepfamily from the inside.” Support and involvement are needed from
the extended family, including grandparents. “Grandparents are in an excellent
position to build bridges or to build walls between stepfamily members”
(Visher and Visher, 1982, p. 120). The educational system can play a major part
in imparting accurate information about families and in encouraging an accept-
ance of the merits of all types of families (Pasley and Ihinger-Tallman, 1997)
(Fig. 13-15).
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Attitudes today are more accepting, and many adults and children perceive
their stepfamilies as positive. Researchers are paying more attention to strengths.
In 1989, only 4 of more than 50 self-help books contained a mention of the poten-
tial strengths of stepfamilies and (Coleman and Ganong, 1989); most research em-
phasized only the problems (Ganong and Coleman, 1996). Knaub, Hanna, and
Stinnett (1984) were among the first to concentrate on the positives of remarriage
and stepfamilies. Stepfamilies are strengthened in the same ways as other families
are: communicating, showing appreciation, doing things together, handling con-
flict effectively, and perceived support (Knaub, Hanna, and Stinnett, 1984).

The stepfamily is a courageous and positive new family unit. It is not second-class.
We are a different kind of family and we face different kinds of problems than other
families. But we will survive and provide a second chance of happiness for millions
of adults and children. (Getzoff and McClenahan, 1984, p. 142)

Because of stepfamily uniqueness, special challenges are best handled before
they lead to insurmountable problems. Following are solid recommendations
from the Stepfamily Association of America (2004), an organization that has edu-
cated and supported stepfamilies for over 20 years. Elaborations of the recom-
mendations follow the list.

• Nurture and enrich the couple relationship.
• Have realistic expectations.
• Develop new roles.
• Express and understand emotions.
• Seek support and see the positive.

Expectations must be closely examined. People entering into stepfamilies
may have unrealistic ideas, representing opposite ends of a continuum. Some
adults believe that because they love each other, the stepfamily will automatically
succeed. “I love you, and you love me, and I know the children and we will love
each other, too.” Realistically, love, if it develops at all between stepparent and
stepchild, takes time and effort. Both may have to settle for a feeling of care and
concern.
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Images of Stepfamilies

• A stepfamily is somewhat like a Cecil B. DeMille production—a cast of thousands

(Westoff, 1977).

• The numbers of people involved and the subsequent myriad of relationships that

are created contribute to the complexity of a stepfamily (Knaub, Hanna, and

Stinnett, 1984).

• Being in a stepfamily ends one’s fear of living a dull life. Stepfamilies that are born

in pain can grow into joy (Adams, 1987).
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The belief that parents should love all their children equally and that children should
love both parents equally is not a reasonable expectation for stepfamilies. In fact,
such injunctions can produce guilt and may inhibit the development of a caring rela-
tionship. (Kelley, 1992, p. 585)

Stepparents are advised to stop worrying about whether or not they love
their stepchild and focus on establishing caring, openly communicative relation-
ships. In this environment, love can grow (Bloomfield, 1993).

The opposite expectation is a sour idea that stepfamily life will be the pits.
Some parents begin by thinking, “I just know it is going to be a terrible struggle,”
and it is not unusual for children to say, “I know I will hate my stepparent.”
Neither is realistic. Stepfamily success is clearly possible but not guaranteed. A
common mistake is expecting a stepfamily to be like a biological one. A stepfamily
is different, and “different” does not mean deficient. In a workshop the question
was asked, “How are stepfamilies different?” A loud male voice boomed,
“Blood!” He meant that the biological basis is missing for the stepparent and
stepchild. When this is acknowledged and not considered as negative, a positive
relationship can develop. Other expectations include what “should” happen. For
example, “Mike, you should love the kids; after all, they are mine,” or “Mary, you
should be like a real mother to my kids,” and “Son, you should respect Mike be-
cause he is my husband and your stepfather.” As with all forcing words, the reac-
tion is usually negative. Expressing a realistic expectation as a “want” is healthier.

It is realistic to realize that stepparenting is not like being a biological par-
ent; nor is it equivalent to adopting a child. The stepparent is likely to be re-
sented at first, be somewhat feared, and be compared, usually unfavorably, to
the biological parent. Stepchildren are apt to be jealous of a stepparent’s place of
affection in their parent’s life. A former spouse can magnify these feelings and
make the situation even more uncomfortable. A stepparent can expect to hear,
“You are not my parent, and I do not have to love you.” A suggested reply is, “I
know I am not your biological parent, and you do not have to love me. I am
your stepmom (or stepdad), and I would like to have a positive relationship
with you.” It is best to contain negative reactions and continue to let the child
know that you are concerned and that you care (Fig. 13-16).

Within a stepfamily, each person as-
sumes new roles, or behaviors within a sta-
tus. The status, or position, of stepparent is
considered to be an achieved one because it
is earned by individual effort. Lack of train-
ing for biological parents is the norm, and
only recently have the roles of stepfather,
stepmother, stepchild, and stepsibling been
examined. This lack of role definition is posi-
tive in a sense, because it allows the develop-
ment of a role that fits the particular situation.
If you are the stepparent of a 2-year-old
whose biological father is dead, you will
play a different part in the child’s life than
you would if you were the stepparent of a
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child whose biological parents are divorced. In the former case, your role will be
similar to that of the typical father. In the latter, your role would be as an additional
significant adult in the child’s life. Trying to replace the other biological parent is
not recommended. Children do better if they are encouraged to have a tie with a
biological parent that is different from their relationship with the stepparent.

The stepparent’s role will vary depending on the living arrangements.
Noncustodial stepparents can act more like just a friend, whereas a stepparent in
the home will assume a parental role. Roles also differ depending on the age of the
stepchild, his or her personality, and individual preferences. For example, a 
6-year-old who is somewhat insecure may want a strong parental figure, whereas
a strong-willed 16-year-old will prefer one who is flexible and friendly. A recom-
mendation is to move slowly into a certain role. Stepparents who “come on like
gangbusters” are usually resented. Shared or egalitarian marital roles work best.
Resentment is likely when individuals feel that inequities exist. Research indicates
that women in second relationships do a smaller proportion of housework than
others because the man contributes more in this area (Sullivan, 1997).

Emotions are generally more intense, and often confusing, in a stepfamily. A
full range of feelings is probable as people progress through stages of stepfamily
life. People in stepfamilies are likely to have their share of hurt, disappointment,
jealousy, fear, and anger. Freedom in expression and open communication are es-
pecially helpful. Empathy is sorely needed. Of utmost importance is for a steppar-
ent to demonstrate warm and nurturing behavior as much as possible.

For a biological parent outside the stepfamily, acceptance of a new signifi-
cant adult in your child’s life is difficult. “When I heard my sons talking about
their stepmother,” one divorced parent said, “I wanted to scream that she is not
any kind of mother to you. She is just the one who married your dad!”
Stepparents may have jealous or resentful feelings toward the children’s other
parent. Keeping in mind what is best for the children is critical. Additional love
and caring adults in their lives are bonuses. “No healthy stepcouple blocks a child
from loving a natural parent” (Adams, 1987, p. 46). Additionally, no healthy par-
ent blocks a child from loving a stepparent.

Jealousy and resentment related to a spouse’s former mate are common. “I
wish she would just go away,” one stepparent said of her husband’s ex-wife.
“She calls and monopolizes his time, and what is so maddening is that he allows
it!” Positive communication skills can enable partners to express these feelings
in noncombative ways. And learning effective, businesslike ways of parenting
with a former spouse, as discussed in a previous section, could alleviate these
problems.

In a number of stepfamilies, as noted before, it is one person’s first, not sec-
ond, marriage. In a workshop, a young woman raised her hand and said, “I
would like a different term instead of remarriage. This is my first marriage.”
Because of increased numbers of unmarried births, a high divorce rate, and mar-
riages occurring at later ages, she has a lot of company. More than ever, first mar-
riages today mean becoming an immediate parent. First-married partners in the
stepfamily face some different challenges from those that confront remarried per-
sons. Their emotional concerns may be acute as they deal with the role of steppar-
enting someone else’s children when they have never parented before. Education
and support are strongly advised.
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A number of potentially stressful issues confront stepfamilies. Discipline
and finances topped the list of identified problems for 80 stepfamilies (Knaub,
Hanna, and Stinnett, 1984). Strongly recommended is to begin a new family sys-
tem based on positive parenting principles and the style of democratic discipline
described earlier. The use of the authoritative style, which is quite similar to the
democratic style discussed earlier, is supported by research (Fine, Ganong, and
Coleman, 1997). The authoritarian style is not healthy in biological families, and in
stepfamilies it becomes a time bomb. Stepchildren do not usually accept a step-
parent as an enforcer of limits, at least not initially. Having the biological parent
take the lead at first is wise. Both adults working together and being supportive of
each other is highly desirable.

If children move back and forth between households, binuclear family is-
sues, identified in a previous section, need attention. A positive finding is that the
proportion of children who report good relationships with their noncustodial
fathers is higher in stepfamilies than in those where the mother does not have a
partner (White and Gilbreth, 2001). The extended family becomes even more
extended in that stepfamilies may have additional sets of grandparents and other
relatives involved. How and where a stepfamily will spend holidays is an issue.
Flexibility and compromise are necessary. In stepfamilies, people learn that holi-
days are not dates; instead, they are special times when family members can be
together, regardless of the date. Other issues include who pays for what and for
whom and in what ways are resources such as child support used; estate plan-
ning is of utmost importance. Developing a parenting coalition that includes
stepparents is a wise investment of time and energy. Advantages are having
more resources and people to deal with issues and events, less tension, more in-
formation about the children, less manipulation, and positive feelings for all con-
cerned (Bloomfield, 1993).

A major challenge for stepfamilies is the higher divorce rate of 60 percent
for remarriages (Marano, 2000). Various reasons have been suggested. “Dealing
with stepchildren and ex-spouses, complex finances, the demands of two careers,
and the need to meld two distinctive ways of doing things can create stresses that
challenge the best of relationships” (Stuart and Jacobson, 1985, p. 230). Because of
all the challenges, the interpersonal relations suggestions in this book are highly
recommended.

One reason for lack of success is at the heart of all the others. When people in
stepfamilies are neither educated nor prepared to meet the challenges, they find
themselves hopelessly frustrated. “Stepfamilies must be built with more than
good intentions, dreams, and hopes. Awareness, skills, and realistic expectations
can provide a stable structure that permits the stepfamily to achieve its potential”
(Einstein, 1982, p. 2).

In order to succeed, learning about this unique family type takes center
stage. First, because stepfamily adjustment and integration take time, patience is
encouraged. Books, workshops, classes, and programs about remarriage and step-
families are valuable educational resources. The Stepfamily Association of
America, mentioned earlier, has local chapters throughout the United States. A
step-by-step program manual for stepfamilies titled Stepfamilies Stepping Ahead
(Burt, 1989) is an invaluable help, as are numerous other books and tapes avail-
able through the organization (see Resources at the end of this chapter).
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Are the benefits worth the challenges? Thousands of stepfamily members
would say they are. The “pluses” can include the following:

• Additional caring relationships within the stepfamily and the extended
family

• Opportunities for learning and growing derived from other role models
and from challenging situations

• Diversity of people and interesting situations
• Emphasis on deep communication and problem solving
• Focus on give-and-take, compromise, and sharing
• Living within intimate love relationships and happy marriages
• Satisfaction from succeeding in spite of challenges
• Joy from being cared for (and maybe even loved) by people who are not

biologically related

Many stepfamilies do quite well. Family strength, marital satisfaction, and
positive perceptions of family adjustment were found in an early study of 80 step-
families (Knaub, Hanna, and Stinnett, 1984). Within two or three years after step-
family formation, most children adapt quite well (Demo, 2000). With no biological
buffer of love, individuals can learn to care. Susie, a student, wrote that she had a
stepfather and then added, “He’s several steps above what I had.” She described
their relationship as very loving.

The absolute joy of being affirmed and loved by children who were not born
to you is worth all the stressors along the way. Successful stepfamilies prove that
human beings are capable of reaching out and developing long-term nurturing
and loving family relationships that are not based on biology.

In tracing family diversity, a painful loss and ending can herald the begin-
ning of a new and diverse type of family. The first is usually a single-parent or bin-
uclear family. Life can be stressful and challenging, yet full of potential rewards. A
stepfamily is possibly the next family type. Complexities and challenges are hall-
marks of stepfamily life. Education and support can be of great help. Or a family
can be diverse from its inception such as an adoptive family or one headed by
same-sex parents. Asking the question of whether family structure matters, re-
searchers found that processes—the relationships and what actually happens
within families—are much more important than the type of family (Lansford et
al., 2001). Perhaps, an author in a celebration of family diversity expressed it best:

More important for children’s development are close, involved relationships with a
rich variety of family members and kin-support networks. Children are not disad-
vantaged by living in nontraditional family structures; rather, they are victimized by
cultural intolerance and a reluctance to accept, embrace, and celebrate family diver-
sity. (Demo, 2000, pp. 16–20)

If you know and value yourself, you are well equipped to meet the multiple
challenges involved in parenting and developing strong families. The rewards are
bountiful. Unique types of families that succeed illustrate excellent interpersonal
relations. Such nourishing relationships are among the finest expressions of love
(Reflect and Apply).
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LOOKING BACK

• A family is a primary social group and has tremendous influence on
the lives of its members.

• A family can be defined as a relatively small domestic group (related
by biology, marriage, or adoption) that functions as a cooperative unit.

• Today’s society includes several types of families. Identified high-
quality family characteristics describe loving, successful relationships.

• Parenting is a major responsibility for which no formal training is
mandated. Even though educational resources are available, adults do
not typically take advantage of them. Ideally, adults will become edu-
cated and make thoughtful decisions about becoming parents.

• Parental responsibilities are numerous. Love and trust are basic to a
child’s healthy development.

• Fathers are becoming more involved in caregiving; their role is consid-
ered as significant as the mother’s role.

• Discipline, defined broadly as the entire process of guiding and teach-
ing a child from infancy to adulthood, has many dimensions. Two
styles, authoritarian and permissive, are not recommended. Families
can benefit by using democratic discipline.

• Positive parenting behaviors include admitting mistakes, spending
quality time with children, demonstrating warmth and affection,
showing appreciation, emphasizing uniqueness and freeing children
from the restrictions of stereotypes, allowing choices, and managing
conflict successfully.

• The role of a grandparent is usually extremely enjoyable and satisfy-
ing, and relationships between grandchildren and grandparents are
typically loving.

• Today’s typical family is no longer the “Father Knows Best” variety.
Dual careers characterize the majority of families. Diversity in families
is represented by gay and lesbian households, adoptive households,
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Reflect 

♦ Of the positive parenting behaviors, which did your parents use? If you are a

parent, which are you using?

♦ What do you think or know would be painful for a child when parents divorce?

♦ Think of both the possible challenges and benefits of being in a stepfamily.

Apply

♦ Watch a current television program or a movie with special attention to how fami-

lies are portrayed.

♦ Write three tips for divorcing parents in regard to their children.

♦ Ask someone who has had stepfamily experience about both the positives and

the negatives.

REFLECT AND APPLY
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divorced households, single-parent households, and stepfamily house-
holds. Research has demonstrated that the quality of family relation-
ships rather than the type is critical in the positive adjustment of its
members. Children can flourish in any type of loving environment.

• A major challenge faced by many parents is helping their children
cope with divorce. Recommendations, if followed, can make divorce
easier on children. If two biological parents are alive, children are best
served by positive experiences with both. Developing a positive par-
enting coalition with a former spouse is often difficult yet definitely in
the children’s best interests.

• A binuclear family is one in which children have biological parents in
different households. Regardless of custody arrangement, both par-
ents have responsibilities. Children who are single-parented can ad-
just positively, and adults can enjoy many rewards.

• A stepfamily consists of a couple and at least one child from a prior rela-
tionship. Stepfamilies are rapidly increasing in numbers. Usually formed
as a result of death or divorce, they can be complex and challenging.

• Education and support provide invaluable help for stepfamilies.
Overcoming a negative societal image, having realistic expectations, de-
veloping new roles and relationships, handling all kinds of emotions,
and dealing with unique issues are major tasks of stepfamily members.
The high divorce rate for stepfamily couples would likely be lower if ed-
ucation about and preparation for stepfamily life were the norm.

• Successful stepfamily relationships develop through application of
personal and interactive skills and exemplify what this book empha-
sizes: positive interpersonal relations.

The family has a special place in thinking about close relationships. Family rela-

tionships are central to human existence, health, and happiness.

—Elaine Berscheid and Letitia Anne Peplau
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RESOURCES

Family Service America (local
agencies in most communities).
(800) 221–2681.
http://www.fsanet.org.

Parenting classes and help
available through:
American Red Cross
Community colleges/university
continuing education programs
Cooperative Extension

Parent Effectiveness Training
(PET)
Systematic Training for Effective
Parenting (STEP)
YWCA

Divorce help for children and
teens:
http://www.childrenanddivorce.
com
http://www.teencentral.net
http://www.kidspeace.org

Parents Without Partners 
(local chapters in many 
communities). http://www. 
parentswithoutpartners.org

Stepfamily Association of America,
Inc. (provides education and sup-
port with local chapters in many
communities and has books and
resources for sale). (800) 735–0329
or (402) 477–7837.
http://www.stepfam.org
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