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M
any families need therapeutic interventions on
occasion. For any number of reasons, people
find themselves seeking out therapy. As family
therapy evolves into a more recognized and re-

spected therapeutic modality, the choice to pursue
therapy with one’s family is more common. People rec-
ognize that going to a therapist by oneself, when the prob-
lems involve everyone in the family is not helpful. This
is not an indictment of individual therapy, which serves
a great purpose, but rather, recognition that for some
people the method to resolve relational issues demands
the presence of all parties.

A common error is the assumption that a family thera-
pist can work with any family. This is not only a
misperception generated by families, but by therapists
as well.  In many situations psychotherapy is a field where
therapists expand their practice by taking on clients that
stretch their knowledge base. In those instances, most
responsible therapists seek out supervision or useful read-
ing material to be more familiar with the presenting situ-
ation. For example, if a therapist is going to see a client
who has an eating disorder, a he will read the literature
of that field, seek out supervision, or go to a workshop.

In my experience, family therapists may be reluctant
to identify their lack of knowledge on some structural
family dynamics, such as adoption, stepfamilies or single
parenting. Frequently, family therapists have held the
belief that if they are familiar with “systems thinking,”
they are, therefore, by definition, prepared to treat all
systems or families. The mistake in such thinking is rarely
malicious, rather, it is a result of the conviction of the
therapist believing that once a therapist understands how
people interact in families, all families can be treated us-
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ing this identical base of knowledge.
As more and more stepfamilies seek treatment thera-

pists will need to be prepared to answer questions posed
by the family that are clearly intended to judge the
therapist’s familiarity and comfort with stepfamilies. It
is critical to remember here that being a member of a
stepfamily oneself is not sufficiently helpful in under-
standing the range of stepfamily issues. Certainly many
would not divulge personal information to the client, and
some might only mention it well into treatment, how-
ever, it is the perception of the therapist that is most im-
portant. If the therapist evaluates his or her knowledge
too broadly, the stepfamily in treatment may suffer. Al-
though we recognize certain common traits among many
stepfamilies, a comprehensive understanding based on
case studies and research is necessary in helping the thera-
pist avoid being co-opted by one or another subsystem.

The purpose of this article is to inform therapists of
how I respond when a stepfamily member e-mails or calls
me requesting advice on how to interview a stepfamily
therapist. Most often the sequence is that a stepfamily
member makes an appointment with a family therapist,
gets everyone together for a initial session, and the chem-
istry between the therapist and the family is not a posi-
tive one. On most occasions, the stepfamily member in-
forms me that the therapist was nice enough, but was
truly unaware of stepfamily issues. They might talk about
the parent and stepparent having equal say in discipline
from the first day of the remarriage. They might
downplay some of the feelings of being stuck between a
child and a spouse. For one reason or another the
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ecause 334 female members of SAA responded
to Dr. Orchard’s mail survey, I thought a sum-
mary of the findings from her study would be
of particular interest to the readers of SAA

Families.
This study examined how stepmothers perceived their

role and the expectations they had for themselves as step-
mothers. Because the literature on stepmothers suggests
that stepmothers experience specific issues (e.g., wicked
stepmother stereotype, issues of exclusion, primary re-
sponsibility for the household and the stepchildren), step-

mothers were asked about their expectations, how these
expectations had changed over time and whether their
husbands had similar expectations. Further, because evi-
dence suggests that certain situational factors might in-
fluence their role perceptions and expectations, the in-
fluence of such factors (e.g., prior marital experience,
presence of children from her prior marriage, amount of
time spent with the stepchildren, her employment sta-
tus) also was examined.

Of the 520 women who were mailed a survey, 334 re-
plied, and 265 stepmothers met the criteria for inclusion

in the study. These criteria were (a) currently married and
(b) stepmother to at least one stepchild under age 20. They
responded to 29 statements about the stepmother role and
a series of open-ended questions about changes in role/
expectations over the duration of the marriage, etc.

The 265 stepmothers are best described as middle age
(average age was 40) and had been married on average
almost 5 years. About 66% had been married before, and
44% had children from their prior marriage. They re-
ported being a stepmother to 2 stepchildren on average
whose average age was 14.8 years. They also were moth-
ers to about 2 children who were slightly older (I 5.5 years)
than their stepchildren on average. 26% of these step-
mothers had a child with their current husband. There
was variation in the living arrangements of the stepchil-
dren: 39% had at least one stepchild in the home most of
the time, another 12.5% spent about half the time in the
home, and 44% spent the majority of time in the mother’s
home. Most stepmothers (86%) were employed outside
the home, and 65% worked full-time.

FOUR THEMES emerged from the analysis of the 29
statements regarding expectations for the role, and re-
sponses of the stepmothers indicated variation in opin-
ion. Functional inclusion referred to shared responsibil-
ity and inclusion in parenting activities and decisions.
These stepmothers clearly expected to be included in this
way.

Parental love was identified as another theme, and this
represented expectations of love toward and from step-
children as well as beliefs about love, having a close-knit
family, and making up for the hurt children had experi-
enced. However, there was greater variation in the ex-
pectations of these stepmothers for developing a parent-
like relationship with their stepchildren, with more dis-
agreeing with such expectations.

The third theme reflected household responsibilities
such as organizing, preparing meals, enforcing rules, and
sharing chores with one’s husband. The responses of these
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stepmothers suggest that they disagreed or only some-
what agreed with the expectation of primary household
responsibility being part of their role.

The final theme of “mother replacement” showed the
least variation in response, indicating the these stepmoth-
ers did not endorse the expectation of being a replace-
ment mother nor did they expect to compete with her for
the child’s affection. These items reflected expectations
that the stepmother was not a mother replacement and
that the stepfamily was not a replacement for the origi-
nal family. Also, this theme suggested that stepmothers
should not compete for affection, should have time alone
with their husband, and should not be considered
“wicked.”

Other findings provide additional insight into the ex-
pectations stepmothers have of themselves. For example,
about 33% described the role they played in their
stepfamily as parent/mother-like, and another 32% in-
dicated their role was that of friend/supportive adult.
Fewer said their role as that of dad’s wife/support to dad
(I5%), outsider (I3%) or household organizer (10%). How-
ever, many stepmothers indicated that they played sev-
eral of these roles, rather than just one.

Other findings examined the influence of certain situ-
ational factors on their endorsement of these expectations.
A consistent finding was that the living arrangement of
the stepchild influenced the role expectations. The more
time the stepchild spent in the household, the higher the
stepmother’s expectations were for functional inclusion,
parental love, and mother replacement behaviors. In ad-
dition, almost 88% of the stepmothers indicated that their
expectations had changed; of those most (83%) had low-
ered rather than increased their expectations. When asked
whether their husbands had similar expectations, 55%
said “yes;” of those whose husbands did not hold the
same expectations, the most common response was the
their husbands expected them to be more like a mother
to his children and more involved with them.

What is clear from this study is that most stepmoth-
ers have realistic expectations rather than romantic ide-
als about themselves in this complicated role. And they
are adamant about not expecting or wanting to replace
or compete with the stepchildren’s mother. However,
many husbands did expect such replacement and high
involvement in parenting. It may well be that such dis-
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stepfamily begins to perceive that the therapist not only
is naive about stepfamilies, but also is placing certain first-
marriage family standards on the stepfamily.

Therefore, a family therapist should be able to respond
to the following questions with grace and limited prepa-
ration:
1. How do you see stepfamilies as unique from first-mar-

riage families?
2. How do you work differently with stepfamilies than

you do when seeing a first-marriage family?
3. Are you certified, or an affiliate of a stepfamily orga-

nization?
4. What books do you recommend that I read?
5. Do you know of any stepfamily groups around for us

to do in addition to therapy?

If the answers to these questions are clear to you, you
will be able to assure a stepfamily that you recognize the
dynamics that make stepfamily living a challenge for
many. Such knowledge will assist you in conducting
therapy with this important and large population.  If you
are unsure as to how you would go about answering these
questions, the following suggestions might be worth con-
sidering. The SAA central office is aware of the most rec-
ommended books both for the lay and professional popu-
lations. Feel free to call and build up your library. Sec-
ondly, supervision and workshops not only improve your
therapy with stepfamilies, but also will likely expand the
number of referrals you receive as someone skilled in
working with stepfamilies.

Expectations of Stepmothers
Continued from page P2

parate expectations between husbands and wives/step-
mothers may be a primary source of disagreement in a
new marriage. When couples are unable to accept differ-
ences or work toward consensus about expectations, the
positive nature of marital relationships can be under-
mined over time.

NOTE: This study was published in 1999 in the  Journal of
Divorce and Remarriage, 31, 10 7-124.

P3SAA FAMILIES  WINTER  2000



The First
National Conference on Stepfamilies

Sponsored by SAA Families of the 21st Century
New Orleans Marriott Hotel

New Orleans, Louisiana
February 22-24, 2001 – Mardi Gras Week

THIS UNIQUE SYMPOSIUM offers a comprehensive pro-
gram that will educate and enlighten stepfamily mem-
bers and professionals about strengthening stepfamilies.
Speakers represent the foremost authorities on Stepfamily
research and practice.
Presentations in four theme areas will offer penetrating
insights to stepfamily members and professionals in Edu-
cation, Finance, Law, Religion, Social Work, Psychology
and Psychotherapy, and Public Policy that will enhance
your practices and improve your personal and profes-
sional interactions.  Earn up to 17 hours of professional
development credits.

• CHILDREN AT THE CROSSROADS – presents the
latest research and practice on children in transition,
courts and custody issues, child abuse, the role of
schools, law, therapy, and money.

• COUPLES IN STEP DAY TO DAY – explores the ev-
eryday communication issues around money,
parenting, and negotiating that affect couples in
stepfamilies.

• FAMILY ROLES & SUPPORTS – provides comprehen-
sive information on issues relative to multiple family
roles as well as the diversity of supports available to
parents, stepparents, and the extended family.

• STEPFAMILIES AND SOCIETY – examines the influ-
ences of public perception in education, employment,
laws and public policy, and religious communities on
stepfamily development.

Leading keynote speakers and more than thirty confer-
ence sessions will provide dynamic strategies and rel-
evant resources that participants can implement imme-
diately in their daily practices. Today when nearly 50%
of all marriages are remarriages, stepfamily issues affect
everyone.
Make your conference and travel arrangements immedi-
ately for best rates!
Call 617-469-6789 x22 for information and to receive a
brochure or email: piridc@netscape.net. Register online
at www.edupr.com.

 For the first time the foremost authorities

on stepfamily research and practice

will be together to share their insights

and help professionals

gain a better understanding of

stepfamily dynamics.

• EDUCATORS: learn how stepfamily issues affect
learning, support children in difficult transitions, com-
municate with stepparents, deal with dual household
living situations.

• THERAPISTS AND SOCIAL WORKERS: learn new
interventions that work specifically with stepfamilies’
unique problems, help children cope with a complex-
ity of stresses, gain insight into other disciplines to
assist your clients.

• CLERGY: minister to children and couples in crisis,
learn how to help remarried couples stay together, cel-
ebrate the commitment to love and honor a new fam-
ily.

• LAWYERS AND FINANCIAL PROFESSIONALS:
gain respect, loyalty and referrals from clients who
know you understand their special circumstances.

• STEPFAMILIES: explore ways to become more knowl-
edgeable, communicate with professionals, navigate
resources, and make your family life happier and
healthier

Stepfamilies are looking for knowledgeable profession-
als. Experience this unique cross-disciplinary event and
become a sought-after resource for stepfamilies. Earn up
to 17 professional development credits.
Plan a fun-filled vacation during Mardi Gras Week and
learn about the latest developments in stepfamily prac-
tice at the same time!
For more information contact Debbie Conover by email
piridc@mail.com or call 617-469-6789 x22.
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FINAL REFLECTIONS:
Thoughts About Stepfamily Work in Private Practice

A

Continued on page P6

s I sit to write my fourth and final installment
in this series, I find myself thinking how un-
likely it is that I would ever have taken such a
methodical look at my work had I not agreed

to write these articles. After all, I’ve had a general pri-
vate practice for many years and while there have been
the expected ups, downs and changes, it’s always seemed
to have a life of its own. One which, I admit, I have been
happy to blindly follow! To set out with a clear direction
in mind and then to evaluate my progress (while it
smacked of what I learned in graduate school was what
one should do) was not the reality of what I had ever
done. Now that I’ve taken the opportunity to do just that,
this seems like the obvious time to ask some questions:
Where am I now? What have I learned? How will I use
this information? What’s next?

Do I know anything more about stepfamilies than I
did at the outset?

You bet!  First and foremost, I’ve discovered how many
stepfamilies want and need help. It has been truly aston-
ishing to encounter so many people, often in very tough
situations, living with great pain yet who are totally com-
mitted to their new families and to working these prob-
lems through. This is highly motivated group of clients!
I’ve learned a bit about how to reach out in ways that
make services approachable to a broad spectrum of
people with differing needs and comfort levels relative
to seeking support. I try to offer a variety of “forums” —
therapy or counseling, education, consultation, classes,
seminars, workshops and groups. Overwhelmingly,
people in stepfamilies want to meet other people in
stepfamilies and be reassured that their experiences are
“normal”.  In addition, these clients are usually eager for
information and resources: statistics, books, articles,
chatrooms... whatever can increase understanding and
decrease fear and hopelessness. As a social worker by
profession and by nature, it is satisfying to be able to pro-
vide something useful to those in need. I also find the
variety of structure and of approach stimulating. And of
course, there is never a shortage of juicy, in-depth cases
to sink my teeth into!

By BARBARA PERLMUTTER, MSW

What have I ac-
tually learned about
the clients I serve?

I’d been in-
volved in stepfam-
ily work for a
couple of years be-
fore it occurred to
me that collecting
information about
the stepfamilies I
was seeing might
come in handy, not
only for evaluating
and planning, but
also if I ever choose
to write about step-
family issues. In ad-
dition, there was
the background question “Am I obligated (to the field, to
stepfamilies, to the integrity of my practice) to quantify
my work in some way?” So, with my solitary research
class long buried in my past (but with good intentions
for learning more about data gathering in my future) I
managed to come up with a couple of crudely fashioned
questionnaires.

The first was given to 15 stepmothers attending sup-
port groups. When asked why they initially came to
group, 80% said they wanted support, and 53% said they
were seeking education. The average time spent looking
for this resource was an astounding 1.6 years!  The aver-
age time between starting a steprelationship to recogniz-
ing the need for help was almost 3 years, longer than I
would have expected. When asked to rank the most im-
portant things the group provided, every participant
ranked validation and normalization first; next came sup-
port and information, then practical suggestions, encour-
agement and lastly, friendship. Most added that these
were very difficult to rank-order as all were so impor-
tant. Several stepmothers added handwritten responses,
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Stepfamily Work in Private Practice
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which included: “knowing I’m not alone”, “knowing I’m
not crazy” and “knowing I’m not a horrible person”.
How did these women find their way to me? I discov-
ered that a third had seen flyers advertising the group,
another third were referred by therapists and the rest
came from a combination of sources including current
group members, the internet, a local NPR broadcast in
which I had participated, a rabbi and newspaper ads.

My second information-gathering attempt was a ques-
tionnaire that I gave to 33 individuals and couples com-
ing in for stepfamily issues.  From these data I learned
that 73% of these individuals were married and for 42%
of them it was their first marriage. Twenty-seven percent
were still contemplating marriage. The average age of the
women was 36.5 and the men 41 years. The average time
the couples had been together was 3.6 years. For the
women, 79% were stepmothers, 36% were biological
mothers and 15% were both step- and biological moth-
ers. Three percent of the men were both step- and bio-
logical parents. I found it interesting that 18% had been
in stepfamilies growing up, and of those, 50% were com-
ing in for help before actually getting married. Of those
not in stepfamilies growing up, only 25% were coming
in for help before getting married.

As with my stepmothers surveyed, I found that most
were referred by therapists (36%) or other clients (36%),
and flyers (12%). What type of services were people seek-
ing? Fifty eight percent wanted couples therapy, 33% in-
dividual therapy, 36% group, 30% were looking for a
workshop, 24% were interested in consultation and 21%
desired education. Most were interested in an introduc-
tory meeting with me to jointly assess their needs.

One surprise was the number of people coming in
prior to marriage. Another surprise was the length of time
people waited before seeking help. It was much longer
than I would have predicted. One third of those respond-
ing had previously sought help for stepfamily issues, with
almost three-quarters of those people reporting that they
had benefited from that help. That was much higher than
I would have suspected. And as with the stepmother
groups, I discovered referral sources to be similar: flyers
and therapists. I was glad to learn that those tedious
rounds of posting announcements actually pay off!

While compiling this data more questions of interest
surfaced: How long do stepmothers stay in the support

groups? What are the main concerns of the stepfathers I
see?  What arises for stepmothers having their first child?
What advice/help do stepparents wish they would  have
had before starting out?  The possibilities for inquiry seem
endless, though admittedly daunting for a clinician like
myself, without a research orientation.

So, where am I now?
My website is finally up and running (visit me at

www.stepfamilyseattle.com), a long-hoped for step-
father’s group has filled, and I’ve had a piece on pets in
stepfamilies accepted for publication in the Spring, 2001
issue of “Bride Again” magazine.  In October I traveled
to Alaska to give two workshops – one for professionals,
and one that my husband, Steve, and I offered for
stepfamily couples.

Some short-term goals include reworking my ques-
tionnaires and thinking about what to do with the infor-
mation, as well as collaborating with a stepmother/psy-
chologist colleague on some stepfamily writing. An ex-
citing prospect on the horizon is the start of a cross-coun-
try, “electronic” stepfamily consult group. As far as
longer-term goals, helping to raise my three teenage step-
children (hopefully to eventual emancipation!) looms
largest, and currently demands the greatest amount of
my energy. In reality, negotiating curfews and living ar-
rangements, providing transportation and dealing with
the unexpected often preempts plans I make for accom-
plishing much professional work outside of seeing cli-
ents. As it may be for many of you, these personal con-
cerns are really at the heart of this experience for me.

I’ve appreciated the opportunity to share my experi-
ences through these articles. It has been helpful for me to
reflect in this way and I hope it’s been useful for those of
you reading them. Thanks to all who have responded.
I’ve found that my stepfamily work has underscored the
importance of building a community of colleagues.  Over
the past few years, to a significant extent as a result of
my affiliations with SAA, this has begun to happen for
me.  I look forward to your comments and responses.

Please e-mail me at: barbperl@juno.com, write to me at
613 19th Ave. E. #205, Seattle, WA 98112 or telephone me at
206-329-1711.
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