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 RESIDENT AND NON-RESIDENT FAMILY DYNAMICS AND THE ACADEMIC 

OUTCOMES OF ADOLESCENT STEPCHILDREN 

  

Introduction 

The number of American children and adolescents being raised in non-intact families has 

skyrocketed over the last several decades (Booth & Dunn 1994; Cherlin & Furstenberg 1994; 

Teachman et al. 2000). As a result, a great deal of research has been devoted to studying the 

effects of “non-traditional” family structures on child and adolescent wellbeing. Because 

academic outcomes are so crucial to an individual’s future social and economic prospects, many 

researchers have chosen these outcomes as the focus of their work (Bianchi 1984; Haveman & 

Wolfe 1994; Shepard & Smith 1989). A growing body of research in this area indicates that 

children living with two biological parents tend to fare more positively than those living in non-

intact families. Furthermore, despite having two resident parent-figures, the academic outcomes 

of children living in stepfamilies tend to be similar to, and sometimes even worse than, those of 

children in single-mother homes (Cherlin 1992; Cherlin & Furstenberg 1994; McLanahan & 

Sandefur 1994; Zill 1996). 

However, previous research has indicated that not all stepfamily experiences are the same 

(Tillman 2003). While adolescents living in married stepfather families tend to experience better 

academic outcomes than those in single mother families, adolescents living in non-traditional 

stepfamilies tend to fare more poorly. Experiencing some of the highest levels of academic 

disadvantage are youth who live with their mother and a cohabiting stepfather. This variation in 

outcomes is, in part, due to differences in the kinds of family structure histories that youth in the 

various stepfamily forms tend to experience and the types of siblings with whom they tend to 

live (Tillman 2003). These structural explanations, however, do not fully explain why children in 
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some types of stepfamilies experience a greater level of academic disadvantage than do others. 

This paper examines the potential mediating role of family relationships and family 

processes in the association between stepfamily form and academic outcomes. Research has 

shown that positive family relationships and processes are beneficial for child outcomes 

(Dornbusch 1989; Field et al. 1995; Greenberg et al. 1983; Shek 1997; Steinberg 1991). While 

studies suggest that the majority of adolescents feel close to and get along well with their parents 

(Field et al. 1995; Steinberg 1991), troubled or distant family relationships appear to be more 

common among non-intact families (Montemayor 1986). Stepfamily formation, in particular, 

may lead to very stressful and unstable family dynamics (Amato et al. 1995; Cherlin 1992; 

Menaghan et al. 1997; Montemayor 1986; Pong 1997).  

Most stepfamily research does not adequately account for the structural complexity and 

diversity of stepfamily living arrangements in America (Booth & Dunn 1994: Coleman et al. 

2000; Stewart 2001). Although the majority of stepchildren live with a biological mother who is 

married to a stepfather, a sizeable number of young people live with a stepmother (Glick 1989; 

Hetherington & Jodl 1994) and a rising number live in stepfamilies that are based on 

cohabitation rather than marriage (Stewart 2001). Yet, far less research has focused on these 

children and their families. As a result, we know very little about the family dynamics of 

stepchildren in the less traditional stepfamily forms. If children in non-traditional stepfamilies 

tend to experience more negative family relationships and processes, these factors may help to 

explain why they also tend to experience poorer academic outcomes than children in either 

marred stepfather families or single-mother families.  

Current research on the family dynamics of stepchildren also rarely considers the joint 

effect of children’s resident family relationships and the amount of contact and quality of 

relationship that they have with non-resident parents. Limited research has indicated that the 
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active involvement of a non-resident parent may make the formation of close, parent-like 

relationships with stepparents more difficult (Clingempeel & Segal 1986; Ganong & Coleman 

1994; Kurdek & Fine 1993; Zill 1988). However, I know of no nationally representative research 

that has examined whether the protective potential of a positive stepparent-stepchild relationship 

depends upon the child’s relationship with his or her non-resident parent. Perhaps stepparent-

stepchild relationships become a more important factor in determining child outcomes when 

children are not receiving adequate levels of involvement and support from their non-resident 

biological parent. Inattention to the interaction between relationships with resident and non-

resident parents leaves a major gap in our understanding of stepfamilies. 

 Further investigation is needed to understand the complex ways in which family 

relationships affect the academic outcomes of children in stepfamilies. Using data from the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), this paper explores the roles of 

both resident family relationships and non-resident parent-child relationships in determining the 

academic outcomes of children in non-intact (single parent and stepparent) families. First, I 

establish the academic differentials across the various single parent and stepparent family types. I 

then explore the ways in which resident family relationships vary between non-intact family 

types, and whether these factors explain any of the family structure effects. Next, I determine 

whether a child’s relationship with his or her non-resident parent moderates the association 

between resident family relationships and academic outcomes. Finally, I examine whether family 

structure effects vary according to gender.  

 

Theoretical Background 

Despite having an additional parent-figure who can, at least theoretically, provide a 

family with more social and financial resources, adolescent stepchildren tend to experience 
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academic outcomes similar to those of adolescents living in single mother families (Zill 1996). 

Stress mechanisms associated with the structural characteristics of stepfamilies (family structure 

histories, household/family composition, etc.) explain some of the academic disadvantage 

associated with stepfamily living, especially for youth living in traditional stepfamilies based 

upon marriage (Tillman 2003). Even after considering these structural characteristics, however, 

important variations by stepfamily form continue to exist. Youth living in non-traditional 

stepfamilies, particularly cohabiting stepfather families, tend to fare much more poorly than 

children in married stepfather families, and often more poorly than children in single mother 

families (Tillman 2003). To better understand this enduring academic disadvantage, I now turn 

to an examination of stepfamily relationships and parenting processes. 

Sociological theory suggests several ways in which family relationships and parenting 

processes are important to the development and outcomes of children. The time and energy that 

significant others, especially parent figures, engage in positive relationships and interactions with 

children is critical to the early development of social capital. Social capital, the array of supports 

and resources available to an individual through their social relations with others, is believed to 

buffer the negative effects of stressful life events (e.g. Greenberg et al. 1983) and to effect the 

success with which children are socialized by their parents (Coleman 1988). The main tasks of 

socialization involve the transmission of values, expectations, and socially-appropriate behaviors 

between parents and children (McLanahan et al. 1991). Children who have high levels of social 

capital are more likely to accept the guidance and values of their parents than are children who 

do not. Successful socialization, in turn, may help to ensure that children adopt attitudes and 

behaviors that will aid them in developing their human capital skills (Coleman 1988). In 

particular, successful socialization may help children and adolescents to achieve positive 

academic outcomes.  
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During childhood and adolescence, high levels of social capital are fostered by the 

presence of close, harmonious family relationships, high levels of communication and 

involvement with parents and other adults, and consistent parental supervision (e.g. Coleman 

1988). Empirical research has indicated that these factors are positively related to specific child 

wellbeing outcomes (Dornbusch 1989; Field et al. 1995; Greenberg et al. 1983; Shek 1997; 

Steinberg 1991). For example, having a close relationship with parents and experiencing high 

levels of parental supervision appears to protect adolescents from poor school outcomes, low 

academic aspirations, high levels of risk-taking or delinquent behavior, and low psychological 

wellbeing (Barnes 1984; Field et al. 1995; Maccoby & Martin 1983; Pulkkinen 1982; Steinberg 

1991). Open communication and discussion within the home is also associated with higher 

academic performance, better social skills, and more positive attitudes among adolescents 

(Dornbusch 1989). On the other hand, conflict between youth and their parents has been linked 

to problem behavior, poor school performance, low self-esteem and depression (Acock & Demo 

1994; Shek 1997).  

Some adolescents are less likely than others, however, to experience the kinds of family 

relationships and processes that are beneficial for the development of social capital. Adolescents 

living in non-intact families may be particularly disadvantaged in terms of their family dynamics. 

In turn, the experience of poorer family dynamics may play an important role in explaining the 

lowered academic outcomes of youth from non-traditional family forms. 

 

Resident Family Relationships and Processes as Mediators of Academic Outcomes 

Youth living in non-intact families may have lower levels of social capital than other 

youth because they are more likely to experience weak social ties, or lose social ties, with non-

resident parents, extended family, and friends. Due to heightened demands placed on resident 
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biological parents and a loss/decline of contact with non-resident parents, youth in single parent 

and stepparent families often experience less supervision and parent-child interaction than do 

other youth (McLanahan & Sandefur 1994). Family relationships and processes that aid in the 

development of social capital may also be harmed by the many economic, social, and emotional 

strains associated with family structure transitions (Hoffman & Johnson 1998).  

Family structure transitions, usually experienced by youth in non-intact families, 

precipitate additional life changes that can lead to greater stress, more emotional distance 

between family members and higher levels of conflict between children and their parents. These 

life changes often include an increase in the time mothers must spend working, a change in 

neighborhood and schools, an alteration of family roles and responsibilities, and a loss of contact 

with extended family and friends (Amato et al. 1995; Cherlin 1992). Stress theory argues that 

experiencing multiple major life changes may challenge parents’ ability to be supportive, 

consistent and involved with their children, and may cause children to act out in ways that are 

damaging to parent-child and family relationships (Hoffman & Johnson 1998).  

The stress associated with transitioning from a single parent to a stepparent family may 

be particularly detrimental to the quality and functioning of resident family relationships and 

processes (Amato et al. 1995; Cherlin 1992; Menaghan et al. 1997; Montemayor 1986; Pong 

1997). Along with the introduction of a new adult into the household, this transition is often 

marked by the introduction of new co-resident step- and/or half-siblings. The merging of 

households necessitates that both children and parents adapt to new people, routines and family 

roles (Menaghan et al. 1997), and generally leads to a decline in the amount of undivided 

attention and supervision that children receive from their resident biological parent (Pong 1997).  

Yet, our society has neither a well-established set of norms dictating the appropriate roles 

for stepfamily members nor a network of institutionalized supports to help children and parents 
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adjust to stepfamily life. The incomplete institutionalization hypothesis proposes that family 

relationships and processes are inherently more difficult and less well regulated within 

stepfamilies as a result of this deficiency (Cherlin 1992). Indeed, results from recent research 

indicate that living within non-traditional sibling configurations (with step- and/or half-siblings) 

is quite difficult for adolescents (Tillman 2003). Previous research has also shown that 

stepparents generally have more distant, less involved relationships with children than do 

resident biological parents (Coleman et al. 2000). The introduction of a new stepparent may 

create confusion and uncertainty about the distinct roles of stepparents and non-resident 

biological parents, leading to both a reduction in the amount of involvement children have with 

their non-resident parents and more difficult stepparent-stepchild relationships (Cherlin 1992). 

Given the more ambiguous nature of cohabiting relationships, role confusion and uncertainty 

may occur even more frequently within cohabiting stepfamilies than within married stepfamilies. 

Regardless of stepfamily type, biological resident parents often actively encourage children to 

spend time with their stepparents, reducing the amount of time available to interact with non-

resident biological parents. As a result, stepfamily formation may increase stress for both parents 

and children and may hinder the development and maintenance of strong, supportive 

interpersonal relationships. 

However, just as the academic outcomes of stepchildren may vary according to 

stepfamily type, so might the quality of family relationships experienced by stepchildren. 

Although most research on the family dynamics of stepchildren focuses on those living in the 

most common stepfamily forms, some studies suggest that children living with a stepmother or 

in a cohabiting stepfamily are more likely to experience troubled family dynamics (Cherlin 1992; 

Clingempeel & Segal 1986; Coleman et al. 2000; Ganong & Coleman 1994; Kurdek & Fine 

1993; Marsiglio 1995; Menaghan et al. 1997; Zill 1988). For example, relationships in 
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stepmother families appear to be more problematic and conflict-ridden than are those in 

stepfather families (Cherlin 1992; Clingempeel & Segal 1986; Ganong & Coleman 1994; Kurdek 

& Fine 1993; Zill 1988). Research has also found that children are more likely to accept and 

have a close relationship with a married stepparent than a cohabiting one (Buchannan et al. 1996; 

Marsiglio 1995), and that cohabiting stepparents tend to offer their stepchildren less parental 

support, closeness, and supervision (Coleman et al. 2000; Menaghan et al. 1997). 

Given their positive effects upon the development of social capital and the socialization 

of children, I hypothesize that close family relationships (either with the family as a whole or 

individual parents), high levels of communication with resident parent(s), low levels of resident 

parent-child conflict, and high levels of parental supervision will be associated with higher 

academic outcomes among children in both single parent and stepparent families. I also expect 

that the more difficult resident family dynamics experienced by stepfamilies, particularly non-

traditional stepfamilies (cohabiting stepfamilies and married stepmother families), will act to 

mediate the academic differentials between the various non-intact family forms. 

   

Non-Resident Parent Relationships as Moderators of Academic Outcomes 

Family relationships and processes may also depend upon the kind and quality of 

relationship that a child has with his or her non-resident biological parent. Some research has 

found that frequent contact with non-resident parents is associated with increased levels of 

conflict between children and their resident biological parent (e.g. Hetherington et al. 1989; 

Parke 1996) and less positive relations between stepparents and stepchildren, particularly 

between stepmothers and stepdaughters (Clingempeel & Segal 1986). Stepchildren who maintain 

regular contact and close relationships with their non-resident biological parent may feel 

emotionally (and physically) torn between that parent and their new stepparent, and may resent 
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the attempts of their stepparent to provide supervision and exercise control (Cherlin 1992). 

Stepparents of children who are actively involved with their non-resident parent may also be less 

certain as to the appropriate parenting roles for them to adopt. They may, therefore, be more 

hesitant to adopt a parent-like role in the child’s life (Cherlin 1992; Cherlin & Furstenberg 1994). 

As a result, youth who have an actively involved non-resident parent may face more stressful, 

ambiguous family relationships and greater time conflicts than do other youth. 

Non-resident mothers are more likely to maintain regular contact with their children than 

are non-resident fathers (Booth & Dunn 1994). This higher level of contact with non-resident 

mothers may lead children to have more problematic relationships with stepmothers than they do 

with stepfathers (Cherlin 1992; Clingempeel & Segal 1986; Ganong & Coleman 1994; Kurdek & 

Fine 1993; Zill 1988). Contact with non-resident parents also tends to decline following the 

remarriage of a child’s custodial parent (Furstenberg & Spanier 1984). As a result, the 

introduction of a cohabiting stepparent may cause greater conflict and stress than the 

introduction of a married stepparent.  

Therefore, the effect of resident family relationships may also be conditioned by the kind 

of relationship a child has with his or her non-resident parent. If children view their non-resident 

parents as being integral to their lives, they may place less importance upon the relationships 

with and involvement of their stepparents. As a result, the stepparent-stepchild relationship may 

have less of an impact upon the child’s outcomes. On the other hand, children who have little 

contact or poor relationships with their non-resident parents may be more strongly affected by 

the involvement and support of their stepparents. For these children, any increased investment 

and access to social networks offered by a new stepparent may prove beneficial.  

Due to a lack of institutionalized norms organizing stepparent roles and relationships, and 

the increased level of family conflict that may occur when a stepchild has an actively involved 
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non-resident parent, I hypothesize that active, close non-resident parent relationships will reduce 

the level of importance children place upon their relationships with their stepparents, and perhaps 

even their resident biological parent. As a result, these relationships may prove to be less 

effective mechanisms for the development of social capital and socialization. Thus, I expect that 

the academic outcomes of stepchildren who have positive relationships with non-resident parents 

will be less affected by their resident family relationships than will those who do not have 

positive, involved non-resident parents. Conversely, those without much contact or with low-

quality relationships with their non-resident parents will experience greater benefits from their 

resident family relationships.  

 

The Effect of Gender 

Although there is much debate within the literature regarding the effect of gender upon 

the relationship between family structure and child outcomes (Booth and Dunn 1994), some 

research has found that boys adjust better to stepfamily life than girls. In general, girls have been 

found to experience more difficult relationships with stepparents than boys. For example, boys 

are more likely to accept a resident biological parent’s new partner and to indicate that they are 

emotionally close to and involved in activities with that partner than are girls (Buchannan et al. 

1996). Boys may also experience increased intellectual performance with the addition of a 

stepfather (Bray 1988), perhaps as a result of this higher level of involvement. Girls have not 

been found to benefit intellectually from the addition of a stepparent. Limited research has also 

suggested that girls may experience poorer relationships with resident stepmothers when they are 

in frequent contact with their non-resident biological mother. Boys’ relationships with their 

resident stepparents, on the other hand, do not seem to be affected by contact with their non-

resident parent (Brand et al. 1988).  
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If there are gender differences in the ways in which young people adjust to stepfamily life 

and relate to their resident parents, one must also question whether there are gender differences 

in the effect that stepfamily relationships and processes have upon adolescent wellbeing. To 

explore this possibility, I test for gender differences in the mechanisms driving academic 

outcomes throughout the multivariate analyses. 

  

Methodology 

Data 

I use data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), a 

nationally representative study of adolescents in grades 7 through 12 in the United States in 

1995. The study includes in-depth interviews with adolescents and their parents, which provide 

detailed information regarding child outcomes, family composition, and family structure 

experiences. Add Health used a multistage, stratified, school-based, cluster sampling design. 

Included in the sample were students from 80 high schools (both public and private), and a 

corresponding feeder junior high or middle school. While some minority racial/ethnic groups 

were sampled in proportion to their size within the U.S. population, smaller racial/ethnic groups 

(e.g. Cubans, Chinese, high-income Blacks) were oversampled (Bearman et al. 1997).  

Add Health involves two waves of data collection and several data collection 

components. The In-School component, a self-administered questionnaire, and the School 

Administrator Questionnaire, which focused on school characteristics, were conducted during 

1994-1995. School enrollment rosters were used to randomly select students from each of the 

school pairs to participate in a more extensive Wave I In-Home interview. Additionally, Wave I 

Parental Questionnaires were completed by one of the participants’ parents or guardians, usually 
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a mother. Wave II, conducted in 1996, included in-home interview follow-ups with those 

students who had completed an in-home interview in WI.  

For this research, I utilize data from the adolescent In-Home interviews during both 

Wave I and Wave II and selected data from the Parental Questionnaire and the School 

Administrator Questionnaire. Since my research is focused on how relationships with both 

resident and non-resident parents might explain the academic differences between children in the 

various non-intact families, the analytic sample is limited to children from single parent and 

stepparent families. This sample includes approximately 5,520 adolescents who participated in 

both waves of the study and who had completed Parental Questionnaires with valid family 

structure information.
 
Since children from married stepfather families most closely resemble 

“traditional” 2-biological parent families (in both composition and socioeconomic 

characteristics), this group will serve as the reference category throughout the analytical models.  

Using social survey data to explore the issues discussed in this chapter is quite complex. 

Add Health provides more detailed information regarding resident and non-resident family 

relationships and processes than most other nationally representative data sets. However, Add 

Health does have some data limitations. Most importantly, the survey did not collect information 

on the individual-level relationships between stepchildren and cohabiting stepparents. 

Adolescents were only asked about their personal relationships with biological parents and/or 

married stepparents. As a result, analyses including the full analytical sample contain broad 

measures of overall ‘parent’ and ‘family’ relationships. For analyses that contain more specific 

measures of relationships with each individual parent-figure, children in cohabiting stepfamilies 

are excluded. 

The use of social survey data to explore the effects of family relationships upon child 

outcomes also raises concerns about endogeneity bias. Claims about causal direction can not be 
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made. While I hypothesize that family relationships and processes influence child behaviors and 

achievements, those child outcomes may very well also affect family processes and relationships 

with family members (Duncan et al. 1999). I do sort out the temporal order of effects by 

exploring the impact of predictor variables measured at Wave I upon academic outcomes 

measured at Wave II. Concerns about directionality are also somewhat tempered because I am 

primarily interested in family relationships and processes as mediators of family structure 

effects. Although a child’s relationship with their resident biological parents may lead to certain 

family structure arrangements, this is much less plausible than the reverse situation. Furthermore, 

many of the family relationship/process measures are applicable only to the child’s current 

family structure situation. For example, a child’s relationship with their resident stepparent can 

not logically precede the child’s movement into a stepparent family. 

 

Measures 

Academic Achievement and Adjustment 

This research focuses upon three outcome variables, academic expectations, self-reported 

GPA, and a measure of school-related behavior problems. Focusing on these three different 

outcomes allows for a more in-depth understanding of how non-intact families influences the 

overall academic lives of young people. 

Respondents’ academic expectations are assessed through their response to a question 

regarding the likelihood of their attending college. These expectations were originally measured 

on an ordinal scale, ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high). Because the distribution is skewed, 

responses were dichotomized to indicate high college expectations (responses of 5) versus low 

college expectations (1-4). The sample mean of high college expectations is 0.46. Self-reported 

GPA, which ranges from 1 (D/F) to 4 (A), is continuous in nature and has a mean of 2.68 
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(approximately a C+). School-related behavior problems are measured as an index (α = 0.68), 

which represents the mean item score across four five-category ordinal items (having trouble 

getting along with students, getting along with teachers, paying attention in school, and getting 

homework done) with responses ranging from “never” to “every day.” This index approximates a 

continuous linear scale ranging from 0 to 4, with a mean of 1.04 (See Appendix A).  

 

Non-Intact Family Structure 

Non-intact family structure, the independent variable of primary interest, captures both 

the biological and legal relationships between the respondent and all co-resident parent figures. I 

classify adolescents as living in married stepfather families (n = 1536), married stepmother 

families (n = 322), cohabiting stepfather families (n = 298), cohabiting stepmother families (n = 

36), “other” stepfamilies (n = 52), single-mother families (n = 2887), or single-father families (n 

= 392). “Other” stepfamilies include all adolescents living in any stepfamily without a biological 

parent present. Adolescents in married stepfather families serve as the primary reference 

category throughout the analytical models.  

 Given my theoretical foundation, I expect that adolescents living in stepfamilies will, in 

general, have outcomes similar to those living in single-mother families. I also expect that 

adolescents who live in the non-traditional stepfamily forms (i.e. stepmother, cohabiting, and 

“other” stepfamilies) will experience poorer academic outcomes than those who live with a 

married stepfather or a single mother.  
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Resident Family Relationships and Processes 

The degree of emotional closeness that the respondent feels with his or her parent(s) is 

measured separately for each resident mother-figure and father-figure.
1
 Resident Mother 

Closeness and Resident Father Closeness are measured through two similar indices, each of 

which represents the mean item score of four questions asked about the adolescents' relationships 

with their resident parents (see Appendix A). Original responses to the items are ordinal in 

nature, ranging from 1 (not at all/strongly disagree) to 5 (very much/strongly agree). The sample 

mean for mother closeness is 4.30, while that for father closeness is 3.91. The mother closeness 

and father closeness indices have reliabilities of 0.86 and 0.89, respectively. 

The level of communication that the respondent has with his or her parent(s) is also 

measured separately for each resident mother-figure and father-figure. Resident Mother 

Communication and Resident Father Communication are measured as count variables that range 

from 0 to 4. The variable is constructed from four yes/no questions. These questions indicate 

whether or not adolescents have recently (within the past month) had discussions with their 

parent(s) about personal problems, someone they are dating or parties they have gone to, their 

school work or grades, and other school-related issues. Mother communication has a sample 

mean of 2.08, and father communication a sample mean of 1.50.  

The Resident Family Relationship variable measures the overall quality of relationships 

an adolescent has with his or her residential family unit. The family relationship index (α = 0.74) 

represents the mean item score of five questions (See Appendix A). Original responses to the 

items are ordinal in nature, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). This variable is used in 

                                                 
1
 The variables measuring closeness and communication with individual parent-figures can not be 

constructed for adolescents living in cohabiting stepfamilies. So, for analyses including the full analytical sample, I 

construct a variable measuring the overall quality of “family” relationships (See below). 
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place of the preceding variables in analyses that include cohabiting stepparents, for whom 

individual-level parental relationship measures are not available. The sample mean of family 

relationships is 3.92. 

Resident Parent-child Conflict is measured as a dummy variable that indicates whether or 

not respondents have had a serious argument about their behavior with their resident mother 

and/or their resident father during the past month. Those adolescents who responded in the 

affirmative for both resident parent-figures, or one resident parent-figure if living in a single 

parent home, are assigned to the parent-child conflict category. Others are assigned to the non-

conflict category. Thirty-nine percent of children in the sample have recently experienced 

conflict with their parent(s).  

Resident Parent Supervision is measured as a count variable that ranges from 0 to 4. The 

variable is constructed from four yes/no questions, and indicates whether a resident parent-figure 

was home most or all of the time when the adolescent goes to school, comes home from school, 

eats the evening meal, and goes to bed at night. The mean level of parental supervision is 2.67. 

 

Non-Resident Family Relationships 

The Non-Resident Parent Closeness variable is constructed from one question that 

measures the subjective level of closeness that a child feels towards his or her non-resident 

parent. The variable is ordinal and ranges from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely), with a sample 

mean of 3.30 for non-resident mothers and 2.54 for non-resident fathers.  

Non-Resident Parent Communication is measured as a count variable that ranges from 0 

to 4. The variable is constructed from four yes/no questions. These questions indicate whether or 

not adolescents have recently (within the past month) had discussions with their non-resident 

parent about personal problems, someone they are dating or parties they have gone to, their 
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school work or grades, and other school-related issues. The sample means for non-resident 

mothers and fathers are 1.76 and 1.08, respectively.  

Non-Resident Parent Conflict measures whether the respondents had had a serious 

argument about their behavior with their non-resident parent during the past month. Eleven 

percent of the sample reports experiencing conflict with their non-resident parent.  

All adolescents living in a non-intact family have a biological parent with whom they do 

not live. For a small group of adolescents, however, it is impossible to have a relationship with 

their non-resident parent(s) at all. This group includes adolescents who have experienced the 

death of parent, as well as those who are unsure of whether or not their non-resident parent is 

alive. Since these adolescents do not have a relationship with a non-resident parent, their levels 

of Non-Resident Parent Closeness are coded as 1, Non-Resident Parent Communication as 0, and 

Non-Resident Parent Conflict as 0. To help account for the special circumstances of these youth, 

I also include a dummy variable, Non-Resident Parent Deceased/Unknown, in the analytical 

models. 

 

Other Mechanisms 

In addition to examining the direct effects of stepfamily form and family relationships 

and processes upon adolescent academic outcomes, this work also examines some of the other 

mechanisms that may help to explain these effects. For example, academic outcomes may also be 

compromised by residential mobility, which often occurs following a family structure transition 

or a change in sibling composition. Residential moves can lead to a change in schools and 

teachers for children, as well as the loss of valuable social networks and neighborhood resources 

for both parents and children (Astone & McLanahan 1991). As with troubled family dynamics, 

residential mobility may hinder the development of social capital. In turn, lower levels of social 
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capital may lead to less social support and access to fewer structural and interpersonal resources 

that can help alleviate stress and facilitate academic success among adolescents. This analysis 

controls for the proportion of life that respondents have lived at their current residence.  

The stress and instability associated with major life changes may dissipate over time. The 

longer a family has existed in its current form, the better established are roles and relationships, 

and the more accustomed a child may be to his or her family living arrangements (Hetherington 

& Jodl 1994; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan 2000). For this analysis, I control for the proportion 

of life that the respondents have lived within their current family structure. In general, I expect 

that this variable will be positively associated with child academic outcomes.
2
 

Academic outcomes may also be compromised by economic deprivation, which is highly 

associated with non-intact family structure (Amato 1993; Pong 1997; Thomson 1994; Thomson 

et al.1994). To account for this possibility, the analysis contains a set of variables to control for 

the effects of economic status, including: resident parents’ current level of education (the highest 

level of education obtained by a co-resident parent figure), total family income in 1994, welfare 

receipt during the previous year, and resident mother’s working status (employed full-time/not 

employed full-time). To test for non-linear effects, parents’ education and family income are 

both measured with a set of dummy variables. The inclusion of both family income and a 

dummy variable measuring welfare receipt allow me to explore separately the effects that having 

access to monetary resources and being dependent upon government support may have upon the 

academic outcomes of youth.  

 

                                                 
2
 For a contrasting view see Anderson et al. (1999). Evolutionary psychologists have theorized that new 

stepparents invest in their stepchildren in order to further their relationship with the child’s biological parent. As the 

relationship with the child’s parent becomes more secure over time, stepparents are expected to invest less in their 

stepchildren and the stepparent-stepchild relationship is expected to deteriorate. 
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Control Variables 

The analysis also contains controls for other variables that are associated with both 

adolescent academic outcomes and current family structure, including the respondent’s gender, 

age, race/ethnicity (White, Black/Afro-Caribbean, Hispanic, Asian), number of siblings (Downey 

et al. 1995), and immigrant generation status (Harker et al. 2001; Portes & Rumbaut 1996). The 

measure of immigrant generation status is also included in the models to address potential bias in 

linking the Add Health parent data to the adolescent data, since immigrant adolescents are more 

likely than non-immigrants to have incomplete parental questionnaire data (Harker 2000).  

 

Selection Issues 

Some researchers believe that differences between children living in intact and non-intact 

families may be due to unobserved factors that predated the transition into their current family 

structure. Pre-existing factors, such as parental personality characteristics and child ability levels, 

may influence both the kinds of family transitions that a child experiences and child outcomes 

(Capaldi & Patterson 1991; Cherlin et al. 1991). This analysis controls for important individual-

level characteristics of both the child and his/her mother. While not a perfect solution to the 

problem of selection, the inclusion of these variables helps to account for some pre-existing 

differences that may be associated with both family structure assignment and academic 

outcomes.
3
 

                                                 
3
 The findings of recent research (Tillman 2003) also indicate that the pathways through which adolescents 

have moved to arrive at their current stepfamily living situation (divorce/separation, non-marital births, the death of 

a parent, etc.) are important determinants of academic outcomes. The longitudinal measures of family structure 

pathways help control for selection into current family structure by defining family formation/dissolution processes 

through time. In this chapter, I ran models that included dummy variables to control for these pathways. I found that, 

above and beyond the effect of these pathways, family relationships/processes are significant determinants of 

academic outcomes and mediate the effects of current family structure.  Because the data required for the pathway 

variables are not available for all respondents, models including these variables can only be tested on a limited 

sample and my ability to examine the effects of family relationships/processes is diminished. Because of this, I 
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Controlling for the proportion of life spent living with the respondent’s current family 

composition may also help to account for differences among stepfamilies in the quality of 

parental relationships, particularly among cohabiting stepfamilies. Most cohabiting stepfamilies 

are very short-lived. While the majority quickly transform into married stepfamilies, others 

dissolve rapidly. A minority of cohabiting families continue for a long period of time (Bumpass 

& Sweet 1989). In terms of relationship quality, cohabiting unions that quickly transform into 

marriage may be very similar to unions that begin with marriage. Cohabiting unions that 

continue for long periods without definite plans for marriage may experience more relationship 

problems (Brown & Booth 1996). Thus, while the duration of time spent living together may 

decrease stress and improve relationship quality within stepfamilies, cohabiting families of 

longer duration may be selective of parents who initially enter stepfamily living arrangements 

with more problematic relationships and individual characteristics. Including a measure of time 

spent in current family composition may help to account for some of the pre-existing differences 

that may be associated with both the likelihood of problematic stepfamily relationships and child 

outcomes. 

 

 

Analysis Plan 

I use logistic regression analysis to study the effects of non-intact family structure on 

academic expectations, a dichotomous variable. Ordinary least squares regression analysis is 

used to study the effects of family structure on GPA and school-related behavior problems, both 

of which are continuous in nature. While this research does not serve as an exhaustive test of all 

the theoretical mechanisms linking stepfamily living and child outcomes, I am able to examine 

                                                                                                                                                             
choose not to include the models with the pathway dummies in this paper. However, the results of the limited 

sample models that include pathway dummies are similar to the results of the full sample models. 



21 

several of these mechanisms while focusing upon my main interest in the mediating effects of 

family relationships and processes. Troubled family dynamics are expected to increase the levels 

of stress and decrease the levels of social capital found within non-intact families, particularly 

non-traditional stepfamilies. In addition, incomplete institutionalization of family 

roles/relationships and economic deprivation are explored as other mechanisms that lead to 

differences in academic outcomes.  

First, I establish differentials in academic outcomes by non-intact family structure. I then 

explore the extent to which non-intact family structure differences in academic outcomes are a 

result of group differences in the standard control variables. Next, I run models to examine how 

much of the variation in academic outcomes is explained by the different mechanisms that can 

create stress and hinder social capital development, including residential mobility, incomplete 

institutionalization (length of time in current family structure), and economic deprivation (family 

SES). I then turn to the primary focus of this chapter and examine the extent to which academic 

differentials are mediated by family relationships and processes. Finally, I examine whether 

contact and quality of relationship with non-resident parent(s) moderates the academic outcome 

effects of resident parent relationships and processes.  

I first estimate this series of models using the full analytical sample, which includes all 

adolescents in single parent and stepparent families. Since this first series of models includes 

cohabiting stepfamilies, I am unable to use parent relationship variables that are specific to each 

resident mother and father. Instead, I include a measure of overall family relationships. Then, I 

estimate a second series of models using only adolescents in single parent, married stepparent, 

and “other” stepparent families. Here I am able to explore parent-specific relationship variables. 

Finally, I estimate the full-sample models separately by gender to determine if the mechanisms 
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underlying the academic outcomes of adolescent boys and girls are similar. I find that separate 

gender analyses are appropriate only for the examination of college expectations.
4
  

To adjust for the multistage, stratified, school-based, cluster sampling design, I estimate 

my models using the robust estimator of variance (otherwise known as a Huber or White 

estimator of variance) in STATA. I also control for differential sampling probabilities among 

individuals by utilizing the Add Health grand sample weights in all estimation procedures 

(Chantala & Tabor 1999). 

 

Descriptive Results 

The analytic sample includes 5,523 respondents who live in a non-intact family with at 

least one parent-figure (See Table 1). Of these adolescents, 40.6% live in stepfamilies and 59.4% 

live in single parent families. While the majority (68.4%) of adolescent stepchildren are found in 

married stepfather families, a substantial percentage are also found in married stepmother 

families (14.3%) and cohabiting stepfather families (13.3%).  Additionally, a small percentage of 

adolescent stepchildren live in “other” stepfamilies (2.3%) or cohabiting stepmother families 

(1.6%). The vast majority (88.0%) of youth living with only one parent live in a single-mother 

family. 

Chi-square tests indicate that significant academic outcome differences exist between 

adolescents of the different family structures (See Table 1). Overall, adolescents living in 

stepfamilies tend to have slightly higher college expectations and GPAs, but slightly more 

school-related behavior problems than adolescents living in single parent families. Thus, 

                                                 
4
 Using the full sample, I conducted Chow tests on each of the baseline models. These tests indicate that the 

mechanisms driving the college expectations of youth in non-intact families differ significantly by gender, but that 

the mechanisms driving the GPA and school-related behavior problems of youth in non-intact families do not.  
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adolescents in stepfamilies appear to have an advantage in terms of their achievement-related 

academic outcomes and a disadvantage in terms of their behavior-related academic outcomes. 

However, as was predicted, these differences are quite small in magnitude.  

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 A more interesting picture emerges when the outcomes of adolescents in the different 

types of stepparent and single parent families are examined more closely. In general, adolescents 

living in single-mother and single-father families have lower expectations, worse achievement 

outcomes, and similar or worse behavioral outcomes as those living in married stepfather 

families. Yet, adolescents from single-mother families tend to have achievement and behavioral 

outcomes similar to those of adolescents in cohabiting stepfamilies, and better than those of 

adolescents living in married stepmother families and “other” stepfamilies. Adolescents living in 

single-father families tend to experience some of the worst academic outcomes of all youth. 

Table 2 presents means of the family relationship and process variables that may help to 

explain the academic differences between adolescents living in the various types of non-intact 

families. Overall, youth report feeling closer to and communicating more with resident mothers 

than resident fathers. They also have closer, more communicative relationships with non-resident 

mothers than non-resident fathers. However, youth are also more likely to experience conflict 

with non-resident mothers. Within stepfamilies, respondents report closer, more communicative 

relationships with resident biological parents than resident stepparents.  

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

Descriptive results also indicate that, compared to adolescents in single parent families, 

those in stepfamilies experience: more conflict with resident parents, less closeness with their 

resident mothers and fathers; lower levels of communication with their resident fathers; poorer 

resident family relationships; and lower levels of closeness and communication with non-
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resident mothers. However, stepchildren also experience higher levels of parental supervision, 

greater communication with non-resident fathers, and less conflict with non-resident parents than 

do adolescents in single parent families.
5
 Underlying these general trends, however, there is great 

variation in the kinds of family dynamics that children experience depending upon the specific 

type of non-intact family in which they are living.  

Among youth who are living without their biological father, those in married stepfather 

families experience relationships with their resident mothers that are similar to those experienced 

by youth in single-mother families, and are closer and more communicative than are those 

experienced by youth in either cohabiting stepfather or “other” stepfamilies. Youth living in 

married stepfather families also tend to experience higher levels of parental supervision than 

other youth living without a biological father. Adolescents living with single-mothers and 

cohabiting stepfathers experience similar levels of supervision. Youth living with stepfathers, 

however, are more likely than those living with single mothers to have recently experienced 

conflict with their resident parent. Furthermore, in terms of relationships with non-resident 

fathers, youth living in married stepfather families experience lower levels of closeness and 

conflict than do others. Those in “other” stepfamilies experience the highest levels of closeness 

with non-resident fathers, but also the highest levels of conflict.  

Among youth living without a biological mother, those in married stepmother families 

experience relationships with their resident fathers that are closer and more communicative than 

are those experienced by other youth living without their mother. Youth living in married 

stepmother families also experience more parental supervision and better overall resident family 

                                                 
5
 There is a significant positive correlation between conflict with a non-resident parent and the level of 

closeness that an adolescent reports having with that parent, especially when the non-resident parent is a biological 

father. The presence of conflict could represent a higher level of parent-child involvement. 
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relationships. In contrast, adolescents living with single fathers experience the lowest levels of 

closeness with resident parents and are among the most disadvantaged in terms of supervision 

and quality of resident family relationships. Yet, these same adolescents also tend to have the 

highest levels of closeness and communication with non-resident mothers. Due to their higher 

levels of interaction, however, adolescents in single-father families also experience the highest 

levels of conflict with non-resident mothers.  

In sum, youth living in married stepfamilies and single mother families appear to 

experience the most positive resident family relationships and processes. In particular, their 

family dynamics appear to be more positive than those of adolescents living in cohabiting 

stepfamilies. While youth in non-traditional stepfamilies and single-father families are the most 

attached to and involved with their non-resident parents, they are also more likely to experience 

conflict with these parents. Given that contact with non-resident parents is fairly infrequent even 

for those youth who have the highest levels of interaction,
6
 the positive effects of relationships 

with these parents may be outweighed by the additional stress that is generated by increased 

levels of parent-child conflict. Thus, youth in non-traditional stepfamilies and in single-father 

families may face a disadvantage in terms of having daily access to the kinds of family 

relationships that can aid in the development of social capital. These findings may help to 

explain why the academic outcomes of adolescents living in the most non-traditional stepfamilies 

are worse than those of adolescents living in married stepfather families, and more closely 

resemble those of adolescents living with single mothers and single fathers.  

Table 3 presents weighted means of the family background and control variables by 

current family structure. Given that this sample is composed only of adolescents from non-intact 

                                                 
6
 The average respondent living in a non-intact home has contact with their non-resident parent 

approximately once a month (results not shown). 
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families, the respondents tend to have fewer socioeconomic resources and are more likely to be 

of an ethnic/racial minority group than would the “average” American adolescent. Youth in 

stepfamilies are socio-economically advantaged compared to youth in single parent families. 

However, among those in stepfamilies, the socioeconomic status of youth in cohabiting or 

“other” stepfamilies tends to more closely resemble that of adolescents in single parent families. 

Adolescents in all types of stepfamilies, but particularly those in cohabiting stepfamilies, also 

tend to be disadvantaged because they have lived at their current residence and within their 

current family structure for a much shorter period of time than other young people. Stepchildren, 

in general, also tend to have more co-resident siblings than do children in single parent families. 

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

Thus, descriptive results indicate that adolescents in different types of non-intact families 

tend to have different academic outcomes, with those in married stepfamilies outperforming 

those in less traditional stepfamilies and single parent families.  The family dynamics 

experienced by adolescents in non-intact families also varies according to family type. Overall, 

those in married stepfather families and single-mother families appear to have the closest, most 

harmonious relationships with resident and non-resident family members. This family 

relationship advantage may be conducive to the development of greater social capital and, 

ultimately, to academic success. For youth in single-mother homes, however, this advantage may 

be somewhat tempered by lower than average socioeconomic background.  

 

Multivariate Results 

High College Expectations 

Full Sample Analyses 
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Baseline analyses of the full sample indicate that family structure is significantly 

associated with college expectations (See Table 4). For example, youth living in cohabiting 

stepfather, single father and married stepmother families have 41.2% (1 – odds ratio of 0.588 

from Table 4 ), 40.3% (1 – 0.597) and 35.2% (1 – 0.648) lower odds of holding high college 

expectations, respectively, than do youth living in married stepfather families. In addition, 

adolescents in single mother families tend to hold marginally lower college expectations than do 

those living in married stepfather families.
7
 Controlling for demographic characteristics in the 

second model does not explain the negative effects associated with non-traditional stepfamilies 

and single parent families. In fact, once demographic characteristics are taken into account, 

youth in single-mother homes are found to have significantly lower expectations than youth in 

married stepfather families.  

[TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

Controlling for family socioeconomic and family background variables in the third 

model, however, does fully mediate the disadvantage experienced by youth living in single-

mother, single-father, and cohabiting stepfather families.
8
  Of particular interest, parental 

education, family income, resident mother’s full-time employment, and proportion of life spent 

living in the current residence are all positively related to high college expectations. Welfare use, 

on the other hand, is negatively related to expectations. Thus, the lowered expectations of youth 

in many of the non-intact families, particularly those in single-mother families, may result from 

                                                 
7
 F-tests indicate that adolescents living in cohabiting stepfather and single-father families experience 

significantly lower (p<0.05) college expectations than do those in single-mother families. Adolescents in married 

stepmother families experience marginally lower (p<0.10) expectations than do those in single-mother families. 

 

 
8
 Although no longer statistically significant, the effects of living in a single father or a cohabiting 

stepfather family are still substantively important. Youth in these families are 18% and 22% less likely to have high 

college expectations, respectively, than are youth in married stepfather families. 
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lower socioeconomic backgrounds and more frequent residential mobility. Of these variables, 

parental education appears to have the largest effect upon the expectations of adolescents. 

Model 4 indicates that having good relationships with resident family members is also 

strongly associated with the likelihood of holding high college expectations. Despite a rather 

large direct effect, however, the introduction of this variable does not further explain the lowered 

college expectations of adolescents living in married stepmother families.
9
 Youth in these 

families continue to be significantly less likely to hold high college expectations than are youth 

in married stepfather families. Neither resident parent-child conflict nor parental supervision are 

significant predictors of holding high college expectations for adolescents living in non-intact 

families.  

Further analyses (not shown) also indicate that the quality of relationship adolescents 

have with their non-resident biological parents (i.e. closeness, communication, and conflict) does 

not significantly effect college expectations. 

 

Resident Parent-Specific Analyses 

 To determine whether the lowered expectations of youth living in married stepmother 

families can be further explained by the quality of relationships they have with specific parent-

figures in the home, I conducted analyses that included relationship information specific to each 

resident parent. To do so, I had to exclude from the models all respondents living in cohabiting 

stepfamilies, for whom this information was not collected. In order to retain in the analyses all 

respondents living in single parent families, the parent-specific analyses were run separately for 

                                                 
9
 Resident family relationships do, however, further reduce the (statistically non-significant) disadvantage 

of youth living in single father and cohabiting stepfather families. 
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those youth who have a resident father-figure (with or without a resident mother-figure) and 

those who have a resident mother-figure (with or without a resident father-figure). 

 As with the full sample analysis, results indicate that adolescents in married stepmother 

families are less likely than adolescents in married stepfather families to have high college 

expectations, even after socioeconomic status and demographic characteristics are taken into 

account (see Table 1 in Appendix B). Although closeness with resident father is a significant 

predictor of college expectations, the inclusion of this variable does nothing to explain the 

disadvantage of youth in married stepmother families. However, the inclusion of a variable 

measuring closeness with resident mother does mediate this negative effect to marginal 

significance.
10

 This finding indicates that adolescents in married stepmother families may get 

along well with their resident fathers, and even their other resident family members, yet have 

poor relationships with their stepmothers (see Table 2). These negative relationships may make it 

more difficult for adolescents to develop the kind of social capital that can provide support, 

either emotionally or financially, for college aspirations. However, the results also indicate that 

adolescents who do have positive relationships with resident stepmothers should, on average, 

hold college expectations similar to those of adolescents living in married stepfather families. 

 

Gender Analyses 

Further analyses indicate that there are gender differences in the mechanisms driving 

adolescents’ college expectations, and that the expectations of male and female youth are 

negatively affected by different kinds of non-intact families (See Table 5). The baseline model 

for male adolescents indicates that living in a single parent family is associated with a 

                                                 
10

 Measures of communication with resident mother-figures and father-figures are never significant 

predictors of expectations. 
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significantly negative effect on college expectations. Although not statistically significant, males 

living in married stepmother and cohabiting stepmother families also experience substantively 

lower expectations than do those living in married stepfather families.
11

 Compared to males 

living with married stepfathers, those who live with single fathers and cohabiting stepmothers 

tend to experience the lowest college expectations (46% [1 – 0.54] and 42% [1 – 0.58] lower 

odds of holding high college expectations, respectively). 

[TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE] 

Controlling for demographic and family background variables in Model 2 fully explains 

the negative effects of living in a single parent family, and actually leads to an advantage among 

male youth in single mother homes. Of these variables, parental education, family income, and 

residential mobility appear to have the largest effects upon males’ college expectations. 

However, their inclusion does not explain the lower (although insignificantly lower) expectations 

of youth living in married and cohabiting stepmother families. 

Model 3 includes the resident family relationship variables. As with the full sample 

analyses, resident family relationships are positively related to college expectations, but resident 

parent-child conflict and parental supervision are not. Despite the addition of these variables to 

the model, male adolescents living in stepmother families remain disadvantaged in terms of their 

expectations. Males living in single mother families, on the other hand, appear to be the most 

advantaged, with significantly higher expectations than youth of similar backgrounds and family 

dynamics in married stepfather families. 

                                                 
11

 F-tests indicate that the negative effects associated with living in a married or cohabiting stepmother 

family are not significantly different from those associated with living in a single-mother or single-father family. 

The effects of living with a stepmother may not reach statistical significance due to small sample sizes. 
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For female youth, living in a cohabiting stepfather or a married stepmother family is 

negatively associated with college expectations. Overall, females who live with cohabiting 

stepfathers tend to experience the greatest magnitude of disadvantage.
12

 These adolescents have 

approximately 60% lower odds (1 – 0.40) of holding high college expectations than do females 

living with a married stepfather. Controlling for background characteristics and resident family 

relationships partially mediates the negative effect of living in a cohabiting stepfather family 

(explaining about 20% of the disadvantage), but does not explain any of the negative effect 

associated with living in a married stepmother family.  

As with the male analyses, the female analyses indicate that having positive family 

relationships leads to higher college expectations and that relationships with non-resident parents 

are not associated with college expectations. However, females appear to be less affected by 

family background characteristics, particularly family income and residential mobility, than 

males. Furthermore, after controlling for background characteristics and family relationship 

variables, females remain more negatively affected by living within the non-traditional 

stepfamily forms than males. 

Although the results indicate that the college expectations of males and females are 

negatively affected by different kinds of non-intact families, both male and female youth face the 

greatest risk of lowered expectations when they live in the most non-traditional family forms. In 

particular, college expectations are lowered by living in cohabiting stepfather and stepmother 

families. The college expectations of both male and female youth also benefit from positive 

                                                 
12

 Interaction models indicate that females living in cohabiting stepfather families are significantly less 

likely (p<0.05) to have high college expectations than are males in this family form. Females living in cohabiting 

stepmother families, on the other hand, are moderately more likely (p<0.10) to have high college expectations than 

are males with cohabiting stepmothers. The college expectations of males and females living with married 

stepmothers do not significantly differ from one another. 
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resident family relationships.
13

 For females, some of the disadvantage associated with living in a 

cohabiting stepfather family seems to result from having negative resident family relationships.
14

  

 

GPA 

Full Sample Analyses 

 

As with college expectations, baseline analyses of the full sample indicate that family 

structure is significantly associated with GPA outcomes (See Table 6). Youth living in 

cohabiting stepfather, single father, single mother and “other” step- families report significantly 

lower GPAs than do those living in married stepfather families. Controlling for demographic 

characteristics in the second model mediates the negative effects associated with living in an 

“other” stepfamily, but does not explain the negative effects associated with single parent and 

cohabiting stepfather families.
15

  

[TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE] 

Controlling for family socioeconomic and background variables in the third model 

further mediates the disadvantage experienced by youth living in “other” stepfamilies and 

completely explains the disadvantage experienced by youth living in single-mother families. The 

depressed GPA scores of youth in these non-intact families seem to result from lower levels of 

                                                 
13

 Due to small sample size, I am unable to test for the effects of parent-specific relationship variables on 

the outcomes of males and females. However, one might assume that, as with the full sample, closeness with 

resident mothers would help to explain the disadvantage associated with living in a married stepmother family. 

 
14

 Previous literature has indicated that adolescent girls tend to have a more difficult time adjusting to the 

presence of stepfathers, particularly cohabiting stepfathers, than do boys. If it was possible to test the effect of 

specific relationships with the cohabiting stepfather, I might be able to fully explain the disadvantage experienced by 

girls living in this non-intact family structure. 

 
15

 Although statistically insignificant, the negative effect of living in an “other” stepfamily remains 

substantively large. Furthermore, f-tests indicate that the effect of living in this family type is not statistically 

different from the effects associated with living in a single parent home.  
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parental education, high levels of reliance on welfare, and more frequent residential mobility. 

Although significant predictors of college expectations, family income and mother’s 

employment status are not associated with GPA outcomes among youth in non-intact families. 

Model 4 indicates that reports of positive relationships with resident family members are 

associated with significantly higher GPA outcomes among youth in non-intact families. 

Furthermore, having recently experienced resident parent-child conflict is associated with 

significantly lower GPA outcomes. Despite significant direct effects, however, the introduction 

of these variables does not further explain the lowered GPA outcomes of adolescents living in 

cohabiting stepfather or single-father families. Youth in these families continue to earn GPAs 

that are approximately 1/5 of a letter grade lower than those of youth in married stepfather 

families. Parental supervision is also not a significant predictor of GPA among adolescents living 

in non-intact families.  

The final two models include measures of relationships with non-resident parents. Unlike 

the results for college expectations, Model 5 indicates that communication, conflict,  

and closeness with non-resident parents are all associated with GPA outcomes (in the expected 

directions). Additionally, youth who have a deceased non-resident parent, or who do not know 

whether their non-resident parent is alive, tend to experience significantly higher GPA scores 

than do youth with a living non-resident parent. Model 6 also indicates a significant interaction 

between resident family relationships and having a deceased/unknown non-resident parent.  

This finding supports the contention that the effect of resident family relationships on 

academic performance is contingent upon the relationship an adolescent has with his or her non-

resident parent. In general, youth who have a living non-resident parent are less affected by their 

resident family relationships than are youth who have a deceased/unknown non-resident parent 

(see Figure 1). When an adolescent’s non-resident parent is deceased/ unknown, having 
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extremely poor relationships with resident parents is associated with a significant drop in GPA. 

This finding makes sense because this group of children is seriously lacking in the kinds of 

relationships that lead to the development of social capital and to academic success. However, as 

relationships with resident parents improve, children with a deceased non-resident parent benefit 

more from those relationships than do children with living non-resident parents. Having a living 

non-resident parent may simply make family dynamics more confusing and difficult, and may 

reduce the importance a young person places upon their resident family relationships. 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Although non-resident parent relationships are significant predictors of GPA among 

youth in non-intact families, the introduction of these measures into the analytical model does 

little to further explain why youth living in cohabiting stepfather and single-father families 

perform more poorly than youth in traditional stepfamilies and single-mother families.
16

 

 

Resident Parent-Specific Analyses 

 As with college expectations, I conducted GPA analyses that included relationship 

information specific to each resident parent. Unfortunately, the addition of this information to the 

models did not further explain the negative GPA effects associated with living in a single-father 

family. Since I had to exclude from the parent-specific models all respondents living in 

cohabiting stepfamilies, I was unable to further explore the negative effects of living in a 

cohabiting stepfather family (Results not shown). 

 Thus, the achievement disadvantage faced by youth in “other” stepfamilies and single-

mother families can be explained by the fact that these youth are more likely to hold 

                                                 
16

 F-tests indicate that youth in cohabiting stepfather and single-father families tend to earn significantly 

(p<0.05) lower GPAs than youth in married stepfather and single-mother families. 
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demographic and socioeconomic characteristics that place them at risk for poor outcomes. The 

disadvantage faced by youth in cohabiting stepfather and single-father families, however, can not 

be explained by these characteristics. Furthermore, resident and non-resident family relationships 

and processes, although significant predictors of GPA for the non-intact family population in 

general, do not explain the enduring academic disadvantage faced by these youth. 

 

School-Related Behavior Problems 

Full Sample Analyses 

While the previous analyses have shown that youth living in married stepfather families 

tend to experience higher college expectations and better academic performance than youth in 

most of the other non-intact family forms, much less variation exists in reported levels of school-

related behavior problems. Only adolescents living in cohabiting stepfather and single-father 

families experience significantly higher rates of school-related behavior problems than do 

adolescents in married stepfather families (see Table 7, Model 1).
17

 Controlling for demographic 

and socioeconomic characteristics in the second and third models does not explain the negative 

effects associated with these two family forms.
 
In fact, doing so actually increases the negative 

effect associated with single-father families. Interestingly, socioeconomic background 

characteristics are not significant predictors of school-related behavior problems. 

[TABLE 7 ABOUT HERE] 

Family relationships and processes, however, do appear to be important predictors of 

school-related behavior problems. Model 4 indicates that resident family relationships and 

                                                 
17

 The effect of living in a single-father family is only marginally significant (p<0.10). Adolescents living 

in cohabiting stepfather and single-father families report significantly higher levels of behavior problems than do 

those living in single-mother families (p<0.05). Youth in cohabiting stepfather families also report marginally higher 

(p<0.10) levels of behavior problems than do those in married stepmother families. 
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resident parent-child conflict are significantly associated with school behavior. Controlling for 

these factors reduces to insignificance the effect of living with a cohabiting stepfather and to 

marginal significance the effect of living in a single-father family.
18

 Furthermore, the 

introduction of variables measuring relationships with non-resident parents (Model 5) completely 

mediates the negative effect associated with single-father families. In particular, the experience 

of conflict with non-resident parents is associated with higher levels of adolescent behavior 

problems. These findings suggest that positive relationships with both resident and non-resident 

parent-figures independently promote good school-related behavior. Thus, the poorer resident 

family relationships and higher levels of parent-child conflict experienced by adolescents living 

in cohabiting stepfather and single-father families may explain why these adolescents, on 

average, experience higher levels of school-related behavior problems than do adolescents in the 

more traditional non-intact family forms. 

Model 6 includes an interaction term, which indicates that the positive effect of resident 

family relationships on school-related behavior is also conditioned by whether or not youth 

experience conflict with their non-resident parent. The beneficial effects of positive resident 

family relationships are significantly weaker if an adolescent has recently experienced conflict 

with his or her non-resident parent (see Figure 2). However, adolescents who are disadvantaged 

by poor resident family relationships actually tend to have fewer school-related behavior 

problems when they have recently experienced conflict with their non-resident parent. This 

unexpected association may result from the fact that youth who experience high levels of conflict 

                                                 
18

 F-tests indicate that the effects of living in these two different family forms are not significantly different 

from one another. 
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with a non-resident parent also tend to report higher levels of closeness with that parent.
19

 

Conflict with non-resident parents may also indicate a greater level of interaction and parental 

involvement in day-to-day activities. Higher levels of closeness and interaction with non-resident 

parents, even when contentious, may serve to protect youth from the damaging effects of poor 

resident family relationships. 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Resident Parent-Specific Analyses 

Although the family relationship/process variables fully mediated the differential family 

structure effects, I conducted analyses that included relationship information specific to each 

resident parent to determine whether any additional insights could be gained (see Appendix B, 

Table2). Since I had to exclude from the parent-specific models all respondents living in 

cohabiting stepfamilies, I was unable to further explore the negative effects of living in a 

cohabiting stepfather family. However, I found that for adolescents in single-father families, 

closeness to and conflict with resident fathers are both significantly related to school behavior 

outcomes.
20

 Although not significant for the full sample, I also find that parental supervision in 

single-father families is significantly associated with behavior problems. Thus, the lower levels 

of supervision found in many single-father families can, in part, explain the greater incidence of 

behavioral problems among youth in those families. 

 

 

                                                 
19

 There is a significant positive correlation between conflict with a non-resident parent and the level of 

closeness that an adolescent reports having with that parent, especially when the non-resident parent is a biological 

father. 

 
20

 Communication with resident fathers is not significantly associated with school-related behavior. 
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Discussion 

From the analyses I can draw several main conclusions. First, the academic outcomes of 

adolescents in different types of non-intact families vary tremendously. The outcomes of 

children living in non-traditional stepfamilies and in single parent families are, on average, more 

problematic than those of adolescents in married stepfather families. While controlling for 

demographic, socioeconomic, and family background characteristics helps to explain the lowered 

academic outcomes of adolescents living in some of the stepfamily and single parent family 

forms, enduring disadvantages, although small, do remain. For example, youth living in married 

stepmother families are significantly less likely than those living in married stepfather families to 

hold high expectations for adult educational attainment. Additionally, youth in cohabiting 

stepfather and single-father families tend to experience the poorest academic achievement and 

school-related behavior outcomes.  

Second, experiencing positive resident family relationships, which are crucial to the 

development of social capital, is associated with higher college expectations, higher GPA scores, 

and lower levels of school-related behavior problems among youth in non-intact families. A 

subjective rating of relationship quality with resident family members is the most consistent 

predictor of academic success across all of the different outcomes. In fact, analyses that include 

information about relationships with each specific resident parent-figure indicate that poorer 

quality relationships with married stepmothers can fully explain the lowered college expectations 

of youth in these families.  

Thus, family structure differentials in college expectations appear to be largely driven by 

family background variables, SES, and the quality of relationships held with others in the 

residential family unit. Recent experiences with resident parent-child conflict also appear to be 

particularly important in the determination of the more behavioral aspects of adolescent 
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educational outcomes, such as GPA scores and school behavior problems. While measures of 

conflict, combined with ratings of resident family relationships, do not explain family structure 

differentials in GPA scores, these measures do fully explain higher levels of school-related 

behavior problems among adolescents in cohabiting stepfather families and most of the elevated 

behavior problems among those in single-father families. Within single-father families, lower 

levels of parental supervision also appear to play a role in increasing rates of school behavior 

problems.  

Relationships with non-resident parents are also associated with adolescent GPA scores 

and school behavior problems. The analysis indicates that higher levels of non-resident parent-

child conflict can explain the remainder of the difference in behavior problems found between 

youth in single-father and married stepfather families. In addition, this study indicates that the 

effect of resident family relationships on the more behaviorally driven academic outcomes is 

actually moderated by non-resident parent relationships. In terms of GPA, adolescents who have 

a living non-resident parent benefit less from positive resident family relationships than do those 

who have a deceased/unknown non-resident parent. Further, in terms of behavior problems, 

youth who have experienced conflict with non-resident parents benefit less from positive resident 

family relationships than do youth who have not.  

These findings suggest that the kinds of family relationships that allow for the 

development of social capital are important to the academic outcomes of youth. While 

expectations of attending college appear to be affected primarily by characteristics of and 

relationships within the resident family unit, the more behavioral-based outcomes appear to be 

affected by an adolescent’s relationships with both resident and non-resident family members.  

As was hypothesized, having positive non-resident parent relationships is good for the 

academic achievement and school-related behavior of youth. However, interaction with non-
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resident parents can also reduce the protective effect of having good relationships with resident 

family members. Having a non-resident parent inherently makes overall family dynamics more 

difficult. When resident family relationships are very poor, a non-resident parent may help the 

child to compensate for the support he or she is missing at home (see Figures 1 or 2). Even 

experiencing conflict with a non-resident parent may be beneficial when a child has very poor 

resident family relationships, as that indicates some form of involvement on the part of the non-

resident parent (see Figure 2). However, when resident family relationships are good and a child 

is receiving adequate support at home, having a non-resident parent may simply cause additional 

family stress and conflict and may reduce the level of importance that a child places upon 

relationships with his or her resident parent(s). As a result, positive relationships with resident 

family members may become less effective mechanisms for the development of social capital 

and socialization, and less effective at promoting academic success.  

This paper also finds that gender differences exist in the effects of family structure upon 

the college expectations of youth in non-intact families, but not in the effects upon adolescent 

GPA or school-related behavior problems. Overall, the expectations of females appear to be 

more negatively affected by living in the various non-intact family structures than are the 

expectations of males. However, the family relationships and processes explored here seem to 

affect both males and females in a similar manner. 

Finally, college expectations of youth in non-intact families appear to be less affected by 

family dynamics (and more by family SES) than either of the behavioral-based academic 

outcomes. While the family structures associated with poor school behavior are generally also 

associated with lowered GPA scores, GPA tends to be negatively affected by a greater number of 

non-traditional family structures than are school-related behavior problems. However, living 

within the most non-traditional of family forms, particularly with a cohabiting stepfather or a 
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single-father, has a consistently negative effect upon both of these academic outcomes. Poorer 

family dynamics explain the more negative school behavior outcomes and a portion of the GPA 

disadvantage of these children. However, unexplained GPA disadvantages remain.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper uses data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add 

Health) to explore the family contexts of children living in non-intact families more fully than 

has previous research. By focusing on adolescents’ relationships and interactions with both their 

resident and non-resident family members, this research provides important insight into the 

interpersonal dynamics of contemporary stepfamilies and single parent. Furthermore, examining 

the ways in which these relationships influence one another helps us to better understand how 

having a complex set of family relationships that extend beyond the confines of a single 

household influences academic outcomes among adolescents. 

Results indicate that adolescents in different types of non-intact families have 

significantly different academic outcomes. In terms of academic achievement and school-related 

behavior, the most disadvantaged children tend to be those living in the most non-traditional 

families, particularly cohabiting stepfather and single-father families. Living with a married 

stepmother, however, appears to be the family structure most detrimental to an adolescent’s 

expectations for future college attainment. Family relationships are significant predictors of these 

academic outcomes, and can explain some of the disadvantage faced by youth in non-traditional 

stepparent and single parent family forms.  

While positive relationships with both resident and non-resident parent-figures 

independently promote academic achievement and good school-related behavior, the effects of 

resident family relationships are conditioned by the existence and quality of relationships with 



42 

non-resident parents. When resident family dynamics are poor, involvement with non-resident 

parents helps to bolster academic outcomes, even if the involvement is not always positive in 

nature. Simply having a non-resident parent may provide children with some sense of social and 

emotional support. However, when resident family dynamics are good, and adolescents are 

receiving adequate levels of support and emotional care from those within their immediate 

household, the existence of a non-resident parent may actually make a child’s life more stressful 

and complicated. Conflict with non-resident parents, which is more likely to occur when contact 

is frequent, can also weaken the beneficial effects of good resident family relationships. Despite 

this moderating effect, having positive relationships with both resident and non-resident parents 

(when the non-resident parent is known to be alive) is beneficial for the outcomes of youth in 

non-intact families. 

Most young people in non-intact families have a living non-resident parent with whom 

they have some level of contact. As such, considering the effects of residential family structure 

upon adolescent outcomes is not enough. Research in this field must also include an examination 

of family relationships that stretch across households and begin to explore the specific ways in 

which positive relationships, with both resident and non-resident parent-figures, can be actively 

fostered among children from non-traditional families. We must also learn more about the ways 

in which relationships with parent-figures outside of the home can impact relationships with 

family members inside of the home.  
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APPENDIX A: CONSTRUCTION OF INDICES 
 
 

School-Related Behavior Problems Index (4 items): Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.689 

Answers range from 0 (never) to 4 (everyday). 
 
1. How often do you have trouble getting along with other students? 
2. How often do you have trouble getting along with your teachers? 
3. How often do you have trouble paying attention in school? 
4. How often do you have trouble getting your homework done? 

 

Resident Mother Closeness Index (4 items): Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.858 

Questions pertain to resident biological mothers and resident married stepmothers. 

Answers range from 1 (not at all/strongly disagree) to 5 (quite a bit/strongly agree). 
 
1.  How close do you feel to your mother? 
2.  Most of the time, your mother is warm and loving toward you. 
3.  You are satisfied with the way your mother and you communicate with each other. 
4.  Overall, you are satisfied with your relationship with your mother. 
 
 
Resident Father Closeness Index (4 items): Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.891 
 
Questions pertain to resident biological fathers and resident married stepfathers. 
Answers range from 1 (not at all/strongly disagree) to 5 (quite a bit/strongly agree). 
 
1.  How close do you feel to your father? 
2.  Most of the time, your father is warm and loving toward you. 
3.  You are satisfied with the way your father and you communicate with each other. 
4.  Overall, you are satisfied with your relationship with your father. 
 
 
Resident Family Relationship Index (5 items): Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.744 
 
Questions pertain to resident family members. Answers range from 1 (not at all) to 5 
(very much). 
 
1.   How much do you feel that your parent(s) care about you? 
2. How much do you feel that people in your family understand you? 
3. How much do you feel that you want to leave home? (recoded in opposite direction) 
4. How much do you feel that you and your family have fun together? 
5. How much do you feel that your family pays attention to you? 
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