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Abstract 
Stepfamilies are inherently complex family systems, marked by change, flexible 
boundaries, and early conflict. But the developmental pathways by which long-
term stepparent relationships become positive require more study. We interviewed 
38 stepchildren who had reached adulthood, to understand how their relationships 
with a stepparent became positive. Four relational trajectories defined these pos-
itive relationships: punctuated, consistent positive, progressive incline, and mod-
ulated turbulent. Distinctive communicative practices were associated with each 
trajectory, such as communicating assurances, “siding,” or revelations of charac-
ter. In addition, the trajectories shared three common processes: responsiveness to 
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stepchild vulnerability, stepparent “adding value” to the family, and maturation/ 
reframing of the past. Findings support the existence of multiple pathways to pos-
itivity and suggest that major fluctuations are experienced along the way. Findings 
are interpreted in light of existing research on stepfamily development and Afifi’s 
theory of resilience and relational load. Recommendations are offered for stepfam-
ilies and professionals who serve them.  

Stepfamilies are inherently complex family systems, marked by change 
and flexible boundaries. They are also pervasive, as more than 40% of 
adults have a step-relation (Pew Research Center, 2011). Stepfamilies 
are discursive constructions; relationships are made and remade in 
interaction (Baxter, 2014; Braithwaite & Suter, in press). In some re-
spects, all families are what Galvin (2006) labeled “discourse depen-
dent,” meaning they co-create their family culture and roles in inter-
action. However, families lacking relational models are particularly 
reliant on communication to define and enact family bonds (Baxter, 
2014; Galvin, 2006). 

Although scholars, clinicians, and popular media tend to focus 
on the challenges stepfamilies face (see Ganong & Coleman, 2017), 
an increasing number of scholars have called for a focus on posi-
tive stepfamilies (e.g., Waldron et al., 2018), part of a general shift 
toward research on positive interpersonal communication (e.g., So-
cha & Pitts, 2012) and human behavior more generally (e.g., Peter-
son, 2006). Building on scholars’ work on positive stepfamily rela-
tionships (e.g., Braithwaite et al., 2018; Oliver-Blackburn, 2019), we 
sought to understand positive stepfamily interaction and relationships 
from the perspective of adult stepchildren who are old enough to re-
flect on the development of their stepfamily. The central purpose of 
this study was to identify the developmental patterns, communica-
tion practices, and varying paths to positivity stepchildren associated 
with these relationships.  

Developmental trajectories of stepfamily life 

Although it is most common for researchers to study stepfamilies 
as snapshots at one point in time, some scholars have opted for a 
developmental approach to understanding both the qualitative and 
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quantitative evolution of these relationships over time (Mongeau et 
al., 2022). Some scholars represent stepfamily development via chron-
ological stage models (e.g., L. H. Ganong et al., 2011; Papernow, 2013) 
and while these models provide insights into the stepfamily experi-
ence, they can oversimplify the complexity of the families, minimize 
the up and down development of change across time, and fail to cap-
ture the multiplicity of their developmental routes (Baxter et al., 1999; 
Sahlstein Parcell, 2013). In contrast, a number of scholars have focused 
on relational turning points in stepfamilies, wherein relational parties 
focus on pivotal events, positive or negative, that brought about or re-
flected important relational changes (e.g., Baxter et al., 1999; Braith-
waite et al., 2018; Graham, 1997; Nuru & Wang, 2014). 

Relational turning points 

Turning point analysis focuses on events that represent “sudden and 
dramatic relational breakthroughs . . . [or] small, patterned, relational 
changes . . . that depict relational development as slow and gradual” 
(Mongeau et al., 2022, p. 332). Starting with Bolton (1961), scholars 
have found turning points (TP) analysis a fruitful methodology for un-
derstanding transformation in various relationship types, including 
dating (L. Baxter & Bullis, 1986), mate selection (Huston et al., 1981), 
spousal partnerships during military deployment (Sahlstein Parcell & 
Maguire, 2014), grandparent–grandchild relationships (Bangerter & 
Waldron, 2014), and adult children and parents (Golish, 2000). Ear-
lier scholars identified TPs in married (e.g., Baxter et al., 1999; Gra-
ham, 1997) and cohabiting stepfamilies (Nuru & Wang, 2014). Recent 
scholars have targeted specific relationships within the stepfamily, 
such as step and half-siblings (Oliver, Oliver-Blackburn, 2019, No-
vember 13-17) and between stepchildren and stepparents (e.g., Braith-
waite et al., 2018; Oliver-Blackburn et al., 2021). For example, Braith-
waite et al. (2018) interviewed adult children who reported a positive 
relationship with a stepparent, identifying 15 TP types, including ep-
isodes of quality time, conflict and disagreements, and prosocial ac-
tions by the stepparent. 

Comparing studies, we learned that although some TPs are com-
mon across stepfamilies (e.g., rituals, conflict, changes in household 
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composition; Baxter et al., 1999), other TPs are specific to a particu-
lar role or relationship, for example, remarriage of a former spouse 
(Graham, 1997) or a stepparent’s role change from friend to parent 
(Oliver-Blackburn et al., 2021). Common TPs across stepfamilies are 
helpful to understand the shared experiences and critical events that 
many stepfamilies face. In addition to identifying shared events of 
family development, TP studies help scholars track changes along spe-
cific relational dimensions, for example, positivity, closeness, and to-
getherness, and to understand the valence of TPs over time, creating 
a more textured view of events and interactions that make stepfam-
ily life more or less functional and satisfying. 

Relational trajectories 

While existing TP studies are particularly useful in understanding 
critical relational events, scholars recognized that TPs occur in dif-
ferent patterns over the relational lifespan that may serve as cata-
lysts for developmental pathways. A smaller number of scholars have 
examined relational trajectories, tracking and describing patterns 
of relational change over time in which turning points are embed-
ded (Sahlstein Parcell, 2013), for example, in stepfamilies (Baxter 
et al., 1999) or couples during military deployment (Sahlstein Par-
cell & Maguire, 2014). 

Sahlstein Parcell (2013) argued for the usefulness of trajectory 
scholarship as researchers move their work away from linear pat-
terns of relational development and adopt the perspective that 
“change does not have to occur in predetermined ways; analyses 
of change should identify varied patterns” (p. 168). Trajectory re-
searchers use TPs as a starting point, rather than an endpoint, fo-
cusing on the arrangement of TPs in different developmental pat-
terns. For instance, Baxter et al. (1999) developed a model of five 
relational trajectories over the first four years of developing step-
families, examining pathways through which members of new step-
families families come to “feel like a family” (p. 297). Accelerated 
trajectories showed rapid and sustained movement to family iden-
tity, prolonged trajectories showed gradual increases over time, and 
in stagnating trajectories reports of feeling like a family started at 
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low levels and never progressed. In in declining trajectories, feeling 
like a family started strong but receded over the four years and high 
amplitude paths assumed a chaotic up-and-down pattern of feel-
ing like a family. These early findings were important both theoret-
ically and practically as they demonstrated that whether they ended 
up with high or low levels of family cohesion, stepfamilies had the 
potential to evolve along multiple paths (Braithwaite et al., 2001). 

Dun and Sears (2017) stressed that relational trajectories are par-
ticularly useful to understand the natural ebb and flow of relational 
experience. Sahlstein Parcell (2013) affirmed this idea, reviewing nine 
studies that supported what she called “metapatterns of family move-
ment” (p. 172), noting that relationship change need not be linear, 
tracking upward relational development and then dissolving down-
ward. By examining how relationships change over different TPs, re-
searchers can learn how stepfamilies interpret, reorient, and navigate 
within the sometimes-choppy waves of family development, resist-
ing trying to find an optimal path of stepfamily development (Braith-
waite et al., 2001). 

Finally, while identifying trajectory patterns is helpful, researchers 
can advance their understanding of stepfamily development by identi-
fying communication practices that shape trajectories of relational sta-
bility and those that function as catalysts for developmental change. 
This leads us to ask which kinds of interaction results in precipitous 
drops in perceptions of relational positivity, helps members recover 
from those drops, accelerates positive trends, or stabilizes turbulent 
trajectories. Along these lines, Braithwaite et al. (2001) engaged in a 
follow-up analysis of the Baxter et al. (1999) five stepfamily trajectory 
types and identified three communication processes that enacted dif-
ferent stepfamily experiences: solidarity, boundary management, and 
adaptation. More recent scholars suggest other forms of communica-
tion that might reshape trajectories, such as such as members mutu-
ally (re) calibrating investments of relational resources (Afifi, 2018) 
or stepparents (re)balancing the role of protector and friend (Oliver-
Blackburn et al., 2021). In this present investigation, we examined 
events and communication that stepchildren perceive as leading to 
positive relational outcomes in the long run. 
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Interaction in positive stepchild-stepparent relationships 

Our focus is on the stepchild-stepparent relationship, perhaps the 
most complex and influential of stepfamily bonds (Ganong & Coleman, 
2017). Scholars have chronicled challenges stepparents and stepchil-
dren face, especially stressors and ambiguity of the stepparent role 
(Ganong et al., 1999; Schrodt, 2006; Schrodt et al., 2008). For the 
married or cohabiting couple, decisions about whether the steppar-
ent should function as a parent or a friend to stepchildren is an im-
portant decision, often associated with relational struggle, with most 
prescriptions favoring the latter (Ganong & Coleman, 2017; Ganong 
et al., 2019; Speer & Trees, 2007). 

Thoughts about the stepparent role are being reevaluated as more 
scholars study the potentially unique discursive and developmental 
features of positive stepparenting bonds. For example, researchers 
have examined communication of affinity by stepparents (Ganong et 
al., 2019; Speer & Trees, 2007) and stepsiblings (Ganong et al., 2021), 
finding it crucial in helping positive relationships grow over time. Ga-
nong et al. (1999) reported that stepparents in strong relationships 
worked at establishing closeness and continued their efforts across the 
years. Waldron et al. (2018) studied the role of forgiveness in stepchil-
dren’s descriptions of positive relationships, finding that implicit or 
explicit forgiveness was reported in 76% of the families represented. 
These scholars concluded that the practice of forgiveness and narra-
tives about past forgiveness helped cultivate positive bonds. These 
findings provide encouragement to attend to how success (or failure) 
of efforts to repair emotional hurts of the past may influence stepfam-
ily developmental trajectories. 

Oliver-Blackburn et al. (2021) studied the perspective of steppar-
ents in overall positive stepfamilies and identified two unique pro-
cesses: (a) functioning as a parent rather than a friend and (b) com-
municating support for the stepchild by offering both protection and 
availability. It appeared that functioning more as a parent than a 
friend may be a catalyst for positive relational development in cer-
tain stepfamilies, such as those with younger children. The authors 
observed that certain TPs previously associated with stepfamily devel-
opment offered opportunities to enact this parenting function, includ-
ing stepparents’ initiating spending quality time together and their 
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constructive responses during conflict. With this study of stepparent 
perspectives in mind, we explored developmental trajectories from the 
perspectives of adult stepchildren, recognizing that their perspectives 
are likely to vary from younger children. Such factors as maturation, 
longer history with stepfamily, and opportunities for early conflicts 
to be resolved (or to simmer and build) are all justification for study-
ing older stepchildren more closely. 

Purpose of the study 

While extant work on stepfamily TPs and trajectories provides an in-
sightful starting point (e.g., Baxter et al., 1999; Braithwaite et al., 
2018), these studies leave important issues unaddressed. First, the 
foundational work of Baxter et al. (1999) focused solely on the first 
four years of stepfamily life, reflecting early theorizing that it took 
four years for stepfamilies to stabilize. It has since become clear that 
stepfamily life can be positive or turbulent for many years. Braithwaite 
et al. (2018) reported that some TPs occurred much later in the fam-
ily lifespan, as, for example, a nonresidential parent died, stepchil-
dren started their own families, or family members rallied to support 
an ill or distressed member. In other words, as the lifespan evolves, 
stepfamilies may discover new opportunities to cohere or come apart. 

Second, although the focus on family identity (i.e., feeling like a 
family) was justified, Baxter et al. (1999) and subsequent scholars 
have largely failed to consider the valence of family identity. Presum-
ably, feeling like a family can be either positive or negative, or both to 
some degree. Moreover, their study design had primed participants to 
draw on stereotypical notions of family life, one grounded in feeling 
like a “typical” or even “normal” family. An alternative approach, one 
adopted in this study, was to track the degree that members felt pos-
itively about their family experience, by examining the communica-
tion patterns and events that members associated with increases and 
decreases in positivity. 

Third, although many stepfamilies thrive, the various paths to pos-
itivity are not well-documented, particularly beyond the early years 
of stepfamily life. It would be helpful to know if pathways tend to 
be rocky or smooth and how they might change over the years. We 
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believe this will be useful information for stepfamilies early in the 
process and can help them forego the tendency to seek a single right 
or “normal” path (see Braithwaite et al., 2001, 2018). 

Fourth, adopting a constitutive view of communication and rela-
tionships (Baxter, 2014; Braithwaite & Suter, in press), our goal was 
to understand how discourse dependent families, in this case step-
families, interact and navigate family life as they are developing, le-
gitimizing, enacting, and changing the stepfamily, and within the cen-
trally important stepchild-stepparent relationship. Thus, our research 
questions are oriented to the goal of understanding how family mem-
bers interact and make sense of different relational pathways, valu-
ing the meanings they have extracted from these relational journeys: 

RQ1: What relational trajectories emerge when adult stepchildren 
describe the development of their positive relationship with a 
stepparent? 

RQ2: How do adult stepchildren describe the meanings, interac-
tions, and processes that shaped relational trajectories as they 
developed a positive relationship with a stepparent? 

Method 

Interpretive scholars strive to “understand what action means to peo-
ple . . . to render human action intelligible” (L. A. Baxter & Babbie, 
2004, p. 59). Those scholars studying families center on family mem-
bers’ reflections on interaction and co-constructing relational mean-
ings (Braithwaite et al., 2014; Tracy, 2020). After identifying the var-
ious kinds of relational patterns (trajectories) represented in adult 
stepchildren’s positivity ratings, we focused on how adult stepchil-
dren interpreted the developmental arc of the relationship, that is, 
the meanings they offered in making sense of its trajectory and inter-
action that shaped it. 

Participants 

Before recruiting participants, we received Internal Review Board 
clearance at both universities where research team members resided. 
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Participants were recruited from announcements on university re-
search websites, via social media, and through snowball sampling. 
Following the approach of other TP researchers, we analyzed turn-
ing point graphs and interview transcripts that focused on TPs gen-
erated by participants (e.g., Baxter et al., 1999; Braithwaite et al., 
2018, 2018). To be included in the study participants needed to meet 
three criteria. First, participants were stepchildren who were 25 years 
and older at the time of the interview so they were able to reflect on 
the early stepfamily years and could look back from, at minimum, an 
emerging adult vantage point. Second, all participants self-identified 
the relationship with their stepparent as positive overall. Third, the 
stepfamilies had to have formed a minimum of four years earlier, step-
children had to be at least 10 years old at the start of the stepfamily, 
and the stepfamilies had to be currently intact at the time of the in-
terview. Data for the current study were (a) 38 TP graphs generated 
during the interviews, each of which documented the changing levels 
of positivity as the relationship developed over time, and (b) 562 sin-
gle-spaced pages of interview transcripts in which stepchildren dis-
cussed events and processes that shaped each relationship. 

Participants were 31 females (81.6%) and seven males (18.4%) 
ranging from 25 to 52 years (M = 33.05, SD = 7.81), with most identi-
fying as Caucasian (n = 36, 94.7%). The stepfamilies ranged in length 
from four to 38 years (M = 18.26, SD = 9.60), with 35 (92.1%) report-
ing biological siblings and three (7.9%) having no siblings. Thirty-
three participants (86.8%) had from one to six stepsiblings (M = 1.39, 
SD = .79). Most participants discussed a stepfather (n = 27; 71.1%) 
and seven discussed stepmothers (28.9%). 

Procedures 

Data were collected using the Retrospective Interview Technique en-
gaged by previous TP scholars (e.g., Baxter et al., 1999; Braithwaite 
et al., 2018; Huston et al., 1981). At the start of the interview partici-
pants were encouraged to talk about both positive and negative turn-
ing points. As previous TP scholars have done, we engaged partici-
pants in a process of calibrating the graph (Baxter et al., 1999) by 
expressing what 0% and 100% positive would mean for them. They 
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were asked to indicate when their stepfamily began and from there to 
identify and describe all TPs they perceived across the history of the 
relationship with their stepparent. At each TP, participants rated re-
lational positivity and discussed circumstances, communication, emo-
tions, and actions of the parties involved. Interviewers created graphs 
as the discussion progressed, plotting the name and date of each TP 
and ratings of relational positivity (0–100%). At the end of the inter-
view, the interviewer and participant reviewed the whole graph to 
surface additional understandings of the overall relational trajectory. 

This review involved three steps. First, at the more granular level, 
as interviewers charted each TP on the graph, they asked participants 
questions that would help us focus on different developmental path-
ways. For example, we asked why and how the relationship was be-
coming more or less positive or negative, if it was changing, and how 
the situation described in the turning point turned out in the end. Sec-
ond, interviewers asked a series of more global questions at the end 
of the interview, asking participants to look over the graph as a whole 
and share their reflections on what it told them about the develop-
ment of the relationship. To prompt further reflection, interviewers 
asked a series of open-ended questions, including what best explains 
why the stepchild and stepparent have developed a positive relation-
ship and, in a perfect world, what, if anything, did the participant wish 
had been different in their relationship with the stepparent over the 
years and at present. Finally, interviewers asked stepchildren to talk 
about what is most positive about their relationship with their step-
parent at present. 

Data analysis 

To answer the first research question and develop the relational trajec-
tories, data analysis proceeded in a two-step process. First, we located 
distinctive trajectory types by sorting the relational graphs based on 
the magnitude, turbulence, and temporal features of the positivity rat-
ings. Second, we engaged in qualitative thematic analysis to identify 
patterns of meaning in the discursive constructions of participants 
within each trajectory type. 
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Classification of positive stepfamily trajectories 

To answer Research Question 1, we used quantitative and visual com-
parison methods (see Sahlstein Parcell & Maguire, 2014) to classify 
the trajectories. The first and fourth authors started by sorting the 
TP graphs with the goal of identifying the different patterns (trajec-
tories). While we were mindful of trajectories previously reported 
(Baxter et al., 1999; Sahlstein Parcell, 2013), we also attended to dif-
ferences this study that might yield unique trajectories, including 
our consideration of (a) overall positive families (previous schol-
ars ignored trends in valence), (b) the longer span of stepfamily life 
(versus the first four years only), and (c) unique aspects of the step-
child-stepparent relationship. In the end, four trajectory types were 
identified. 

The first part of the analysis involved an assessment of turbulence 
in the relational graphs. We began by computing change scores for 
every positivity rating reported by these participants. For example, if 
a participant rated relational positivity at 60% at TP#3 and 80% at 
TP#4, the change score was 20%. In the second part, we calculated the 
mean (13%) and standard deviation (14.8%) for the whole corpus of 
change scores, using absolute values. Based on this data, a relational 
graph was considered “low turbulence” if the average of changes in 
positivity measured less than the mean change score for the whole 
sample. In contrast, to qualify as “turbulent,” the graph had to meet 
two criteria: (a) it had to include one or more change scores that ex-
ceeded the mean, and (b) changes had to be multidirectional, such 
that positivity levels increased and decreased as the relationship un-
folded over time. 

Third, having located graphs that were turbulent, we examined 
them more closely, looking for additional variations in relationship 
development. Visual inspection revealed that many relationships were 
turbulent only during limited periods of time, when positivity plum-
meted (or, in a few instances, markedly increased) and then recov-
ered. Other graphs showed modest turbulence across the whole re-
lationship, a long-term up-and-down pattern. Fourth, in response to 
these observations, we created two subcategories: “punctuated” and 
“modulated.” This is a more nuanced distinction than reported in a 
previous study of stepfamilies (Baxter et al., 1999), which proposed a 
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single “high amplitude” pattern. In the end, we used the label modu-
lated turbulent to describe trajectories in which changes in positivity 
stayed within one standard deviation of the mean change score. We 
reserved the label punctuated trajectories for the graphs that exhibited 
one or more extreme changes in positivity. These changes exceeded 
the mean change score plus the standard deviation (e.g., 13 + 14.8 = 
27.8%). Aside from the dramatic changes, punctuated trajectories 
sometimes resembled (in part) one of the other three trajectory types. 

Last, within the meta-category of low turbulence, we made finer 
distinctions by inspecting trend lines for each graph. Progressive in-
cline trajectories showed low positivity ratings (below 50%) early, but 
gradually increased in positivity, approaching 100% in recent years. 
Baxter et al. (1999) reported a similar “prolonged” trajectory, how-
ever they were limited to four years and this kind of change would not 
have been tracked. In contrast, consistent positive trajectories exhib-
ited modest fluctuations in positivity but never dropped below 75%. 

This classification approach accounted for 36 of the 38 trajecto-
ries, leaving two unclassified graphs, one graph that (#14) nearly fit 
with the consistent positive category but included a TP that rated be-
low the 75% mark (65%). The other graph (#35) showed dramatic 
turbulence during the early years, with ratings ranging from 0 to 55 
and back to 0, a gradual climb to 100% and a gradual descent to 60% 
positivity. These two graphs were eliminated from further analysis. 

Thematic analysis: Examining participant interpretations 

To answer Research Question Q2, which concerned the meanings, in-
teractions, and processes participants associated with the trajectory of 
their relationship, the analysis followed those procedures used by pre-
vious TP scholars, modeled after the process Braithwaite et al. (2001) 
used in their qualitative analysis of the Baxter et al. (1999) “feeling 
like a family” TPs and trajectories. In this study, the 36 successfully 
classified were sorted based on the four trajectory types we identi-
fied. Then we reviewed interview transcripts within each grouping. In 
reading across transcripts, we considered participant interpretations 
of individual moments of change (as did Braithwaite et al., 2018) but 
the focus at present was on the larger arc of relational change, look-
ing to identify the sensemaking schemes used by participants as they 
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described their experiences in punctuated, modulated, progressive in-
cline, and consistent positive trajectories. 

In this phase we engaged the reflexive thematic analysis process 
suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019), involving what they 
recently described as a process of “continual bending back on one-
self – questioning and querying the assumptions we are making in 
interpretation and coding the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 594). 
First, we read the interview transcripts and TP graphs associated 
with the trajectories described above, recording interpretative notes 
as we progressed. Second, we identified tentative themes that cap-
tured participant constructions of how and why their relationship 
evolved. We identified themes that appeared to be unique to a tra-
jectory, if any, and those that were shared by one or more trajecto-
ries. Third, we discussed the themes for each trajectory and revised 
the categories to be more comprehensive. For example, we decided 
that the key defining feature of “punctuated” trajectory would be 
drastic change, including not just negative changes but also posi-
tive ones. Fourth, the process was repeated with the next trajectory 
and themes were further modified until the analysis was complete. 
Fifth, we identified and named the set of themes and illustrative quo-
tations were selected. 

The research team ended the data analysis by engaging in the ver-
ification process of an interactive data conference (Braithwaite et al., 
2017, 2014). The whole research team met and two members who 
were unfamiliar with the thematizing scheme guided the process of 
discussing and testing the findings. Based on their feedback, themes 
were revised, and the team discussed theoretical and practical impli-
cations of the analysis and chose final exemplars for this report. 

Results 

The findings are of two types. First, in answer to Research Question 1,  
Table 1 presents the types of trajectories reported by adult stepchil-
dren in positive stepparenting relationships, including their frequency 
of occurrence in the sample. Visual renderings are presented in Fig-
ures 1–4. Second, in answer to Research Question 2, we report the cen-
tral themes that characterize interaction and development of positive 
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stepparent-stepchild relationships within each trajectory. These 
themes are listed in Table 1 and elaborated to follow. 

Trajectory #1: Punctuated. “I felt like they had pulled the rug out 
from under us, ya know?” 

Figure 1 plots the punctuated trajectory type, the one we saw most 
often in these data (n = 15, 39.5%). As indicated above, these trajec-
tories were distinguished by moments of a dramatic change. Typi-
cally, the turbulence involved a steep drop in positivity, followed by 
recovery. In some cases, the recovery was itself sharp and abrupt, as 
in relationship #33 (see the middle of Figure 1). In other relationships 
the recovery of positivity was gradual, as illustrated by relationship 
#32 on the right side of Figure 1. In just two cases (e.g., #36, bottom 
of Figure 1), the only dramatic change was positive. Aside from these 
dramatic periods of change, punctuated relationships sometimes re-
sembled the other trajectory types, as did #22, which exhibits a “con-
sistent positive” pattern in its later TP ratings. However, two unique 
themes emerged from the qualitative analysis that focused on the na-
ture of relational events: siding incidents and hostile acts (see Table 
1) which provided our rationale for grouping these together. 

Table 1. Thematic Analysis of Trajectory Patterns. 

Trajectory  Themes  Definition 

Punctuated (39.5%)  1. Siding incident  Stepparent chooses sides in conflict 
 2. Hostile acts  Destructive, hurtful communication 
Consistent Positive (26.3%)  1. Early assurances  Stepparent pledges to invest 
 2. Support for parent  Witnesses stepparent express support 
Progressive Incline (18.4%)  1. Recognize character  Appreciation of stepparent values 
 2. Trust building  Stepparent keeps commitments 
Modulated (10.5%)  1. Uncertain beginnings  Children unprepared for stepparent 
 2. Acts of kindness  Moments of benevolence, caring 
Unclassified (5.2%)  None  Indistinct 
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The first theme involved what we labeled as “siding incidents,” 
where a stepparent expressed allegiance to the spouse or the step-
child during a time of intense family conflict. In instances where the 
stepparent sided with the spouse or partner (the residential parent), 
positive ratings plummeted for the stepchildren. For example, step-
son #19 badly wanted to attend graduate school but found himself in 
a heated conflict with his accountant father, who insisted that the son 
prepare a slide presentation on the cost and benefits of such a move. 
Much to the chagrin of stepson #19, the stepmother sided with his fa-
ther, who ended up rejecting the son’s graduate school plan (TP#12). 
The stepson had come to count on his stepmother’s support in fam-
ily disagreements, and he was unhappy that she had supported, in his 
words, “dad’s play:” 

I was fucking pissed. Not amused. At this point, I’m making 
the call that I think is the best, the most meaningful, and I 
am met with active and open resistance and skepticism. So, 
I was less than amused. (964-967; Note: exemplars are no-
tated by interview and transcript lines numbers) 

Another example was related by participant #31, who had broken 
off a long romantic relationship, found a new one, and was prepar-
ing to cohabit with her new partner. Family strife erupted when her 

Figure 1. Punctuated (Drastic Drops) Trajectories.
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mother, disapproving of the new relationship, refused to provide the 
financial and emotional support participant #31 had come to expect. 
Much to her disappointment, her stepfather sided with the mother 
and “withdrew as well.” She explained: 

. . . I felt like they had pulled the rug out from under us, ya 
know? That like, they were gonna help and um again, come 
and, ya know, help me resolve this issue I had. And be that 
resource. And then all of the sudden, because of this fight 
[with mother], that was gone! And so that was a little bit of 
a dark moment, but it all ended up working out for the best. 
(450-454) 

In a second set of cases, the stepparent sided with the child, lead-
ing to a major increase in positivity ratings (e.g., #36, TP 10). Dur-
ing high school, stepdaughter #22 was experiencing conflict with her 
mother and began experimenting with alcohol, even burying a bottle 
in the yard to share it with friends. Her stepfather caught her in the 
act and forced her to empty the bottle in the grass, however he chose 
not to tell her mother. Rather, he sided with the daughter, devising 
a “punishment” that allowed them to bond at a time when she badly 
needed support: 

So he came up to me later and said, “Listen, so I have two 
tickets to a violin concert, and you have to go.” Cause he 
knew that I would absolutely hate that! My mom made 
me play violin when I was younger; like it was not what I 
wanted to do. I hated it. I don’t like it. I thought it was stu-
pid. And so, that was his punishment to me. I mean, for me, 
like, I was kinda like “OK, this guy, he, he gets me, like, he’s 
a clever smartass. Even in his punishments, he’s clever as 
hell.” (152-158) 

In a third kind of siding, the stepparent skillfully played to both 
sides, serving as a buffer or mediator during a time of pitched con-
flict between stepchild and parent. Stepdaughter #30 explained that 
she often “butted heads” with her mother, a pattern that asserted it-
self during the run up to the wedding of mother and stepfather: 
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I ended up crying at the church, and my mom cried at the 
church and that was one of the first times that [stepdad] sort 
of played mediator for us. So, he came and talked me down 
and said, “you know, your mom loves you, she’s just nervous 
and excited!” So he sort of relayed that to my mom, how I 
was feeling, and just kind of like worked as a buffer. I mean 
my mom and I have a good relationship. But we butt heads 
sometimes and don’t see eye to eye. So he does that to help 
us and that was the first time he did that, that I remember 
him playing mediator between us. (115-120) 

In addition to siding, a second theme of the punctuated trajectory 
involved hostile acts by one or both parties. These were hurtful or 
destructive communicative acts, some of which occurred within con-
flict episodes, a kind of TP identified by Braithwaite et al. (2018) in 
10% of stepchild-stepparent dyads. Several examples occurred when 
the stepchild was young, and the stepfamily was in their early stages. 
These hostile acts created drastic drops in positivity, leaving the child 
feeling criticized, fearful, unsupported, or vulnerable. For example, 
stepdaughter #24 described being startled and upset by an “ultima-
tum” issued by her stepfather to her brother. She worried that she 
might be subjected to a similar act. Stepdaughter #33 recalled a time 
when, as a young girl, she witnessed her normally peaceful stepdad 
“yell” at her mom (and her mother yelled back). The stepdaughter 
clearly remembered the hostile tone of the incident. In another ex-
ample, stepdaughter #18 recalled being harshly criticized publicly by 
her stepmother, who disapproved of her behavior with a new boy-
friend, referring to the stepdaughter as “irresponsible” and the step-
mother expressed, “[stepdaughter] just thinks that she can act how-
ever she wants.” The stepdaughter explained her perception of the 
hostile act, “She made the comment that had to do with boys and 
drinking in front of my grandma and a couple of my aunts” (316–
319). A young teen at the time, stepdaughter #18 cherished the bond 
with her grandmother, who offered stability at a tumultuous time. 
Humiliated, she lashed out at her stepmother saying: “‘You’re a hor-
rible person.’ I called her the B-word and I was like, ‘You’re so dis-
respectful. This is my family, not yours, and you’re sharing my pri-
vate stories!’” (320–322). 
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Both siding incidents and hurtful acts had potent effects in step-
families, especially early in a stepfamily relationship, as is visible in 
Figure 1. These incidents appeared to shake the foundations of crucial 
stepparent-stepchild bonds, sometimes just as boundaries and roles 
were starting to solidify after an early period of family uncertainty. 
Although these moments of plummeting positivity were temporary, 
the relational recovery sometimes took months or years. 

Taken together, these episodes of punctuation and recovery high-
light the perilous and essential role played by the stepparent, espe-
cially at moments of family conflict and stepchild vulnerability. In 
these families, stepparents supported the stepchild when the residen-
tial parent could not or would not. In other cases, whether they re-
alized at the time or not, the stepparent seemed to reap the benefits 
from the stepchild’s eventual understanding of why supporting their 
partner (the residential parent) was the right thing for the steppar-
ent to do as an act of solidarity at a critical moment in the marriage. 

Trajectory #2: Consistent positive: “ . . . he was really invested in 
myself and my sister.” 

The second trajectory type, consistent positive (n = 10, 26.3%) repre-
sented those relationships that started at high levels of positivity and 
fluctuated very little, remaining above 75% (see Figure 2). Within 
this narrow band of change in relational positivity, most of these step-
child-stepparent relationships experienced slight increases in positiv-
ity, although several also reported modest decreases before recovering, 
with all but one ending at 100% positivity (this one ending at 90%). 
Several participants (e.g., #2 & #5) reported ratings of 100% for all 
turning points. We note that case #31 started at a lower point of pos-
itivity but it quickly assumed the pattern of positive consistency (at 
25%, the two early jumps in positivity were not quite large enough to 
qualify #31 for the punctuated trajectory type). 

From the thematic analysis we developed two unique subthemes, 
both expressed in early stepfamily years. The first involved early as-
surances, recognition that stepparents’ dedication was evident from 
the very early stages. As indicated by the initial ratings of relational 
positivity, these stepchildren reported feeling assured by early evi-
dence of the stepparents’ commitment to the family. Subsequent TPs 
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were interpreted as confirmations of these early understandings. A 
second subtheme was labeled support for parent, which involved wit-
nessing expressions of love and support for the residential parent (see 
Table 1). 

The first theme, early assurances, is well-illustrated by step-
daughter #8, who perceived that her stepfather was committed to 
her from the very beginning: “ . . . I knew that he was really in-
vested in myself and my sister. And that he wasn’t there just to 
be my mother’s husband” (228). As the relationship unfolded over 
time, this stepdaughter experienced and described a series of in-
stances in which that investment was memorably confirmed. For 
example, in her teens, the stepfather dedicated time and effort to 
teach her how to drive. His response at her wedding also left her 
feeling assured: “ . . . four hours before the wedding when I told [my 
stepfather] that my [biological] dad wasn’t coming, and you know, 
and would he walk me down the aisle?” (446). For stepdaughter #8, 
her wedding was part of a larger relational narrative, one in which 
the stepfather was, and always had been, committed to her happi-
ness. Stepson #13 reported similar experiences. With a nonresiden-
tial father who was not invested, stepson #13 formed an early and 
lasting bond with his stepdad. He explained, “I wasn’t seeing my 
dad all that often . . . so [my stepfather] was the male figure in my 

Figure 2. Consistent Positive Trajectories.
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life” (162). The theme of early assurance was further illustrated by 
stepdaughter #17, who noted that her stepfather introduced her as 
“my daughter” from the very beginning of the relationship. She also 
highlighted a story from her wedding and choosing her stepfather 
to walk her down the aisle: 

Just knowing how much he was there for me from, I know it 
was just 8th grade until last year, but I mean, we had such a 
positive relationship. And he was there for me so much that, 
I mean, that’s what made my decision and everything that 
day. (329-331) 

The second subtheme emerged from reports of the stepchildren wit-
nessing the stepparent engaging in support for the parent, involving 
nurturing, caring, and/or loving actions toward their mother or fa-
ther. These acts had lasting and positive impact. Stepdaughter #12 
expressed: 

I was just feeling like my dad had finally found a match 
that’s just great for him. And she’s [stepmother] so won-
derful for him and he is so wonderful for her, and they both 
know it. And I thought “my god this is the first time I’ve 
ever seen this in my life, with my parents.” And so up close 
too. (530-533) 

In another instance, when stepdaughter #17 moved away to college, 
she witnessed one of many such moments, “ . . . watching him sup-
port my mom. My mom just bawled when she dropped me off, and just 
seeing him support her and be there for her was good to see.” Step-
son #13 expressed the theme indirectly, referring to a time when his 
stepfather experienced a minor stroke. 

. . . the concern I had at the moment [was] about how dev-
astating it would be if something were to happen to him, not 
only because of how bad it would be for my mom, but just 
how generally sad and kind of life changing that would be. 
(349-353) 



Waldron et  al .  in  Journal  of  Family  Communicat ion  22  (2022)        21

In some cases, it was seeing a stepparent engaging in a pattern of mu-
tual support with their residential parent that yielded a stable sense of 
positivity. Stepdaughter #12 witnessed her dad and stepmother work-
ing through financial hardship of the stepmother: 

I think for me and [stepmother] it also just showed that, 
it made me have a stronger commitment to their relation-
ship because I knew my dad had patience with her to work 
through these financial shortcomings that she had . . . .And I 
guess what I’m realizing during this conversation is that my 
positivity, my positive feelings toward her also were sort of 
dependent upon. (428-431) 

For the stepchildren, these kinds of relational processes represented 
enactments of the stability and steadiness that characterized this par-
ticular consistent positive path. 

Before leaving this section, we note a puzzling finding. Three of 
these consistent positive trajectories (#1, #,2, and #5) were invari-
ant, with all TPs rated at 100% positivity. We wondered how or why 
participants would report no deviation from this high level of positiv-
ity over the years. Our observations are tentative, given the smaller 
number of cases. First, we note that these 100% positive relation-
ships involved few turning points (range = 2–4). Compared to most 
relationships we studied, the TPs were infrequent and (apparently) 
uneventful. Second, in two of the cases, the stepfamily formed when 
the stepchild was an adult, more out of the daily orbit of the step-
parent. Relational distance might have created limited opportunities 
for contact and discerning relational evaluations. Third, it appeared 
that these adult stepchildren were simply happy that their parent had 
found a new partner, freeing adult offspring from worry and respon-
sibility for their parents’ wellbeing. As stepdaughter #5 explained, “I 
was looking for someone to be a husband to my mom.” Finally, we ac-
knowledge that these ratings could reflect a social desirability bias on 
the part of the stepchild or simply interviewer error. While this par-
ticular pathway warrants more research attention, we believe it im-
portant to include these consistently 100% positivity relationships as 
possible relational outcomes. 
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Trajectory #3: Progressive incline: “He was always right there.” 

The progressive incline trajectories (n = 7, 18.4%) showed a steady 
change over time, starting at low or middle ratings of positivity (in 
two cases starting at zero and 15%), and moving to extremely posi-
tive ratings of 90% or more. Figure 3 presents these graphs. In four 
of these relationship graphs, every TP was associated with increased 
positivity. The other three cases showed a clear positive trend, with 
just one minor negative or neutral TP. 

From thematic analysis, we developed two unique themes. The first 
involves participant recognition of the stepparents’ enduring charac-
ter and values. The second theme emphasizes relational trust built 
through sacrifice, time, and/or commitment (see Table 1). Regarding 
the first theme, it appeared that increasingly positive relationships 
were formed as stepparents (and sometimes stepchildren) observed 
memorable displays of character. Participants offered comments on 
the stepparents’ moral commitments, goodwill, admirable traits, and 
values. For example, stepson #10 noted a pattern that was reinforced 
when he moved home to live with his mother and stepfather after col-
lege. “ . . . He [stepfather] made a place for me to stay in his home for 
a second time” (206–207) and whenever “ . . . I did something rela-
tively bratty, [stepfather] was very gracious about accommodating me 

Figure 3. Progressive Incline Trajectories.
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. . . just very kind about it” (208–209). Similarly, stepdaughter #28 
recalled a consistently supportive stepfather: “But like when I was in 
high school, I swam and I danced and he never missed a swim meet, 
never missed a dance recital, never missed anything! He was always 
right there along with the events” (547–549). 

Other examples reveal recognitions of character that become long-
lasting relational influences. Stepdaughter #3 reflected on the time 
her stepfather implemented a curfew: “I never really had a curfew 
before, and then he moved in, and suddenly at 17 I have one. I came 
dragging in way past midnight, and he was sitting up waiting for me!” 
(146–147). While she resisted her stepfather’s values at the time, she 
came to appreciate them when she reached adulthood, became a par-
ent, and enjoyed a positive relationship with her stepfather, “ . . . he 
influenced my parenting to be less free flowing, a little more struc-
tured” (161–162). 

The second subtheme involved the ways trust was gradually built 
(or repaired) as the stepchild–stepparent relationship progressed. 
Trust was often (re)built through intentional acts, by both steppar-
ent and stepchild, in ways that preserved the family’s integrity. Some 
cases highlighted stepparent trustworthiness, often by words or deeds 
that showed commitment to the family; others showcased attempts on 
the part of the stepparent or stepchild to regain trust once breached. 
Stepdaughter #28 was skeptical about the man her mother was dating 
and unenthusiastic about plans for him to move to their home. How-
ever, over time he convinced her to trust his good intentions, adjust-
ing his life to protect she and her brother, including driving an extra 
hour to work each day so they would not have to change schools. She 
also witnessed her stepfather’s long term “replanting” project, as he 
gradually moved “an acre” of his plants: 

I mean he uprooted, like not just his housing but you know, 
like replanting! . . . He uprooted [his plants], transported 
them, and planted them in our backyard, just so we didn’t 
have to like, uproot our life, because we had been living in 
the same house our whole [life] . . . Well it didn’t hit me im-
mediately, but it did slowly, probably about when they actu-
ally got married, because this was a little bit before, it was 
like “Oh, wow! He’s doing a lot of work.’” (109-115) 
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The theme of gradually building trust was also expressed by step-
son #20: 

We had spent the past . . . most of my time in college . . . try-
ing to work on our relationship, trying to do small things, 
hang out when we could, hang out as a family when we 
could. And that really seemed to help us bump up my trust 
level with him. Yeah, I would say a greater feeling of overall 
happiness in your life. You’re finally able to really connect 
with your family, as a family instead of feeling fragmented 
for so many years. (331-336) 

Along the way, this stepson also experienced a falling-out with his 
stepfather, but stressed how trust went both ways, “[I] . . . took it 
upon myself to apologize and try to rebuild the relationship” (277). 
This pair of examples illustrates the dyadic nature of some progres-
sive inclines, as they jointly exacted a path toward positivity through 
communicative acts, such as time spent and offering apologies when 
warranted. 

Trajectory #4: Modulated turbulent: “We didn’t hate her, just 
didn’t . . . want her around.” 

Four of the trajectories (n = 4, 10.5%) were of the type we labeled 
“modulated turbulent.” These included both positive and negative 
changes in positivity ratings over the course of the relationship, with 
at least one change meeting or exceeding the mean change score of 
13%. The changes in relational positivity were less dramatic (thus 
“modulated”) than those in the punctuated trajectories, but of higher 
magnitude than those classified as consistent positive. We note that 
participant #25 included a jump in positivity early in the relationship, 
one which could qualify it for the punctuated trajectory type. But over-
all, its turbulence was muted, and the level of positivity never reached 
the high levels observed in the punctuated trajectories. We noted that 
all four modulated turbulent relationships exhibited a larger number 
of TPs, relative to the other trajectories. All eventually reached higher 
levels of positivity: all above 50% and three above 80% at their last 
reported TP. Cases #23 and #25 are similar in that the trajectories 
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included periods when positivity ratings were quite low (below 50%). 
In contrast, cases #6 and #34 included moments of turbulence, but 
they remained quite positive overall. 

We identified two themes in in the modulated turbulent trajec-
tory: uncertain beginnings and acts of kindness (see Table 1). The 
two cases with low positivity scores, #23 and #25, shared uncer-
tain beginnings, as stepfamilies sometimes do. Indeed, these two 
stepsons had yet to reach their teen years when, to their mystifi-
cation, stepmothers appeared in their lives, with little warning. In 
contrast, in relationships #6 and #16, the stepparent was introduced 
more gradually. For example, it was not that stepson #23 found his 
stepmother unlikable at the beginning, rather, that the stepson re-
ported being “weirded out” and perceived that a stranger had moved 
into the house: “I guess and didn’t really want much to do with her. 
I avoided her in the beginning . . . . I mean, it was more . . . like we 
didn’t hate her, we just didn’t really want her around.” Eventually 
the pair “started butting heads” (52–54). For this stepson, as his fa-
ther and stepmother’s marriage plans were announced and it became 
clear that the stepmother’s presence would be permanent, the rela-
tionship dropped below the midpoint (TP #5). 

In the second case of the modulated turbulent trajectory, stepson 
#25 identified his father as a “preacher” whose divorce created uncer-
tainty for his two young children. The stepson, who was 13 when the 

Figure 4. Turbulent-Modulated Trajectories.
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stepfamily began, described observing with some dismay as their fa-
ther dated eligible women from the church, none of whom they were 
allowed to know well. Finally, the father reviewed his “choices” with 
the children, asking them to “pick” one for him to marry. The father 
ended up marrying a woman the children most disliked, described by 
stepson #25 as “very strict,” emotionally cold, and incapable of play. 
After a negative start (10% positivity), the relationship remained dis-
tant for decades, but a few moments of marked improvement bumped 
above the midpoint, with a final smaller downturn to 50%. A signifi-
cant increase in positivity (TP #3) occurred when the children were fi-
nally allowed to gather with their stepmother’s family, some of whom 
were surprisingly approachable: 

. . . during that moment I had a feeling of family for like the 
first time. Family togetherness. And there was no conflict or 
anything, it was just sort of just all fun stuff. That was one 
of the few times I can remember a large gathering of peo-
ple in one space talking together like all sitting around the 
table. There were like 15 of us there just kind of like hang-
ing out. (166-170)     

   As all these turbulent-modulated relationships progressed from un-
certain beginnings, the stepchildren traversed memorable periods of 
difficulty, some of which corresponded with substantive changes in 
the positivity with the stepparent. For example, significant drops in 
positivity were associated with “teenage angst” (stepdaughter #34, 
TP #5) and ill-advised teenaged partying (stepson #25, TP #8). In sev-
eral instances (e.g., stepson #6, TP #4) the stepchild and their siblings 
perceived their stepmother favored her child over the stepchildren. 
In other cases, events involving an absent residential parent resulted 
in sharp drops in positivity, most significantly for stepdaughter #34, 
whose biological father died. In the case of stepdaughter #6 who was 
raised by her stepfather, she chose late in her teen years to move into 
her biological father’s home, despite his absence from her early life. 
She perceived this move left her stepfather bewildered and the rela-
tionship experienced a drop in positivity at that time. 

A second theme that that resonated in three of these cases (#6, #23, 
#34) was a memorable act of kindness, a TP that previous scholars 
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described as a prosocial action (e.g., Baxter et al., 1999; L. Baxter & 
Bullis, 1986; Braithwaite et al., 2018). In these instances, the stepchil-
dren reported TPs in which stepparents reacted to challenging rela-
tional moments with positive behaviors that stepchildren noted with 
significant upticks in positivity ratings, hence, modulating the turbu-
lence. For example, stepchild #6 clearly recalled her stepfather buying 
her Valentine’s Day roses at a difficult moment early in their relation-
ship. Stepchild #34 described her stepfather building the stepfam-
ily a home, an effort that signified “a new beginning.” After a rough 
start and some rocky periods during the teen years, stepson #23 de-
scribed several actions his stepmother took that he credited with ac-
celerating the positive trajectory of the relationship. For example, his 
stepmother signed him up for swimming lessons and faithfully drove 
him and his friends to their practices (TP #6) and backed his efforts 
to drive and buy a car (TP #10), signaling her support and reflecting 
the stepson’s subsequent growing trust: 

She, when I got my learner’s permit, she let me drive every-
where. My dad usually didn’t let me drive as much as her. 
But she like, had me drive all the time when I was with her. 
That was really cool. And when you have your permit, driv-
ing is like the coolest thing to do. And she would always flip 
me the keys and be like “[Stepson], you’re driving” and I was 
thinking, “Hell yeah!” (188-192) 

In contrast, stepson #25 offered no memorable efforts at kindness 
or redemption on the part of his stepmother. Now in adulthood, step-
son #25 indicated he can look back and conclude his stepmother has 
struggled with limited relational skills, to the point where his own 
young children are uncomfortable in her presence. However, in the 
interview this stepson indicated he had developed grudging respect 
for her, largely because she has been a steadfast companion to his fa-
ther. For that reason, he considers the relationship to be positive, if 
only slightly so: 

She’s a terrible listener so there was like no point in bring-
ing any of this up to her. My strongest relationship with her 
is pretty much mutually silent respect, and that what makes 
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it positive for me. It’s not like we’re really close or relate or 
anything like that. It’s like we both mutually respect each 
other. That’s pretty much all about that one. (323-327) 

In sum, the modulated turbulent relationships were characterized 
by a large number of modest fluctuations, eventually ending with 
higher levels of positivity. 

Discussion 

In this study we responded to calls for additional research on the na-
ture of relational trajectories generally (Sahlstein Parcell, 2013), and 
in stepfamilies specifically (Waldron et al., 2018), purposely doing so 
with a focus on stepfamilies that are perceived as overall positive. Our 
goal was to create a more nuanced portrait of multiple pathways of 
stepfamily development across the lifespan of the stepfamily and to 
provide new insights about positive, longer-term stepparenting rela-
tionships from the perspective of adult stepchildren. 

In Research Question 1 we asked about the nature of trajectories 
in positive stepfamily relationships, finding both similarity and dif-
ference to earlier studies. For example, our progressive incline pat-
tern resembles the prolonged trajectory reported earlier by scholars 
(Baxter et al., 1999; Braithwaite et al., 2001) in their study of step-
families over the first four years. However, by looking at stepfamilies 
across the length of their relationships in this study, we learned, for 
example, that some stepfamilies see gradual improvements continue 
for many years, with the relationship achieving high levels of positiv-
ity only in the stepchildrens’ adulthood. Moreover, we uncovered pro-
cesses, such as revelations of character and trust building, associated 
with this pattern of later relational improvement. 

A unique contribution of this study is the distinction of punctuated 
and modulated patterns of relationship development. For these overall 
positive relationships, we observed that a small set experienced mod-
est turbulence over long periods of time. The more interesting obser-
vation was the number of participants who reported dramatic shifts 
in positivity. Some of these shifts occurred in the early years of step-
family life, which researchers have often described as turbulent (e.g., 
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Baxter et al., 1999; Coleman et al., 2013; Ganong & Coleman, 2017; 
Papernow, 2013). It is encouraging to be able to identify the possibil-
ity of early positive stepparenting relationships to stepfamilies. 

By looking at stepfamily relationships across their lifespan, from 
our findings we suggest that some stepparenting bonds are also buf-
feted by change later in the relationship. Researchers have reported 
marked moments of turbulence in other relationships, for example, 
in Sahlstein Sahlstein Parcell and Maguire (2014) study on military 
couples, they identified a similar pattern they labeled “dipped.” Our 
study adds to this scholarship, as we unpacked these moments of 
extreme turbulence in stepfamily life. Moreover, our participants 
helped us identify two kinds of punctuating events: siding incidents, 
which could be positive or negative from the perspective of step-
children, especially when stepparents sided with their parent rather 
than the child, and hostile acts. Additionally, because we studied re-
lationships that are currently positive, our findings also provide ev-
idence that stepfamilies can indeed recover from such drastic drops 
in positivity. 

From our findings we also observe that, from the very beginning, 
some stepchildren experience a stable pattern of relational positivity. 
Consistent with previous findings, this perception was a function of 
steady investment of emotional support and other resources, typically 
by the stepparent (Ganong & Coleman, 2017). Interestingly, for some 
older stepchildren, this positivity was closely linked to feelings of re-
lief, a welcoming response to a stepparent who proved to be a strong 
emotional anchor for a parent who might otherwise have needed more 
support from their adult offspring. The importance of steady support 
is consistent with Ganong and Coleman (2017) contention that in later 
stages of relational development, patterns of interaction in stepfam-
ilies might be like those in families of origin along some dimensions, 
including caregiving support. 

A contrast to this steady positive pattern is what we labeled a mod-
ulated turbulent trajectory, which involved uncertain beginnings and 
numerous modest changes in positivity, often linked to normative life 
passages of the child, especially adolescence, where parental divorce 
and becoming a stepfamily can be particularly challenging. In sev-
eral cases, timely acts of kindness by the stepparent, for example, of-
fering driving lessons, had memorable impacts for the stepchildren 
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who were adjusting or experiencing normal challenges of adolescence 
(Bray, 1999). It appeared these actions acted as course corrections, 
smoothing the natural bumps that occur in most parent-child rela-
tionships, which can be magnified in stepfamilies (Ganong & Cole-
man, 2017), perhaps keeping rating of the relationship positive, even 
if only moderately so. 

In Research Question 2 we asked about participant interpretations 
of the interactions and processes that shaped the different trajecto-
ries. It was here that we found the most compelling conceptual con-
tributions of the study. As we noted in the findings, each of the four 
main trajectories were associated with seemingly unique forms of re-
lational communication between stepchild and stepparent. For exam-
ple, the process of taking sides was prominent in punctuated trajecto-
ries. Trust building emerged as a key theme in the progressive incline 
trajectory. However, all four trajectories also exhibited three common 
characteristics: (a) stepparent sensitivity to the stepchild’s vulnerabil-
ity, (b) stepparent adding value to the family, and (c) stepchild mat-
uration and reframing the past. We see these three characteristics as 
conceptual “through lines” that may resonate in most positive step-
families, at least from the reflections of adult stepchildren. 

First, many stepchildren described life events that left them feel-
ing vulnerable: illness of the residential parent, difficulties in school, 
romantic breakups, or financial challenges. Across these overall posi-
tive stepparent-stepchild relations, a crucial part of the relational nar-
rative was that the stepparent provided support when it was sorely 
needed. In some cases (i.e., consistent positive trajectories), the step-
parent had always provided support across the span of the relation-
ship in other cases (progressive incline), the stepparent’s supportive 
response was compelling new evidence that they could be trusted in a 
parenting role. In still other cases (i.e., punctuated trajectories), sup-
port from the child’s mother or father was perceived to be absent or 
inadequate. In these cases, the stepparent’s siding with the child was 
perceived to be an intensely positive relational experience. Based on 
this evidence, we argue that stepparents’ communicative responses 
at moments of stepchild vulnerability should be a feature of develop-
mental theorizing. 

A second through line of positive stepfamily trajectories involved 
stepparents adding value to the family by making material, financial, 
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and/or emotional contributions that were otherwise underrepre-
sented. For example, a stepfather brought financial support and savvy 
to a household that was struggling to pay their bills or a stepmother 
was able to serve as a buffer in conflicts between father and son. 
Across our interviews, stepparents were often described as welcome 
new sources of mentoring, fun, or relationship advice. This finding 
complements recent research on the experiences of stepparents (Ol-
iver-Blackburn et al., 2021), who reported appreciating the opportu-
nity to provide advice and guidance to their stepchildren, or the re-
flections of stepchildren at different turning points (Braithwaite et al., 
2018). Oliver-Blackburn et al. (2021) argued these supportive acts are 
evidence of stepparents integrating and balancing the roles of friend 
and parent, rather than perceiving only one of these roles is possible, 
especially in light of stepchildren’s seemingly contradictory desire of 
simultaneous parenting and non-parenting from stepparents (Bax-
ter et al., 2004). Theorists and practitioners should consider how the 
seemingly contradictory roles of friend and parent are negotiated and 
enacted over the course of relationship. Of course, stepchildren can 
also bring resources to the relationship, providing the stepparent with 
warmth and kin connections. This reciprocal offering of support in 
positive stepparent-stepchild relationships, or springing from, them 
deserves further study. 

The third through line across these trajectories was the importance 
of life experience and maturation. Because we interviewed stepchil-
dren over age 25, we could listen as they reframed or reflected refram-
ing of relational events of the past, having had time to mature and 
absorb what had happened in their lives (Papernow, 2013). For ex-
ample, a stepson, now in adulthood, understood that his stepmother 
sided with his father because it was important for them to express sol-
idarity early in their marriage or a stepdaughter, now herself a par-
ent, appreciated in retrospect the firm discipline of her stepfather. 
In addition, our sense is that the continued growth and development 
of stepparents is underappreciated in the literature. As examples, we 
heard stepchildren discuss stepparents who learned to be more emo-
tionally supportive, apologized for hostile acts they had committed, 
and developed better relationships with the stepchild’s noncustodial 
parent as the years went on. This growth speaks to the importance of 
a lifespan perspective, in which the qualities of stepfamily members 
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and “the bonds have continued to gain strength and warmth over the 
years” (Papernow, 2013, p. 159). Ganong and Coleman (2017) sug-
gested that one limitation of the stepparenting studies is that they do 
not take a longitudinal view. While these present data are retrospec-
tive, focusing on turning points does help scholars reflect on differ-
ent relational patterns possible over time. Our findings suggests that 
professionals help stepfamilies take the long view in developing pos-
itive bonds. 

Implications for family communication theory 

Our study builds on existing theoretical and empirical work by schol-
ars of human development (e.g., Ganong & Coleman, 2017; Paper-
now, 2013) on how stepfamilies grow and change. It is responsive to 
calls for data and theorizing about the communication processes that 
help develop long-term, positive stepfamily bonds (Braithwaite et al., 
2018), affirming that relational communication processes, such as of-
fering support and assurances, can catalyze and define the path to pos-
itivity (Ganong et al., 1999). These can be added to the list of family 
communication processes highlighted by stepfamily scholars, such as 
affinity seeking (Ganong et al., 2021; L. H. Ganong et al., 2011), for-
giveness (Waldron et al., 2018), or balancing the communicative re-
quirements of stepparenting roles of friend of parent (Oliver-Black-
burn et al., 2021). 

Several of our findings resonate with Afifi’s (Afifi et al., 2022) the-
ory of resilience and relational load (TRRL), positing that relational 
resilience is in part a function of emotional capital, harnessing the 
resources that can be deployed to help prevent the effects of external 
stressors and better navigate them when they do occur (Afifi et al., 
2022). The scholars explain that “TRRL includes the notion of partners 
having a communal orientation toward their stress, and life’s chal-
lenges in general, which makes them more inclined to invest in their 
relationships” (p. 343), and that positive communication patterns will 
help relational parties avoid depleting relational reserves in stressful 
times. Our data certainly provide evidence that stepparents in these 
positive relationships are perceived to contribute valued resources to 
their families during times of change and stress. Importantly, in some 
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cases (consistent positive trajectories) these resources may be stock-
piled through steady investment, leaving the family less vulnerable 
to stressors. TRRL also suggests that increased communal orienta-
tion can help families ward off, or respond to, adversity (Afifi, 2018). 
The role of siding in punctuated trajectories connects to this idea, as 
it appears that stepparents are grappling with how to unify the fam-
ily during moments of stress and disunity. We believe this theory can 
be useful for stepfamily scholars. 

Along with other scholars, we have substantiated the central role 
of stepparent communication in shaping different stepfamily trajec-
tories. Our findings suggest that the timing and nature of their con-
tributions may be crucial when, for example, communicating assur-
ances during uncertain times, offering support at vulnerable moments, 
and performing acts of kindness during a turbulent time in the step-
child’s life. These findings confirm previous research suggesting that 
stepparent communication of positive regard is among the more im-
portant influences on the perceived quality of stepparenting relation-
ships (Schrodt, 2006). They also suggest that depending on the de-
velopmental stage of the stepchild, the stepparent may need to step 
in to communicate as a trusted adult, a parent, or both (see also Oli-
ver- Blackburn et al., 2021). From our data, we witnessed how these 
stepparent-stepchild relationships changed over time as the partici-
pants navigated key experiences such as illnesses, weddings, and the 
stepchild becoming a parent themselves, underscoring the importance 
of taking a lifespan view. Finally, our findings also have implications 
for family system perspectives (see Dallos & Vetere, 2012; Yoshimura 
& Galvin, 2018) as we see how relational trajectories help shape the 
larger family system, potentially providing a stabilizing influence and 
facilitating support for children when residential or nonresidential 
parents are disengaged or attempt to reengage in with their children. 

Translational section 

Many of our findings have practical value for family members who 
find themselves in a stepfamily and experiencing a particular rela-
tional trajectory, and helping stepfamilies understand these differ-
ent patterns can be a helpful tool. For example, to manage the drastic 
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drops in positivity associated with some punctuated trajectories, step-
parents may need professional help understanding the inherent chal-
lenges of being in triangulated relationships (Baxter et al., 2006; 
Dallos & Vetere, 2012; Yoshimura & Galvin, 2018) and the relational 
implications of stepparents not siding with the stepchild. Steppar-
ents may need to explain to the stepchild why they are siding with 
the residential or nonresidential parent and may need professional 
intervention to develop strategies to keep from either being caught 
in the middle or putting children in that position (Braithwaite et al., 
2008). Professionals may help parents and stepparents find opportu-
nities to support the whole family rather than one member over an-
other. Knowing that even positive relationships can be punctuated by 
extremely challenging moments may help stepfamily members per-
sist and retain hope when times are tough. 

The finding that positive relationships develop in different patterns 
is an important message for stepfamilies, removing that pressure to 
find the one right way to develop and resist the pressure to see pos-
itivity develop immediately, which may put unrealistic expectations 
on these relationships (Braithwaite et al., 2001). Removing expecta-
tions can give the stepfamily freedom to interact, develop roles and 
functional best practices. In addition, it would be helpful for steppar-
ents, their partners, and the professionals who advise them to un-
derstand the factors that positive stepchild-stepparent relationships 
have in common. For example, despite the differences across fami-
lies, stepparents may benefit from learning to recognize and respond 
supportively to stepchild vulnerability. Therapists and educators can 
help family members learn about the role of interaction in co-creat-
ing desired family structure and roles (Baxter, 2014; Braithwaite & 
Suter, in press), finding opportunities for building affinity and close-
ness (L. H. Ganong et al., 2011), especially in preparing stepchildren 
for the new family (Ganong et al., 2021). 

Limitations & future directions 

Although TP analysis is a well-established tool for studying relational 
change, lifespan researchers caution that autobiographical memory 
may be subject to biases, including capacity limitations, that restrict 
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the number of events that participants tend to report (Schroots et al., 
2004). Some researchers have responded by focusing on integrated 
life narratives rather than specific life events (e.g., McAdams, 2013). 
As Schroots et al. (2004) observed, tools for collecting prospective 
memory are potentially valuable to lifespan researchers. Members 
of stepfamilies may anticipate the future by drawing on memories of 
how family life “should” unfold, and these memories may vary from 
those formed in non-divorced families. We encourage researchers to 
consider the full range of methodological options. 

Our intentional decision to examine the stepchild perspective is a 
strength of this study, given the importance of stepchild adjustment to 
stepfamily success, and it is an obvious limitation as well. Our intent 
is to continue to study relational trajectories, comparing perspectives 
of stepparents and stepchildren. In addition, our findings hint at the 
possibility that stepfathers and stepmothers are more prominently fea-
tured in certain kinds of trajectories which we hope to flesh out when 
comparing trajectories and study the ways in which co-parenting ex-
periences within and without the stepfamily household might shape 
these trajectories. While we intentionally examined older stepchildren 
in this study, the voices of younger stepchildren are largely absent in 
stepfamily research and deserve to be heard. Finally, our sample rep-
resents a certain kind of family diversity in these discourse dependent 
families (Galvin, 2006), and we are looking for way to study develop-
mental trajectories in families of varying ethnic, racial, and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds as well as those with LGBTQ+ parents. 

Conclusion 

We hope to help parents and stepparents understand that interact-
ing and developing a positive stepparent-stepchild relationship often 
takes time and patience to win the trust of the child and allow them 
to mature, removing the pressure for instant family results. In some 
cases, stepchildrens’ understanding and appreciation of the stepparent 
comes only in retrospect. We hope these findings encourage all mem-
bers of the stepfamily to put in the time and work to develop func-
tional and healthy bonds and communication practices. Of course, new 
turning points will emerge as these relationships evolve through later 
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stages of the lifespan, bringing new challenges. Nonetheless, contin-
ued interaction and investments may reap positive benefits as indi-
vidual members and the family systems mature. 

*     *     *     *     

Acknowledgments For their work on data collection and reporting we acknowl-
edge Jordan Allen, Gretchen Bergquist, Darbie Hall, Chloe Kartes, Jaclyn Marsh, 
Katie Storck, & Nathan Swords 

Disclosure  The authors report no potential conflict of interest. 

References 

Afifi, T. D. (2018). Individual/relational resilience. Journal of Applied 
Communication Research, 46(1), 5–9. https://doi.org/10.1080/00909882.2018
.1426707  

Afifi, T., Haughton, C., & Mazur, A. P. (2022). The theory of resilience and 
relational load: Implications for research and practice. In D. O. Braithwaite & 
P. Schrodt (Eds.), Engaging theories in interpersonal communication: Multiple 
perspectives (3rd ed., pp. 342–353). Routledge. 

Bangerter, L. R., & Waldron, V. R. (2014). Turning points in long distance 
grandparent–grandchild relationships. Journal of Aging Studies, 29, 88–97. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2014.01.004  

Baxter, L. A., & Babbie, E. (2004). The basics of communication research. 
Wadsworth. 

Baxter, L. A., Braithwaite, D. O., Bryant, L., & Wagner, A. (2004). Stepchildren’s 
perceptions of the contradictions in communication with stepparents. 
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 21(4), 447–467. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0265407504044841  

Baxter, L. A., Braithwaite, D. O., & Bryant, L. (2006). Types of communication 
triads perceived by young-adult stepchildren in established 
stepfamilies. Communication Studies, 57(4), 381–400. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10510970600945923  

Baxter, L. A., Braithwaite, D. O., & Nicholson, J. (1999). Turning points in the 
development of blended family relationships. Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships, 16(3), 291–313. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407599163002  

Baxter, L. A. (2014). Theorizing the communicative construction of “family”: The 
three R’s. In L. A. Baxter (Ed.), Remaking “family” communicatively (pp. 33–
50). Peter Lang. 

Baxter, L., & Bullis, C. (1986). Turning points in developing romantic 
relationships. Human Communication Research, 18(4), 336–363. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0265407599163002  

https://doi.org/10.1080/00909882.2018.1426707
https://doi.org/10.1080/00909882.2018.1426707
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2014.01.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504044841
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504044841
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510970600945923
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510970600945923
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407599163002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407599163002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407599163002


Waldron et  al .  in  Journal  of  Family  Communicat ion  22  (2022)        37

Bolton, C. D. (1961). Mate selection as the development of a relationship. Marriage 
and Family Living, 23(3), 234–240. https://doi.org/10.2307/346967  

Braithwaite, D. O., Allen, J., & Moore, J. (2017). Data conferencing. In J. P. 
Matthes, C. S. Davis, & R. F. Potter (Eds.), The international encyclopedia 
of communication research methods. Wiley-Blackwell. https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781118901731.iecrm0057  

Braithwaite, D. O., Moore, J., & Abetz, J. S. (2014). “I need numbers before I will 
buy it”: Reading and writing qualitative scholarship on personal relationships. 
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 31(4), 490–496. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0265407514524131  

Braithwaite, D. O., Olson, L., Golish, T., Soukup, C., & Turman, P. (2001). 
“Becoming a family”: Developmental processes represented in blended family 
discourse. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 29(3), 221–247. https://
doi.org/10.1080/00909880128112  Braithwaite, D. O., & Suter, E. (in press). 
Family communication. In K. Adamsons, A. Few-Demo, C. Proulx, & K. Roy 
(Eds.), Sourcebook of family theories and methodologies (2nd). Sage. 

Braithwaite, D. O., Toller, P., Daas, K., Durham, W., & Jones, A. (2008). Centered, 
but not caught in the middle: Stepchildren’s perceptions of contradictions of 
communication of co-parents. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 
36(1), 33–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/00909880701799337  

Braithwaite, D. O., Waldron, V. R., Allen, J., Bergquist, G., Marsh, J., Oliver, B., 
Storck, K., Swords, N., & Tschampl-Diesing, C. (2018). “Feeling warmth 
and close to her”: Communication and resilience reflected in turning points 
in positive adult stepchild-stepparent relationships. Journal of Family 
Communication, 18(2), 92–109. https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2017.141590
2  

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.
org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa  

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. 
Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health, 11(4), 589–597. http://doi.
org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806  

Bray, J. (1999). From marriage to remarriage and beyond: Findings from the 
developmental issues in stepfamilies research project. In E. M. Heatherington 
(Ed.), Coping with divorce, single parenting, and remarriage: A risk and 
resiliency perspective (pp. 263–273). Erlbaum. 

Coleman, M., Ganong, L., & Russell, L. T. (2013). Resilience in stepfamilies. In D. 
Beckvar (Ed.), Handbook of family resilience (pp. 85–103). Springer. 

Dallos, R., & Vetere, A. (2012). Systems theory, family attachments and 
processes of triangulation: Does the concept of triangulation offer a 
useful bridge? Journal of Family Therapy, 34(2), 117–137. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-6427.2011.00554.x  

Dun, T., & Sears, C. (2017). Relational trajectories from parent and child to 
grandparent and new parent. Journal of Family Communication, 17(2), 185–201. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2017.1281281  

https://doi.org/10.2307/346967
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118901731.iecrm0057
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118901731.iecrm0057
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407514524131
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407514524131
https://doi.org/10.1080/00909880128112
https://doi.org/10.1080/00909880128112
https://doi.org/10.1080/00909880701799337
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2017.1415902
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2017.1415902
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
http://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6427.2011.00554.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6427.2011.00554.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2017.1281281


Waldron et  al .  in  Journal  of  Family  Communicat ion  22  (2022)        38

Galvin, K. M. (2006). Diversity’s impact on defining the family. In L. H. Turner & 
R. West (Eds.), The family communication sourcebook (pp. 3–19). Sage. 

Ganong, L. H., Coleman, M., & Jamison, T. (2011). Patterns of stepchild–stepparent 
relationship development. Journal of Marriage and Family, 73(2), 396–413. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00814.x  

Ganong, L. H., & Coleman, M. (2017). Stepfamily relationships: Development, 
dynamics, and interventions (2nd ed.). Springer. 

Ganong, L., Coleman, M., Fine, M., & Martin, P. (1999). Stepparents’ affinity-
seeking and affinity-maintaining strategies with stepchildren. Journal of Family 
Issues, 20(3), 299–327. https://doi.org/10.1177/019251399020003001  

Ganong, L., Jensen, T., Sanner, C., Russell, L., & Coleman, M. (2019). Stepfathers’ 
affinity-seeking with stepchildren, stepfather-stepchild relationship quality, 
marital quality, and stepfamily cohesion among stepfathers and mothers. 
Journal of Family Psychology, 33(5), 521–531. https://doi.org/10.1037/
fam0000518  

Ganong, L., Landon, & Sanner, C. (2021). Patterns of stepsibling 
relationship development. Journal of Family Issues. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0192513X211033924  

Golish, T. D. (2000). Changes in closeness between adult children and their 
parents: A turning point analysis. Communication Reports, 13(2), 79–97. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08934210009367727  

Graham, E. E. (1997). Turning points and commitment in post-divorce 
relationships. Communications Monographs, 64 (4), 350–368. https://doi.
org/10.1080/03637759709376428  

Huston, T. L., Surra, C., Fitzgerald, N., & Cate, R. (1981). From courtship to 
marriage: Mate selection as an interpersonal process. In S. Duck & R. Gilmour 
(Eds.), Personal relationships 2: Developing personal relationships (pp. 53–88). 
Academic Press. 

McAdams, D. P. (2013). The redemptive self: Stories Americans live by (rev. ed.). 
Oxford University Press. 

Mongeau, P. A., Henningsen, M. L. M., & Oliver-Blackburn, B. M. (2022). 
Developmental theories of relationships: Uncertainty, stage model, and turning 
point approaches to relationships’ lifespan. In D. O. Braithwaite & P. Schrodt 
(Eds.), Engaging theories in interpersonal communication (3rd ed., pp. 327–
341). Routledge. 

Nuru, A. K., & Wang, T. R. (2014). “She was stomping on everything that we 
used to think of as a family”: Communication and turning points in cohabiting 
(step) families. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 55(2), 145–163. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/10502556.2013.871957  

Oliver-Blackburn, B. M. (2019, November 13-17). Blended family resilience: 
Communication practices in positive adult half sibling relationships [Paper 
presentation]. National Communication Association Conference, Baltimore, MD, 
United States. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00814.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251399020003001
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000518
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000518
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X211033924
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X211033924
https://doi.org/10.1080/08934210009367727
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637759709376428
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637759709376428
https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2013.871957
https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2013.871957


Waldron et  al .  in  Journal  of  Family  Communicat ion  22  (2022)        39

Oliver-Blackburn, B. M., Braithwaite, D. O., Waldron, V. R., Hall, R., Hackenburg, 
L., & Worman, B. (2021). Protector and friend: Turning points and discursive 
construction of the stepparent role. [under review]. 

Papernow, P. L. (2013). Surviving and thriving in stepfamily relationships: What 
works and what doesn’t. Routledge. 

Peterson, C. (2006). A primer in positive psychology. Oxford University Press. 
Pew Research Center. (2011, January 13). A portrait of stepfamilies. https://www.

pewresearch.org/social-trends/2011/01/13/a-portrait-of-stepfamilies/    
Sahlstein Parcell, E., & Maguire, K. C. (2014). Comfort, cliques, and clashes: 

Family readiness groups as dilemmatic sites of relating during wartime. 
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 31(4), 497–515. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0265407514521766   

Sahlstein Parcell, E. (2013). Trajectories research in family communication: 
Toward the identification of alternative pathways for inquiry. Journal of Family 
Communication, 13(3), 167–177. https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2013.79902
7  

Schrodt, P., Soliz, J., & Braithwaite, D. O. (2008). A social relations model of 
everyday talk and relational satisfaction in stepfamilies. Communication 
Monographs, 75(2), 190–217. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637750802023163  

Schrodt, P. (2006). The stepparent relationship index: Development, validation, 
and associations with stepchildren’s perceptions of stepparent communication 
competence and closeness. Personal Relationships, 13(2), 167–182. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2006.00111.x  

Schroots, J. J. F., Van Dijkum, C., & Assink, M. H. J. (2004). Autobiographical 
memory from a life span perspective. The International Journal 
of Aging and Human Development, 58(1), 69–85. https://doi.
org/10.2190/7A1A-8HCE-0FD9-7CTX  

Socha, T. J., & Pitts, M. J. (2012). The positive side of interpersonal communication. 
Peter Lang. 

Speer, R. B., & Trees, A. R. (2007). The push and pull of stepfamily life: The 
contribution of stepchildren’s autonomy and connection-seeking behaviors 
to role development in stepfamilies. Communication Studies, 58(4), 377–394. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510970701648590  

Tracy, S. J. (2020). Qualitative research methods: Collecting evidence, crafting 
analysis, communicating impact (2nd ed.). Wiley-Blackwell. 

Waldron, V. R., Braithwaite, D. O., Oliver, B. M., Kloeber, D. N., & Marsh, J. (2018). 
Discourses of forgiveness and resilience in stepchild–stepparent relationships. 
Journal of Applied Communication Research, 46(5), 561–582. https://doi.org/10
.1080/00909882.2018.1530447  

Yoshimura, C., & Galvin, K. M. (2018). General systems theory: A compelling view 
of family life. In. In D. O. Braithwaite, E. A. Suter, & K. Floyd (Eds.), Engaging 
theories in family communication (2nd ed., pp. 267–278). Routledge. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2011/01/13/a-portrait-of-stepfamilies/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2011/01/13/a-portrait-of-stepfamilies/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407514521766
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407514521766
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2013.799027
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2013.799027
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637750802023163
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2006.00111.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2006.00111.x
https://doi.org/10.2190/7A1A-8HCE-0FD9-7CTX
https://doi.org/10.2190/7A1A-8HCE-0FD9-7CTX
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510970701648590
https://doi.org/10.1080/00909882.2018.1530447
https://doi.org/10.1080/00909882.2018.1530447

	Paths to Positivity: Relational Trajectories and Interaction in Positive Stepparent-Stepchild Dyads
	tmp.1674771513.pdf.qZZVI

