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Introduction

Most previous research on stepfamilies has focused on their instability. While
there is an abundance of qualitative publications with a focus on psychological aspects of
stepfamily life, until recently, quantitative research on stepfamilies remains relatively
rare. However, given the high divorce rates and the increasing number of children who
experience life within stepfamilies and witness the arrival of half siblings, research on
stepfamilies is becoming critical. Since the beginning of the new millennium, several
European and American studies have analyzed fertility in stepfamilies and have focused
on the transition from a stepfamily into a blended family (see Vikat et al., 1999; Thomson
et al., 2000; Jefferies et al., 2000; Brown, 2000; Prskawetz et al., 2002; Henz, 2002;
Thomson and Allen-Li, 2002, Thomson, 2004; Vikat et al., 2004; Allen-Li, 2006). One of
the first studies related to this topic was conducted in Canada by Juby et al. Published in
2001, it used data from the 1994-1995 NLSCY (National Longitudinal Survey of
Children and Youth) and the 1990 GSS (General Social Survey) on family. Here, we use
a more recent and much larger survey (24,310 respondents), the 2001 GSS on family.
The increased incidence of stepfamilies, combined with the large size of the sample,
should yield a large enough number of stepfamilies for us to conduct an in-depth study of
the conditions surrounding the decision of couples to have a common child and to what
extent they have changed across cohorts. More precisely, our analyses (1) examine the
timing of the transition from a stepfamily into a blended family and (2) consider the
circumstances under which a stepfamily decides to have a common child.

Theoretical Background and Research Questions

Some scholars (e.g. Griffith et al., 1985; Vikat et al., 2004) argue that stepfamily
couples base their decision for having a child together on the same reasons as those living

in intact families. This decision is seen as a means of confirming the transition into



adulthood and as a validation of the marriage/partnership, no matter the type of family.
As well, the birth of an additional child is often desired in order to avoid a one-child
family, and to provide the children already in the family with a direct or half-sibling.
These three motivations are known in the literature as the parenthood effect, the
commitment effect and the sibling effect (Vikat et al., 2004). In addition, stepfamilies
might feel that the arrival of a common child can act as a binding force for all members
of the family, who do not necessarily share common ties, thus making them a more
"complete family".

Previous research on stepfamilies is very heterogeneous and not without
limitations. Several studies conducted in the United States focus solely on remarriages
and include childless unions as well as those with children (e.g. Wineberg 1990; Griffith
et al., 1985). Some other studies include cohabiting unions, that often precede the
formation of stepfamilies (e.g. Thomson and Allen-Li, 2002), but they are still largely
neglected in most research (e.g. Allen-Li, 2006).

In all mentioned studies, there are consistent findings that the age of the youngest
child is a key determinant in the decision to have a common child or not. The results
suggest that the lower the age of the youngest child in the stepfamily, the more likely the
chances that a common child will be born. Research also shows that women who enter a
stepfamily without a child of their own (stepmother families) are more likely to have a
common child than those who already have at least one child (stepfather families) (e.g.
Juby et al., 2001; Thomson et al., 2002; Vikat et al., 2004).

An additional key factor for the decision to have a common child in a stepfamily
seems to be the age of the woman when she begins her stepfamily episode (e.g Wineberg,
1990; Vikat et al., 1999; Juby et al., 2001). The younger a women is when entering into a
stepfamily, the more likely she is to give birth.

Brown (2000) advances an interesting hypothesis with regard to common-law
unions in the United States. She hypothesizes that couples living in common-law unions
will be more likely to have a common child than married couples. Her rational is that
common-law couples need something more than married couples to cement their
relationship (union-commitment argument). Given that common-law unions are less

stable than marriages (Marcil-Gratton et al., 2000) and that stepfamilies may need



something additional to cement their relationship than other types of families, one could
expect common-law stepfamily couples to be more likely to have a common child than
married stepfamily couples.

Brown’s (2000) argument is based on the United States, where common-law
unions are less widely accepted and established than in Canada. Differences do, however,
exist between regions in Canada. For example, in the English part of Canada, common-
law unions are less frequent than in the Francophone province of Quebec. For common-
law couples in the English part of Canada, a common child may thus carry more weight
in regard to reinforcing the relationship than in Quebec, where common-law unions have
practically replaced the institution of marriage.

To recapitulate, given the findings of previous research, we formulate the
following hypotheses for Canada:

H1: Stepfamilies where the youngest pre-union child living within the stepfamily
is a preschooler are more likely to make the transition from a stepfamily into a blended
family than stepfamilies where the youngest pre-union child living within the stepfamily
is already in school.

H2: Stepmother families are more likely to make the transition from a stepfamily
into a blended family than stepfather families.

H3: The younger the age of the women upon entering into a stepfamily, the more
likely they are to make a transition into a blended family.

H4: Among stepfamily couples living in common-law unions, those in the
Anglophone part of Canada are more likely to have a child together than those in Quebec.

Data and Methods

Our analysis is based on the 2001 General Social Survey (GSS). The 2001 survey

on the family collected detailed information about the composition of households, on the
respondents’ families of origin, on fertility intentions as well as on a series of individual
and household socioeconomic characteristics. The GSS on family also comprises a large
retrospective component in which the respondents’ education and work histories were
collected. Respondents were also asked to record the history of their unions (marriages or
common-law unions) and of all the children they had given birth to, adopted and/or

raised.



The GSS sample is representative of the entire population age 15 years and older
living in Canada, excluding the residents of Yukon, the Northwest Territories and
Nunavut, as well as full-time residents of institutions. The interviews were conducted
from February 2001 to December 2001. The non-response rate was 21% and interviews
were completed with 24,310 respondents (Statistics Canada 2001).

This study uses proportional hazard models that are well suited to study the
timing of the transition from a stepfamily into a blended family in relation to the
circumstances under which a stepfamily decides to have an additional child.

The above-mentioned studies do not share a common definition of what
constitutes a stepfamily. For the purpose of this paper, a stepfamily is defined as a couple
living together (married or common law) in the same household with at least one child
who is not the biological or adopted child of one of the two partners. We differentiate
stepfamilies into stepmother, stepfather, and stepmother/stepfather families depending
upon the origin of the children.

Almost all previous research on stepfamilies focuses solely on the family
experiences of women. The 2001 GSS allows us to take into consideration not only the
family histories reported by female respondents, but also those declared by men. It will
allow us to directly analyse the characteristics and circumstances leading to the decision
to have a common child from the point of view of men, and to see how they differ from
those observed for women.

Conclusion

The transition from a stepfamily into a blended family is an important step in the
life of a stepfamily. In this paper, we examine this transition and focus on key
determinants that have been shown to influence the decision of couples to have an
additional child, such as: the age of the youngest child, the type of stepfamily, the age of
the mother, and type of union in interaction with the region of residence. On the whole,
we hope to be able to better explain under which circumstances a stepfamily decides to

have an additional child, thereby furthering this important aspect of stepfamily research.
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