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Between the conception
And the creation
Between the emotion
And the response
Falls the shadow.

-T.S. Eliot

The question of existence never gets straightened out
except through existing itself.

-M. Heidegger
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This study investigates the lived experience of men and

1O

women in stepfmmilies. The exact numbers of stepfamilies in
our society is unknown, but one half of first marrieds
divorce ar.d over 60% of divorced persons remarry.
Stepfamilies are a highly varied family form without
nermative models. Child custedy reports indicate that most
stepfamilies are formed by men living with a woman who has
children, and vice-versa.

This study undertakes a phenomenological analysis of the
experiences described by men who live with a woman who has
children, and women who have children and live with a man,
with the objective of revealing essential features of the
stepfamily phenomenon as it is lived. Two men and two women
from four stepfamilies were interviewed comprehensively.
Analysis reveals underlying themes, from which essential
descriptions of a man's and a woman's experience are
developed.

Findings indicate the while men and women experience
living in a stepfamily in essentially different ways, they
share common issues of inclusion, control, sharing affection,
identity and family ideals. Articulation of each person's
experience reveals aspects of individual psychological
processes. Implications include pro-active educational
programs and improved efficacy in mediation of stepfamily
conflict through understanding its genesis in differing

experiences of the same phenomenon.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

-3

'mis investigation grows from a life pro oact which |1

have in common with countless other men and women in Nort h

America- seeking to feel "at home”, foll

owing a divorce.

'

Increasing numbers of diverced men and women who valiie bivinog

in a family context are engaged in creating a "nhome" with a

stepfamily. Thus, the gquestion central to this investigat ion

emerges; "Eow do men and women experience living in a

' -

stepfamily?"”
Two men ancd two women living in four individuoal

stepfamilies were interviewed &s co-researchers in this

study. Each stepfamily is unique in its composition of famlily

members. A salient characteristic of these stepfamilies

is
their form; men live with a woman and her children, and women

who have children live with a man. During the time period of

the interviews, no children from men's former marriagecs

resided with the stepfamily, although zome men's childrern Tt

‘,_J

previously lived as housencld members of the stepfamily, and

(o

several visited or stayed with the stepramily on a regular

basis. This vattern of familwy composition tends to reflect

the norm, although variation 1s commorn in

N

stepfamilies ., Thuo

a suitable working title for this investigatiocn might be,

"Heow men experience living with a woman and her children;

Brvw

women who have children experience living with a man”
Living as a menber of a stepfamily invalves the

IEAVESS QBTN

sharing of time, cgpace, and relationships and poosinly



ng interactions with mempers of the pre—divorce family.
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king to understand how men and women experience living as

i

members of a stepfamily led me into conversaticn with others
and provided opportunities to reflect on my own experience.
Ariother part of my search led me to theoretical readings in

f mily research literature, further affirming that I am not
alone in the "task"™ of understanding the experience of living
in a stepfamily. Most of the clinical literature describes
strategies for resolving stepfamily conilict using a paradigm
~f complex family systems. Here, I discovered new references
to how I had ezperienced a family. For example, "bounds ~ies”
having little to do with my experience of picket I .nces,
doors that open and close, or places at the dinner table.

For the men and women interviewed in this investigation,
forming a stepfamily is an attempt following divorce, to
realize the ideal of creating a new nome. This dream is
kindled by a desire to house a loving adult relationship in a
family context which accommodates children from previous
marriates. I shared this dream as an experience in common
with my co-researchers. From my conversations, reading, and
reflection, I became acquainted with some highly perscnalized
meanings of what we commonly understand as "home" and
*family"”. The object of this investigation is to 3ather and
analyzes complete descriptions of the experience of day-to-
day living in a stepfamily.

Tcoday, the idealiized nuclear family model, as often as

not, is transformed by divorce. As a marriage ends, the

N



family reorganizes its structure. Forma ion of a stepfamily
iz centered around a ilew adult partnership. In the formution
of a stepfamily, these partnerships may or may not be
formalized by marriage. New family relationships form complex
social structures which may include biological children, a
new adult partner, the partner's children, and other kin
relationships. The process whereby the new family system
stabilizes and regains its developmental momentum is $o
complex that it is conczived as adding another whole phase Lo
~he l1ife cycle of zhose involved (Carter & McGoldrick, 1980).

While children and oth

1)
|8

kin are likely to be profoundly
affected in this process, the experience of men and women i
forming a stepfamily relationship is at the heart of this
study.

Stepfamily formation is about family change. Change
begins with disorganization of a nuclear family througn
separation and divorce, and continues as the stepfamily moves
toward stable functioning. However, while marriages may be
discontinued; families- especially those in which there are
children- continue after marital disruption (Ahrons &

Rodgers, 1987). Follewin

18]

family separation, men, women, an-d
children experience further structural reorganization in
divorced, "single parent" families, and stepfamily formation.
The focus of this study is on adult's experience of both
change.and corntinuity in the context of a stepfamily.

Stepfamilies are a recent social phenomenon, occuring

almost entirely within the past twenty five years of our

‘sd



cccial history. Our culture is not yet equipped to speak

— - = = e [aah "SR ALY = -~ 2 - £ - - 7
repfamililies. Thnis = - Zz reflected in the
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caslily anout
differing terms referring to stepfamilies, Dboth in everyday
usage and scholarly literature (Carter & McGoldrick, 1980).
Terms akin to stepfamily include reconstituted family,
recrganized family, blended family, and binuciear family.
Each represents the interweaving of adults and children whose
previous family life cycle has been interrupted.
Historically, this disruption resulted from the death of an
adult partner in a nuclear family (eg. mothers in childbirth
or fathers in accident or war). This study focuses on a more
common modern phenomenon- stepfamily formation following
nuclear family disruption resulting from the process of

divorce.

N

Arguably, "stepfamily" emerges as the most proiound
description of this highly variable social phenomenon.
"Stepfamily”, as related to new family relationships, is
commonly taken to mean a connection between members of a
family by marriage of a parent and not by blood. Another
dimension of meaning is vevealed in the linguistic history of
"step" family. The root "step" is akin to astepan "to
bereave" or bestepan "tc deprive of children". Thus, the
term "stepfamily" acknowledges a common emotional history of
feelings of loss or deprivation embedded in family

dissoiution. The stepfamily is a new family built upon the

vestiges of the old.



The methodological approach in this study is inspired by
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men and women experience living in stepfamillies. This
investigation may reveal issues with implications for
practical application in parenting, education or family
therapy. Further questions about common assumptions or
therapeutic practices in these areas may arise. 1t is my
sincere hope that any understanding brought feorth through
this exploration may be useful to persons living through the
processes of change in formation of a stepfamily, or to those
working with such individuals or families.

Interviews with co-reszarchers present individual
accounts of the lived experience of men and women in
astepfamily. A phenomenological analysis of their
descriptions is undertaken with the intent of more fully
understanding how men and women experience living in a
stepfamily. This objective 1is achieved by identifying
essential characteristic of both men's and women's

>

experiences.

Overview of Thesis
Chapter Two presents a broad review of existing family
literature with a specific focus on issues affecting
stepfamily formation. The phencmenon of divorce and
stepfamily formation is relatively recent. Changing family
roles and structures have received attention from

sociclogists, psychologists, family the.,apists and



earchers. I will review the contributions each of these

L
w

fielcdds hac made to our understanding of how men and women
cuperience living in a stepfamily.

Chapter Three addresses the issue of methodological
choice, and presents a general overview of human science
approaches to research, particularly phenomenological
methodology . An overview of phenomenological presuppositions,
their relevance to this study, and details of the
phenomenological method chosen for this investigation are
also presented.

Chapter Four presents results of the phenomenological
analysis of the descriptive interview protocols of the two
men and two women who participated as co-researchers in this
study. Results of this analysis are summarized and discussed.
In Chagter Five, findings of this study are presented in the
context of theoretical and clinical stepfamily literature,
with reference to related existential literature. The
limitations of this investigation are considered. As well,
the potential of findings for practical application and
considerations for their use in further research are

presented.



CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURFE
Synoptic Overview

Documenting the lived experience of men and women who
form stepfamilies is the charting of a new area in family
research. A preponderance of family literature is based on a
model cof the intact nuclear family. Stepfamilice have beoome
the "post—-divorce norm" in our society (Ahrons & Rodgers,
1987) . The mass transition from a traditional nuclear family
to a highly variant stepfamily is a recent social phenomenon.
A review of the literature related to the pliznomenon of
stepfamily formation calls for an examinaticn of its social
genesis, family theory related to the processes associated
with divorce and family reorganization and an overview of
what other researchers have reported about how men and women
experience living in stepfamilies.

Academic literature i3 an important source of
information for persons seeking an understanding of the
processes inveolved in events leading up to and in stepfamily
formation. This selective literature review surveys
investigations of prominent issues affecting the life-worlds
of men and women in the formation of stepfamilies. Although
we live among more and more stepfamilies in our communities,
popular culture has given us little understanding of how men
and women experience these relationships. Folk beliefs about
harmonious "blended” families have been popularized through

television. Negative stereotypes of stepfamilies persizt in

~J



the: family literature. While the myth of the "evil step-—
mother” has prevailed in our folk lore, there is little
positive mention of women's contributions as stepparents. Nor
is there an eqguivalent mythology embodying cultural
cxzpectations of men as stepfathers. Public and often
professional perception of life in stepfamilies tends to be
shaped by mis-information, folk beliefs, hearsay and gossip
rather than generally understood social norms (Poppen &
White, 1984).

Compared to overall family literature, studies of post-
divorce families are relatively meagre. Family therapy
literature tends to reflect the pathological aspects of
divorce and stepfamily functioning. Research in divorce and
family reorganization tends to focus on how family
reorganiztion affects children's lives. These studies are
based largely on repcrts of female informants. In spite of
data indicating increased involvement by men in nuclear
family parenting, investigation of their experience tends to
have been overlooked or overshadowed. Natural science studies
of post-divorce families have produced findings that are
often conflicting, equivocal, or fragmentary in focus. A
majority of of the published studies involving stepfather
relationships have placed a heavy emphasis on the experience
of the stepchildren (Bohannan, 1984). Studies investigating
adult issues are rare (Dudley, 1991), particularly those
dealing with the lived experience of men and women in step-

families (Jenni, 1990).
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Statistics tell us of the disruption of about half the
nuclear families in our nation through divorcve. While some
ocbservers interpret this phenomenon as a weakening ot tho
family as a social institution, cther family rescarch figure:s
speak to what appears to be a culturally entrenched belief in
the family (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987). The strength of our
cultural belief in marriage is supported by the fact that
over 60 percent of poth men and women remarry within two
years of being divorced (Hetherington, 1982). However,
remarriage is no panacea, as nearly half of Canadian
remarriages also end in divorce (Statistics Canada, 1990).
Myths and misbeliefs about parenting. particularly in
pocst-div. rce families prevail in our society (Poppen & White,
1%684) . The persistence of these unexamined popular beliefs
comm~niy results in misunderstanding of parenting in various

o

contexts (LeMasters, 1970). In this investigation,

3

(

descriptive information will be gathered and analyzed with
the intention of illuminating how men and women with children
from previous marriages experience living in stepfamilies

The organization of this review of past and ongoing
literature is divided into four sections. The first reviews
an ongoing evolution of maternal and paternal roles in
fulfilling basic family functions. This survey cutlines thee
emergence of idealized male and female rolec in our culture
with a focus on radical changes since World War I1. The

second section reviews literature pertaining to processes

associated with family disorganization through divorce. The:
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J et i iAo an overvicew of processes involved in
.epfamily formation. In this final section, particular
attention is given to guestions raised about how men and
womern experience living a stepfamily, providing the basis and
rationale for tnis study.

Part 1

The Evoluticn of Gender Roles in the North American Family

Home and fzirily are basic institutions in our society.
The process of change within these institutions pre-dates but
is most wemasrkable in generations since World War II. The
evoluticv: of men’s and women's roles within home and family
have been variously conceptualized (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987;
Lamb, 1986). Their evolution goes on as an integral part of
social change in North America. Changing gender roles have
been seen as both a cause and a corsequence of social change.
Families have been more affected by these changes than they
have been responsible for them (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987).

Ongoing social evolution alters expectations of how men
and women see themselves and how others see them in various
roles. Understanding how men and women experience living in a
stepfamily 1is facilitated by Mead's (1934) observation that
perceptions of persons and relationships influence how we
relate to others. Culturally institutionalized assumptions
and expectations about gender roles in family functioning are
based largely on an intact nuclear family model. Such a model

does not take into account the profound changes affecting

10



those who divorce and form ctepfamilics (Juartor & Medoidr ok,
1988) .

Since thne turn ot ti. Lury, ongoing industrialisat 1o
and urbanization have been major chanages affecting the way o
home is conceptualized and the way family members live. Unt i)
the 19820's, when our society was largely rural and aararian,
families tended to be self-sufficient and live in multi-
generational communities. Home was the centre of production.
Contributions of all family members toward production were
essential. Household tasks and tasks of production were
distirguished by age and gender (Parsons & Bales, 194%5%).

Increasing industrialization following the First War
tended to disrupt extended kin networks as nuclear family
units followed employment opportunities from rural
communities to urban centres. Families changed from self-
sufficient producers to consumers of industrially produced
goods. The home was no longer the centre of production. The
instrumental function of production once identified with the
home was lost to industrial production in factories. The home
was placed in an ambiguous position ocutside the reaim of
economic necessity (FParsons & Bales, 1955) .

The shift to industrialized produaction brougnat about a
greater emphasis on male~-female division of labor. Men terded
to work at "breadwinning™ outside the home. They wer:s
typically absent from their families during the working davy.
Their work as income earners became highly wvalued. Ability to

earn money providing for a family became a measure of how



cqer,ed m father/rushand a man was. As material providers for

the family, men bhecame identified as "instrumental" leaders

O

K

stems. A man's role as instrumental leader of the

i

in family
family systes predominated other important functions in
relation to his wife and children (Parsons & Bales, 1955).
As men became "breadwinners", women and children tended
to become dependent. Home took on greater importance as an
expressive or nurturing place. Women's' roles became more
closely associated with expressive and nurturing functions.
Home as a woman's place was based on the idea that the
essence of femininity lay in ministering to the personal and
psychological needs of husbands and children (Parsons &
Bales, 1955). The primacy of a woman's biological
relationship with small children through beariny and early
nursing of them, established a presumption that a man be
exempted from expressive and nurturing functions and
specialize in the alternative instrumental direction,
providing for the family (Parsons & Bales, 1955).
Industrialization initiated a shift from an instrumental
model of the home as a centre of production, giving its
expressive functicn of emotional nurturing a greater
importance. Meeting physical and material needs was still an
expectation for family functioning. As urbanization eroded
traditional kin contact and support, the home took on even
greater importance as a place where basic human emoctional
needs could be met. The success of a marriage depended upon

satisfaction of needs for sex, love, caring, and emotional

[§



support within the family (Rurgess and Locke, 194%) ., Ry the
1950's, new model of the family emerged, described by
Birdwhistell (12C8) as the "sentimental” model. Family l1ite
had become centered on perconal relationships and the
emotional support these relationships offered to family
members.

The archetypal nuclear family was idealized in the
1950's. Father, "breadwinning” in an urban centre, was the
instrumental leader. Mother, "home making" in suburbia with
the children; had responsibility for expressive and nurturing
functions (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987; Bly, 1990). This model of
the nuclear family became the romantic ideal presented in the
media and socially accepted as the model of family life to
aspire to. Feminist writer Betty Freiden (1963) characterizes
this family model as oppressive to women. She points out the
contradiction in our society that tends Lo undervalue ULie
work of women in the home while "exalting the myth of
motherhood and apple pie". Bly (1990) observes that the
classic profile of a Fifties man was a person who was
supposed to like contact sports, be patriotic, never cry, and
always provide. He further notes that the receptive or
intimate space necessary for nurturing or expressive
functioning was missing in this image of a man.

Since the 1950's the idealizea nuclear family with its
prescribed roles for men and women has been seriously

challenged. Rocketing rates of divorce were a clear

indication that all was not well within the idealized nuclear

.



Poigeers (1%87) assert that 2 majcr contributor to increased
Aivoreoe rates is that & majority o women assign & nigner
rriorit vto exmpressive values tharn to instrumental values.

Womer, freauently choocse toe give up a comfortable material

cituation in corder to be freed fromr an intclerable emotional

. Recmgnition of women's increased independence, both

.._J
®

economic and in terms of socia xpectations, makes them
free:r to choose whether marriage meets their emotional needs,

and to choose whether or not to stay in a marriage.

-
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appropriate gender behaviors caused a re-examination of men's

and women's roles in the family. The feminist mcvement

encouraged individual and social actieon toward a more
egalitarian social contract for men and womern, both in the

home and work place. What ensued was a flood of discontent by
many women struggling unsuccessfully to meet the expressive
needs ot the family. Many more women entered the work force.

As & consequence of this personal and social awakening,
rhe two worker family emerged. Ahrons and Rodgers (1987)
outline various points of view on the effects of this

movement on family stability. The movement toward eqguality

3.

ch undermines

pae

may be seen as a move toward individualism wh

I

the value of the family in society. Gender equality in family
rcles may result in more satisfaction within intimate

relatlonchips. More eguality may improve the quality of

14



parenting and be beneficial to children. These disparate

points of view represent guestioninag of how social chanaes

have affected the family as a fundamen

The addition ©I the new role Of worker

TO women's

traditional roles of wife and mother raises a number of

issues for both men and women in families. How will neods {ov

child-care be met? How will men respond to sharing this

responsibility? How do de.ands for more equality in marital

N

power by women affect the stability of the marriage? How doer

a woman's economic independence change her perspective of

what she needs from a marriage?

Concurrent with a shift in the focus of women's

activities from home to include an outside work-place, a

growing number of men have become increasingly involved with

',_J.

their familles as nurturing caretakers. Their family role

LOW

includes expressive as well as instrumental functions. This
phenomenon is most common among those who are college

educated (Lamb, 1986), and is a shift in emphasis rathier than

a dramatic change 1in traditional gender roles (Jtroher,

1988). Bly (18%0) asserts that a new awar-ncss 1s develaning

among men addressing the expressive and nurturing issuez that

the 1950's male tended to avoid.

Fathers may provide emot

onal support for the mother or

b

be directly involved with their children by ~:raetaking,

playing with and teaching them (Lamb, 19£6). Fasearch. on

(=S

ntact nuclear families indic

[\

tes that men gencral i s



arter the amount of time mothers do directly

]

or:ly about one gl

involved with their children (Pleck, 1983). Through direct

(a1

involvement with their children, mothers tend toc be

LA R [P < I [ VI AN = = e a - £ o 5
Ldentifiad with caretaking, fathers with

o}

lay (Lamb, 1986).
Men may help with housework, although this is an area where
domestic roles may have changed the least over the last
decade (Strober, 1988). The amount of paternal involvement in
caretaking children may be limited by a man's perception that
he can do so without his masculinity being threatened (Lamb &
Levine, 1983) and by h:s female partner's willingness to

share power within the family structure (Pleck, 1983).
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economic contributions and power within the family (Scanzoni,
1979) .

Parepnting aftexr divorce.

Since he 1260's divorce and stepfamily formation have
resulted in vast numbers of men and women taking on the roles
of "single" parent, custocdial and non-custodial parent, and
stepparent . During this period, diverce in first marriages
rose to the current rate of about 50%, with 65% of women and
70% of men likely to remarry (Glick & Lin, 1986; Norton &
Moorman, 1987). Precise numbers of these men and women in
stepparenting roles is not known, as it is difficult to track
accurately the numbers of men and women who live together as
"family" without the formalization of their relationship in

marriage. The 1991 Canadian census asks no guestions

identifving a stepfamily as a distinguishable form of

16



household, but recent estimates indicate that 35t of children
can expect to live with a stepparent before the age of 18
{(Glick & Lin, 1986; Norton & Moorman, 1987).

4

Most studies on divorced families

i

-+

oCcHs o .. nmother
custody families without a father's points of view (Grief &
Bailey, 1990). Family research indicates that fathers in
intact nuclear families may be increasingly involved in
family nurturing. However, men who divorce generally have
less contact with their children as well as with their former
spouses (Dudley, 15381).

Within our society the parenting role cf divorced
fathers varies rconsiderably, While Canadian ~ourt rnlinas
vary historically and by Jjurisdiction, recent figures
indicate that physical custody of children has been awarded
to mothers as frequently as 85% of the time. A small
percentage of divorced fathers are custodial parents, and a
growing number are sharing custody with their former spousasn.
However, the vast majority are non-custodial, and a large
portion of these ncn-custodial fathers have infreodquent or o
contact with their children (Dudley, 19%21; Furstenberg, Il.rd,
Peterson, & Zill, 1983).

Women, as the usual custodial parents, typically
experience increased stress from the added demands of
providing both materially and emotionrally as "single parento”
(Brandwein, Brouh & Fox, 1974; Glacsser & Navarre, 1965) . They
also usually suffer from substantially reduced incomes

(Albrecht, 1980; Cassetty, 1978; Duncan, 1984).
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Norn—custodial parents, who are usually men, are likely
ro be negatively affected in psycholocgical ways, feeling that
they have lost their children. This occurs as they may no
longer see their children on a regular basis or must "visit”
in a way quite different than what they were used to when
they lived with their children (Grief, 1979; Keshet &
Fosenthal, 1978). These non-custodial fathers also are likely
to experience feelings of inadequacy about their role as a
parent (Dominic & Schlesinger, 1280)

Men may face a number of obstacles in maintaining
relationships with their children (Dudley, 1991). They may
have reduced interaction as a result of custody arrangements
or experience resentment for financially supporting children
they seldom see. Shared custody of young children may require
contact with former spouses creating aversive situations
through reacuvivation of unresolved issues related to the
divorce. Physical distance or independent children's
lifestvles may also affect the amount of father-child
contact.

Most divorced men form stepfamilies through
relationships with divorced women and their children.
Consequently, men living in stepfamilies are likely to become
s'. nfathers, sharing responsibility for rearing and
socializing children not biologically theirs. If men were
fathers to children in their former marriages, they must

determine hiow to

(¢}
]

est maintain relaticnships with them. Women

with custody of children forming a stepfamily must make a

18



number of transitions; from being Ysingle parents”™ on a day-
to-day basis, to sharing parenting and possibly stepparenting
with their new male partner and, possibly sharing parenting

with their cwn children’'s biolcgical father.

bPart 2

Families From First Marriage to Stepfamily bFoimation

This part of the literature review traces social and
psychological perspectives of families from marriage through
the stages of reorganization in separation, divorce, "single
parent” families to stepfamily formation.

Most family research is based on a model of the intactL
nuclear family (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987). While the nuclear
family form remains the ideal for most (Schneider, 1©80), we
are witness to the social phenomenon of ever increasing
numbers of divorcing and single parent families, the
precursors of stepfamilies. Each person living in a family
has some preconceived notion of what a family is and how it
functions. A family model serves to explain, predict and
evaluate behavior and responses of others within the family
system. An individual's family model may be developed from
experiences in a family of origin, prior families (in the
instance of divorced persons), observations of others, and

fantasies of the perfect family (Keshet, 1890).

The recency of stepfamilies as a distinct though highly

varied family form has precluded the development of normative:

models. As well, stepfamilies present complex issues and

1o
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structures with fac .s not always fitting well with paradigms
developed from investigations of nuclear families. An
investigation of how men and women experience living in a
stepfamily calls for a survey of research on the
psychological processes associated with family formation,

dissolution, and reorganization.

Marriage and Meaning: 2 Social Psvchological Perspective

2 precept of family sociology since the time of
Durkheim, is that marriage and the family serve as social
arrangements that may create for a perscon the sort of order
in which he or she can experience life as "making sense”.

Berger and Kellner (1874) examine the family as a scocial

0

institution and identify the processes by which individuals
function within it, constructing, maintaining and modifying a
consistent and meaningful reality. Their concept of marriage
and family is a social context for building meaning. This
view is supported by several sociological theories. Weber
(1956) conceived society as a network of meanings. Mead
(1934) presented a perspective of individual identity as a
sccial phenomenon. The work of Shutz (1960) and Merleau-Ponty
(1945) presents a phenomenological analysis of the social
structuring of reality. That is, a revealing of personal
meaning through a reflective analysis of inter—-action with
our social world.

Marriage as characterized by Berger and Kellner (1874)

is a joint construction of reality by the two people who



enter into it. They suggest that the presence of social
"cornerstones", such as marriage, make possible a nomic
prccess or validation through building meaning by way of
"face to face conversations" with significant others based on
a common understanding. This socially constructed world is
personalized, modified, and validated continually by the
process of living in it. This interaction results in a
personally meaningful world contributing to the feeling of
being "at home".

Napier (1988) asserts that we bring to marriage the
expectation that our individual needs will be satisfied by
the other.

In this culture, marriage may be the most popular

form of psychotherapy. We all seem to believe that

marriage will change our lives, will make us feel

better about ourselves. This special person will

make us strong when we feel weak,whole when we feel

empty, comforted when we feel lonely. This is the

magic union, the one that has the power to

transform reality. We need only listen to the

lyrics of the popular songs to be aware of how

widespread these expectations are (Napier, 1988, p.

14) .

Loss of social "cornerstones™ such as the nuclear
family, contributes to a sense of anomie or loss of meaning
in a person's world. The rapid and recent evolution of family

structure in North America has turned the "cornerstones" of



family structure into metaphoric shifting sands. For steadily
increasing numbers of men and women living in stepfamilies,
the common understanding cof what "family" means is neither
shared by their marital partner nor by the larger society.
Stepfamily formation involves developing and living in a
shared construct of a family model involving integration not
only of adults' conceptions of what a family is, but also
those of children, kin and other significant social
connections.

Language useful in describing our previous family
experiences frequently does not fit the experience of men and
women forming stepfamilies. For example, a debate continues
in family literature about basic naming of Yreorganized”
families. Are they best called stepfamilies, blended,
reconstituted or binuclear families?z.

A lack of commonly understood referential language is
evidence of the recency and complexity of the stepfamily
phenomenon, and the complexity of its structure. Ambiguous
terminology also indicates that the stepfamily, as a social
institution, may lack the potential to meet the expectation
of ready-made meaning we may carry forward from our families
of origin or pre—-divorce families. An absence of "ready made"
meaning for stepfamily experience indicates a need for
investigation of the experience of those who live it. A
phenomenological meaning of a stepfamily must be newly
constructed utilizing the tools of language. Such a meaning

may be developed by analyzing and articulating an

to
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understanding ot the lived experience of those who

seex to
feel "at home" in a stepfamily. This process is described by
Paul Tillich (1952): "Language gives (wo)man the power
toabstract from the concretely given, and after having

abstracted from it, return to it and transform it" (p. 82.).

P jate wi YAV : Familvy

It is deceptively simple to state that marriages ond and
families reorganize themselves. In separation and divorce,
the shape of the family is irrevocakly altered. The family
continues to go on, but in a new form. The comple=xity of
processes involved in this transition has only begun to be
articulated by family scholars (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987).

Carter and McGoldrick (19288) identify three distinct
stages in divorce and family reorganization; the divorcing
family, the post-divorce familiy, and the stepfamily. Each
stage involves psychological "work" to be completed before
the next can successfully be undertaken. Recent research on
the first two of these stayes is briefly outlined below. The
third stage, stepfamily formation, more directly related to
this investigation, is reviewed in more detail further along
in the Literature Review.

Di . £ {13

Statistically, divorce exists as an enduring social
institution. As a process, divorce begins prior to the event
and affects family members long after (Ahrons & Kodgers,
1987) . Estimates of two to three years for family

reorganization and resolution do not take into account the

[
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deptn of loss associated with marital dissolution which can
affect lives for decades (Brown, 1988). A recent study
following up families divorced in the 1970's revealed divorce
as the most significant life event for the children and for
many of their parents. (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989).

Throughout family literature, divorce and family
reorganization are seen as transitional processes. Erikson
(1968) terms transition as "a turning point, a crucial period
of increased vulnerability and heightened potential within
the life cycle". Research on divorcing families prior to the
mid-1970's focused on the relationship between divorce and
psychopathology, with marital status linked to mental
disorder. Evidence supporting this view stems from the
psychological vulnerability of many people at the time of
separation or divorce (Bloom, Niles & Tatcher, 1985). More
recent work (Ahrons, 1980) views divorce as a transitional
crisis forcing an interruption of the developmental tasks to
be negotiated at the family's particular life cycle phase,
creating in their place a series of separation/divorce
related adjustments that throw all family members into a
state of chaos and disequilibrium.

Ahrons and Rodgers (1987) present divorce in the context
of a family system as an ongoing process rooted prior to the
divorce event, and extending its effects into the future.
"Each family member will be profoundly affected by it: as
members of a new kind of family, individuals will be forced

to learn new ways of coping and cf relating to the society at



large

as well as to each other” (r. 2Z5). The developmental

dynamic inherent in this perspective of learnina within the

family system results from change by individual family

members within the family system. Relative to previous

perspectives based on negative aspects of family dissolntion

and reorganization, Ahrons' and Rodgers’' (19287) views are

significant in that they normalize these procesuses in a

developmental context.

Carter and McGoldrick (1988) utilize a family life-cyale

model in identifying eight steps in the processes assoaciateoed

with

family disorganization and reorganization: 1.) Decision
Y g

to separate, 2.) BActual separation, 3) Legal Divorce 4.)

A A 4 o o £ od+ra S~ - = s ~A .
Remarriage c¢f either sgo.ce 5.3 Custody sh

Fog™ N = - 31 v
et ¢f children
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6.) Moves of either spouse 7.) Illness or death of either

spouse, 8.) Life cycle transitions of the children such as

graduations, marriages, births, or illness. As family life

cycle events occur, the divorce is reactivated. They assert

that:

....no amount of 'dealing with' the emotional
difficulties of divorce will finish off the process
once and for all...although it appears clinically
that the more emotional work done at each step, the
less intense and disruptive reactivations will bhe
(Mc Gcldrick & Carter, 1988, p. 408).

The primary process for family members following divoroce

is the emotional work to be done (Carter and McGoldrick,

1988)

. That is, the retrieval of self from the marri:ge. The
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task for each partner 1is to retrieve the hopes, dreams, plans
and expectaticons that were invested in this partner and this
marriage. Mourning is reguired for what is lost. This
recovery requires dealing with hurt, anger, blame, shame,
guilt and loss in oneself, in the spouse, in the children and
the extended family.

Developmental issues for divorcing spouses include
acceptance of their part in the marital breakup, working to
support extended family members and subsystems related to
children and realignment of their relationships with kin.
Adjustments required in the process of family reorganization
are often thrust upon the family system before divorce issues
are resolved. Families in which the emotional issues of
divorce are not resolved can remain emotionally stuck for
years.

The recovery from divorce is never complete as family
life cycle issues develop and pose challenges to the
reorganized family (Carter & McGoldrick,1988). Many authors
argue that a healthy divorce 1s not possible without cutting
off all interaction with the former spouse (Berman, 1985;
Kitson, 1982; Raschke, 1977; White and Bloom, 1981). Yet,
couples who wish to share parenthood must maintain a
relationship for which no models are available (Jenni, 1990).

The post-divorce relationship is a difficult one for
former spouses to redefine. It is based on years of shared

memories, jointly created children, and long hoped—-for dreams



which must be abandoned. Wallerstein (1989) arques that this
attachment, expressed either negatively or positively, may
continue indefinitely.
Perhaps the most painful aspect of marital
separation is the ruprure of attachment bonds that
exist between spouses. These bonds serve as the
emotional glue of the marriage. Weiss (1979) likens
them to the intense emotional ties that develop
between mother and <c¢child...which carry their
fantasized wishes for exclusive and unlimited
emotional physical access to the other. When these
bonds are undone, spouses often feel overtaken by a
terrible sense of loneliness, a sense that they are
no longer at home or secure in their world.
(Garfield, 1982, r. 5)
Existing stepfamily literature (Goldsmith, 1980) reveals
a number of general characteristics of families recovering
from divorce. The first year or two after divorce is most
difficult for all family members. Most pecople find their
relationship with their former spouse improved after rhis
time. Resclution for the initiator of divorce is likely to be
more rapid. The non-initietor may be angry and hurt as much
as fifteen years after the divorce (Wallerstein & Blakeslee,
1989) . Parental communication is child-focussed. Former
spouses learn not to talk about marital issues as they remain

difficult and lead to an escalation of the same unresoclvable

conflicts that led to the end of the marriage (Kelly, Gigy &



Maunrman, 1%%6y . Tre eccromic conseguences of diverce are
sigrificantly different for men and women. The madority of
men report themselves as financially "well off"; the majorit:
.t womern as "worse off" (Spanier & Castro, 19%7%).

Emoticnal and physical support of the children may link

indicate that children

0]
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former spouses. Child centered studi

want and rneed a gualitative and ongoing relationship with

poth parerts (Peck & Manocherian, 1988). Despite his
tinding, i the wvast majority of cases, children reside with

their mother, by mutual parental agreement (Hetheringtorn,
1989) . Common divorce terminology refers to the mother-headed

household as the "single-parent Iamily'", CONCepruaily wWipln

N\

out the nuturant rolie of the non-custodial father in a way
that generally parallels reality. Women tend to feel
overwhelmed with their combined functions of both nurturing

and providing for their children with diminished Ifinancial

b}

.

rasource
Dudley (1991) investigated the reasons for reduced
vaternal involvement following divorce, and how men
cxperience the psychological efrects of this phenomenon. A
pervasive feeling is suffering caused by a sense that they
have lost their children. This occurs because they may no
longer see their children on a regular basis or they must
"yisit” in a way that is guite different than what they were
us»d to when they lived with their children (Grief, 1979;
Keshet & Rosenthal, 1978). These non-custodial fathers also

are likely to experience feelings of guilt about the marital

o



breakup and feelings of inad- ':acy about their role as a

parent (Dominic & Schlesinger, 1980).

Developmental tasks for former spouses in post-divorce

families with childre- diftrer, depending upon whether ospoune:

are custodial or non-custodial (Carter & McGoldrick, L1988).

Crucial tasks for the custodial parent include setting up
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ation arrangements for the children with the
former spouse and extended family, re-establishing finanaciual

rescu

R

ce

0

, and rebuilding & sccial network. For the non-
custodial parent, developmental tasks include finding ways t«
continue an effective parentin? role with children,
maintaining financial responsipllitiss LTO CLw 'S chiridrern and
ex—spouse, and rebuilding a social network.

For both men and women, the single most powerful facto:

in defusing the marital bond and restoring selifi-esteem t he

[
U

establishment of a new love relationship (Hetherington, 198Y;
Spanier & Castro, 1979). Emotional disztresgs easecs and
financial stress is reduced by another inccme. For the
majority of divorced individuals, remarriage occcurs within
three years of divorce (Glick, 1984).
Stepfamily Formation

Formation of a stepfamily is initiated by relationship
development between adult partners. Living in a stepfamily
may involve maintenance and develcpment of relationchips with
biological children from previous marriages, developing
stepparent-stepchild relationships, and negotiating rnaew

4 H

relationships with significant members of the former nuclear



family. Transiticon to a stepfamily calls for those involved

Q.

to make adeguate adiustments to the divorce, and to stabilize
in the "stepping stone” stage of the single-parent household
(Browri, 15%8&).

The challenge for the family systems becomes one of
recrganization rather than dismantling (Peck & Manocherian,
198&) . New rules and patterns must be developed for all the
habits and routines of daily life that were taken for granted
no longer apply. Roles, bound -ies, membership and

hierarchical structure change, altering subsystems within the

family. Relationships with all systems outside the nuclear

Ih
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mily change 2s well. All of this takes place in the absence
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of norms or social supports for divorcing families.
Consegquently, the changes are a source of great stress,
creating added conflict that interferes with making the
transitions.

Stepfamily formation occurs by definition after divorce
for at least one member of the couple. For scme people, this
means that the stepfamily is built on perceived failure in
one of life's primary tasks. What norms are available to the
stepfamilies are unrealistic or negative. (Bryan, 19586;
Cherlin, 1978; Fine, 1986, Nolan, J.,Coleman, M., & Ganong,
I,., 1984; Simon, 1964; Visher & Visher, 1979). Many
stepfamilies attempt to hide their family form out of a
desire to be "just like everybody else™.

Stepfamilies encounter three basic difficulties in their

formation (Carter & McGoldrick, 1988). The first comes from

30



an attempt to draw a tight loyalty boundary around householid
members, excluding biological parents and others, such as
non—-custodial children who reside outside household. This
prejudice comes from the stepfamlily's perceived neod Lo
conform to the nuclear family model. A second commoen issue
arises from the stepparents difficulty accepting the
biocological parent—-child bond which predates the marital bond.
Stepparents may compete with stepchildren for primacy with
their new spouse as if thelr relationships were of the same

nature. A third problem for stepfamilies is a tendency to

carry over a pattern from former nuclear families of "mother-

{4

caregiver" and "father—-discirlinarian®, Childr
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memories of their bio

’_.J

ogical parent vigorously resist anyone
taking the place of their parent. Leupnitz (1986) found that
children of divorce mentioned "loyalty conflicts"™ as the most
difficult aspect »f divorce.

Existing research identifies in a general way, a numbcr
of salient issues and themes in adult-child relationships in
stepfamily formation. Bowerman and Irish (1962) found that
the biclogical parent-child relationship in stepfamilics io
marked by greater levels of insecurity and strain. Duberman
(1975) found that stepparents and stepchildren ezperience
greater levels of uncertainty, insecurity and stress than

members of nuclear families. Results of a study by White and

Booth (1985) indicated that parents in stepfamilies reportedd

significantly less satisfaction with family life than parecnt:

in first marriages, and that they viewed the presence of

24



ztepchildren as a destabilizing influence. In Messinger's
(1276) =tudy, child rearing ranked highest among sources of

difficulty in stepfamilies. Other studies showed that

}_-\
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discipline was the number one problem area (Duberman,
Maddox, 1975; Messinger, 1976; Visher & Visher, 1979).

Additional sources of stepparenting difficulties
include: the feeling of being compared unfavorably to the
same—-sex biological parent, negotiating with children about
different .ules in two or more households, the conflicting
values often present between stepparent and stepchild,
problems with divided loyalties, the myth of instant love,
and conf_ict with former spouses (Visher & Visher, 1979).
These and other issues have resulted in stepparents being
likely to avoid communicaticn with stepchildren, consequently
retarding the growth of their relationships (Keith, 1978).

Nelson and Levant (1991) report that both men and women
descripbe dewv: Jment of relationships in their stepfamilies
in terms of complexity and difficulty. Common issues include:
numpers of family members, the lack of shared traditions and
histories, as well as feelings of conflict with and rejection
by stepchildren.

A common thematic struggle for stepmothers was the "Myth
of Instant Love". This is the expectation by stepparents that
stepchildren will instantly love them when the families
combine. What commonly ensues is hurt, frustration and
disappointment when this loving relationship fails to

develop. Refusal by stepchildren to reciprocate affection

()



produced stepmcothers' anger. Many experienced guilt because
they did not or could not love their stepchildren. Biological
parents sense the mutual frustration of their spouses and
children while feeling guiltv for these conflicts.
Stepparents sought to convince, lecture, and correct
stepchildren in order to get control of stepfamily dynamics.
Biological parents attempted to protect their children and
placate their spouses.

Nelson and Levant (1991) found stepfathers struggled
more with the theme of inclusion. While women wanted to
nurture initially, men wanted to assist spouses, give
cuidance to children, and bring order to the stepfamily.
Their efforts were primarily met with resentment by everyone
for interfering. Stepfathers expressed the need to guide and
solve problems. They wanted to create new structures rather
than understand the existing framework and how they might
better fit into structures already in place.

A survey of clinical literature (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987)
suggests that a healthy remarried family allows permeable
boundaries so children can come and go between households,
and former spouses are recognized as well as former friends
and in-laws. In addition, new spouses must accept biological
ties while at the same time maintaining marital intimacy and
reorganized parental executive system which includes
biclogical parents as primary decision-makers. Traditional
gender roies, rigidly applied, interfere with ctepfamily

function.
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Iin a study of non-clinical remarried families, Dahl,
Cogeill & Amundson(1987) reported several characteristics and
activities commonly found in remarried families:

1. The "sense of belonging®™ in a remarried family took as
much as five years, especially if children were adolescents.
2. Most families moved or extensively redecorated the family
residence to avoid the feeling of living in someone else's
home .

3. Former spouses preferred distant but cordial or courteous
relationships with their former spouse and his or her new
partner.

4. Serious discipline issues and visitation arrangements were
handled by the biological parent. Men were active parents.
5. Childhood experiences in a large family may assist adults
in dealing with the extended remarried family.

6. Marital satisfaction correlated with the stepparent’'s
connection to the stepchildren.

The relationship between former spouses appears to be
implicated in the function of the stepfamily (Jenni, 12890).
Financial resources and disputes, contact with the outside
biological parent, residual inter-parental conflict, and the
nature of the co-parental relationship impinge upon remarried
family function. Remarriage itself appears to alter the
relationship between former spouses and between children and
their biological parents. Remarriage of either spouse has a
negative effect on the frequency of contact between non-

custodial fathers and their children (Furstenberg, Nord,



Peterson, & 2ill, 1983). In many families, the remarriage

provides a clear marker that the former marriage is over.
Children who were formerly adaptable may react with anger or
grief. A former spouse may become distressed or difficult.
Carter and McGoldrick (1988) identify the emotional
tasks in the transition to remarriage as: struggling with
fears of investment in a new marriage and a new family; one's
own fears, the new spouse's fears, and the fears of children
involved; dealing with hostile or upset reactions of the
children, the extended family and the ex-spouse; struggling
with the ambiguity of the new family structure, roles, and
relationships; re—arousal of intense parental guilt and
concerns about the welfare of the children; and re-—-arousal of
the old attachment to an ex—spouse (positive or negative).
Neither parents, nor children, nor grandparents can
forget the relationships that went before. Children
never give up their attachment to their first
parent, no matter how negative the relationship
with that parent was or is. Having the patience to
tolerate the ambiguity of the situation and
allowing each other the space and time for feelings
about past relationships is crucial to the process

of forming a remarried family (Carter & McGoldrick,

1888, p. 402).
When remarriage occurs in the aftermath of divorce,
families must resist the urge to close prematurely (Visher &

Visher, 1988). Ambiguity, inclusion of new family members,
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and the reawakening of painful memories and patterns appear
inevitable. Emotional reactivation following remarriage is
the norm.

Part 3

Phenomencological Research on the Stepfamily

The stepfamily form as a social phenomenon has become
increasingly prominent in our culture over the past two
decades. Our understanding of it's form as a social
institution is negatively biased and incomplete. Stepfamilies
have received attention from the media, family theorists and
clinicians but littles from researchers. Our understanding of
how men and women experience living in a stepfamily is based
largely on hearsay, myth, media stereotypes, and the
equivccal results of existing research (Poppen & White,

15843 .

Family research has traditionally had as its subject the
nuclear family or its isolated components. In the past twenty
five years, we have witnessed a transformation in the nuclear
family form. During this time, divorce rates of first
marriages have risen to their present levels of about 50%.
Divorced families and single parent households, the
precursors of stepfamilies, have received some attention in
the family literature. The main focus in researching divorced
families has been the psycho-patholocical effects of divorce
on adults and adjustment difficulties for children in the

aftermath of divorce.
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Statistics Canada (1990) indicates that presently, over
60% of men and women who divorce remarry. No provision was
made in the 1991 Canadian census to calculate the vast
numbers of those we see in our midst who form stepfamilies
without the formalization of remarriage. Of those whe remariy
to form stepfamilies, about 50% re-divorce. Thus, while we
have a strong sense of stepfamilies becoming the contemporary

"post—-divorce norm", we lack such basic information as their

exact numbers in our society. While there is a large segment

cf our populaticn living in stepfamilies, there i3 an absence

of a comprehensive body of -~tepfamily research. This leaves
the general population and an ever growing number of people
directly or indirectly involved with stepfamilies with
inadeguate information about stepfamily formation.

The complexity and interactive nature of the stepfamily
form presents difficulty in conducting a meaningful
investigation. Most existing stepfamily research consists of
natural science studies. The basis of these studies is the
isolation and guantification of particular aspects of the
stepfamily system.

Stepfamilies are highly varied in their form. Their
structural complexity is compounded by interaction of sub-
systems within the family system, interaction of sub-systems
of the extended and former nuclear families, and by the
stepfamily's own developmental dynamic. The net result of
this complexity is a diminished utility of conventional

approaches in stepfamily research (Hobart, 1988) . When

~J)



specific variables are isolated and investigated, results are
often equivocal (Jenni, 1990). Existing stepfamily research
does not present a unified statement.

Clinical findings and theoretical systems approaches to
stepfamily research fares little better with critics.
Clinical reports on stepfamilies perretuate a problem-
oriented focus and reinforce their pervasive negative
stereotype. Rakoff (1988) suggests that a systems approach to
investigating a many faceted stepfamily is an inadeguate
metaphor; "You think you've got a bucket, but you've reailily
got a basket”™ (Rakoff, 1988).

Humarn science approaches represent a viable complement
to existing stepfamily research. A tradition of human science
is a wholistic approach with an emphasis on understanding
human behavior in context rather than as isolated abstraction
(Osborne & Angus, 1988). A specific methodology within the
realm of human science is phenomenoclogical analysis. This
methodology takes a step by step approach in determining how
a particular phenomenon is experienced by those who live it.
Frankel (1985) asserts that phenomenological methodology is a
viable methoed for investigating various aspects of complex
social systems, such as the stepfamily.

Few researchers have investigated the lived experience
of men or women in complex family systems. Jenni (1280)
investigated men's experience of their former spouses using

phenomenological methodology. She suggests that

38



investigations cf complex family systems are an important
application for phenomenological methodology:

"One may expand the notion of co-constitution to

include the family, with its persistent myths,

circumstances such as beliefs and events of the
particular historical and cultural era in which the
family exists, and often random events, such as

death and disability. The family is multi-

constituted. (Jenni, 1990, p. 146)

In accord with this position, I have pursued this
investigation of how a stepfamily is lived by both men and
women. The essential characteristics of a stepfamily may be
illuminated by an analysis of both genders' descriptionsof
their lived experience.

The absence of a wholistic understanding of the lived
expericnce of men and women in stepfamilies speaks to the
necessity and utility of this study. As little research
exists in this area, the growing numbers of men and women
forming or living in a stepfamily too often have the sense
that the difficulties they undergo are unigque to them (Nelzon
& Levant, 1991). Findings of this inv . stigation may be useful
in understanding how men and women experience the phenomenon

of the stepfamily.

Summary
The recent phenomenon of the stepfamily occurs in

social context which has evolved along with changing maternal

0



and paternal roles, and expectations of hcme and family.
While the traditiocnal nuclear family has been transformed,
human needs for family remain much the same (Rakoff, 1988).
How men and women meet these needs continues to be explored.

Thecoretical literature on divorced and remarried
families generally focuses on the formation of complex social
systems. The complexity of these system. propels a search for
meaningful models. Ahrons' and Rodgers' (1980, 1287) concepts
of the "binuclear" divorced family structure, and their
postulation of normative developmental processes in divorce
and family reorganization, are regarded as radical but
tenable theories.

Clinical literature dealing with divorce and stepfamily
formation generally focuses on individual emotional and
interpersonsi problems involved in associated processes. In
divorce and stepfamily formation, each family member is
affected by a number of profound changes. The magnitude of
adjustment required by all family members is perhaps best
summed up by Carter and McGoldrick (1988). They assert that
the disruptions of divorce and family reorganization add
another «omplete "phase" to the life cycle of a family.

Most existing stepfamily studies have been done using
natural science methodology. These research have investigated
the stepfamily from the perspective of an outside observer.
The present investigation describes the stepfamily system
from an inside perspective, how it is experienced by men and

women. Adding the perspective of a phenomenological analysis
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to what we know cf the stepfamily holds the promise of

complemanting results of existing natural science studies.
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Trnis chacter begins by addressing the rationale for
“heosing twhne metnodology used in invelv.gating ow men and
i mern ewnerience living in a stepfamily. The following
semrinrs —urline the partaicular phe nomenological method

chosen, cpecific procedures adopted, criteria for selection

i em-researchers, and the manner in which data were

The present stud, utilizes a gualitative research
approach. This approach is based on phenomenological
procedures for gathering and analyzing data related to the

gquestion of how men and women experience living in a

stepfamily. Phenomenological methodology is & useful approach

for this investigation because we can obtain first person
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tive (Schwartz & Jacobs,

[\})

gqualitative rathner tThan gquanti
1979) .In phencmenclogical research natural language is
primary in gaining acc: . to the life-world of the
=xperiencing subject or co-researcher. A phenomenological
rescarcner records and subsequently analyzes descriptions of
the lived experience of a phenomenon as presented from the
erxperiencing person's point of view. This is in contrast to
the approach taken by a guantitative researcher, who groups,
records, and assigns numbers to aspects c<f observable
behavicr in such a way that it may be analyzed statistically.

The principal methodological step in phenomenology is
gathering descriptions of first person experiences. Through
tne process Of bracxeting, the researcher states her/hLis
awareness of as many of her/his assumptions about the
phenomenon as possible. Phenomenological analy..is leads to
the discovery of essences or structures through the "process
of identification and elimination of theoretical constructs
and symbolism in favor of a return to the unadulterated
phenomenon" (Speigelberg, 13982).

Phenomenology is a method which permits a researcher to
understand a described experience through reflection upon it.
No claims are made about abstract reality. Perceived reality
is the primary reality, giving us the first and truest sense

of "real" (zdie, 1964). The researcher records a

comprehensive description of a person's experience of some

phenomenon. Systematic analysis of these descriptions reveals
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< structures which coenstitute Uhe
experience of something.Our understanding is achieved throuan
analysils involving explication of essential meaning implicit
in the natural language of the descriptive data.

Y

The underpinning of this study is an existential
viewpoint. "Existential” and "existentialism"”, as applied
here, reflect the meaning originally articulated by
Kierkegaard (1%244) rooted in the Latin "existco " literally
meaning to "stand out", "to become”, "to emerge". These
definitions express an understanding of human existence that
is not static, but as "a becoming” and, therefore, as
continually changing. Existential-phencomenology presents
persons existing co-constitutionally with their world. That
is, human experience 1s both construed by the subject and
mirrored from the consciousness of something (Osborne
either out in the world (transcendent objects) or wi boes
subject, such as memory or fantasy (immanent obje- - RS 8!
existential perspective underlies the discussion of =~ n co-

researcher's aeuperience.

Utilizing the Fhenomenoloagical Approach
Stepfamilies are generally regarded i

n the literature: .

complex and highly wvaried structures. Phenomennlogy provides

.

W)

m

)

ans for discovering essential aspects of this phencmenon

as they present themselves in a man's or w nan's description

of lived experience in a stepfamily. If confusicn aridj
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mernflioe zre vart of this experience, phenomenolcegy allows

Cherlin (1378), suggests that difficulties encountered
by couples in stepfamily formation stem from
ilack of institutionalized guidelines for solving many

ms cf their remarried life

-

©

commen probl ...family membe

face problems guite unlike those in first marriages—-

problems for which institutionalized sclutions do not

rs

exist. And without accepted sclutions to their problems,

families of remarriages must resolve difficult issues

themselves. As a result, solving everyday problems is

sometimes impossibile without conflict and confusion

among family members. (Cherlin, 1978, p. 642)

In +his study, men and womsn ware asked to describe
their present experience of livi. , in a stepfamily. If past
experiences and the divorce and remarriage process are
involved, these will also be described. In the tradition of
rhenomenological investigation, I will bracket my own
presuppositions and suspend moral judgements about the
stepfamily. In contrast to many investigations focus on a
problem oriented research question , I do ncot assume that
there is "something wrong” (or "something right") in how a

man or a woman experiences living in a stepfamily. For

by

example, 1f boundary issues, prominent in the literature, a-e

part of the phenomenon, they will be revealed in analysis.
Family research tends to reflect conventional views

based on "respectable" responses about marriage and family

46



{Edmonds, 1967)

Q]

ach person has individual convictions about

1 1

what constitutes "a good family" (Berger & Kellner, 1974).
Phenomenology obtains complete descripticons of a person's

i 4 p }
experlience making it more difficult for men and women to
produce conventional responses. This process allows us to
extend ouxr understanding beyond sterecotypical values. Myths,
fantasies and miskeliefs abcut life in stepfamilies (Poppen &

)t

White, 1984 can be put aside in favor of the descriptions of

lived experiernce.

Selection o: The Co-Regearchers

The criteria for selection of co-researchers is an
important consideration for the phenomenological researcher.
Generally, co-researchers are selected for their ahility to
access and report the particular phenomenon under
investigation. This condition requires finding persons who
are able and willing to describe verbally their everyday
experie e of the phenomencon being studied. Becker (1286)

asserts that co-researchers who are homogeneous in

characteristics such as age, sex or educatinnal level prowvide:

a deep understanding of the phencomencn of interest. Gthers

(Alapack, 1973; Anastoos, 1983; Wertz,1283) believe that

differences among co-researchers may achieve the zsame end.
In this study co-recearchers are two men and two womern,

each previously married, with children from their former

4

4}

marriages. Among these co-researchers, womnn's children live
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48
in the ctepfamily home. Men's children "visited" or at some
time were rtemporarily resident in the stepfamily home.

Using descriptions of exzperiences of both genders was
intentional. Gerder roles in families have historically been
cocially prescribed. If there are differing essential
crxperiences for men and for women, they will be described. As
well, all descriptions will be compared for the purpose of
explication of similarities or differences in experiences of
individual men and women.

All co-researchers were known to the researcher. Each
person volunteered to participate, and was assessed as being
suitable for their ability to access and articulate their
experience of the phenomenon. Men and women were not
interviewed as "couples", but rather as persons whose common
experience, upon analysis, may reveal essences or structures
shared in a way which transcends the individual's particular
circumstances. The following biocgraphic details about co-
researchers are presented with pseudonyms used in the Results
and Discussion sections.

Penny 1is a graduate student in her mid-forties. She has
three school age children and had been involved in a
stepfamily for three years. At the time of our interview, she
had left her common-law partner with the intention of
terminating their relationship. She has custody of her
children who visit their father occasionally.

Diana is a professional woman in her early forties. Over

the seven year course of her common-law stepfamily



relationship, two o©of her three children have completeod
school, taken jobs and established their own residences. At
the time of her divorce, Diana had custody of her children
who continued to visit their father on a self-regulated
schedule.

James is a professional man in his early fifties. After
his divorce James provided the primary residence for his son.
About five years ago, 1in the early stages of James' common-
law stepfamily relationship, his son lived with the
stepfamily for a brief period. At the time of our inteorview,
James had moved to live separccely from the stepfamily. He
was in fregquent contact with his former partner and expresgsed
a desire to reconcile their . .lationship.

Doug is a professional man in his early forties.
Following his divorce, Doug shared custody of his two
children, providing a primary residence for his son and
having his daughter visit frequently. When Doug remarried
five years ago, his son lived with the stepfamily for a brief
period before moving to his maternal home.

The vcluntary nature of participation in this
investigation was explained to each co-researcher both
verbally and in the "Consent to Participate” form included in
Appendix B.

Data Collection

The procedure for gathering data was modelled on

¢ -~rgi's (1975) method for conducting phenomenological

-~ zarch. Descriptions were gathered from two interviaws with



rsach subject. In the tradition of phenomenological research I
Legan my analysis by reflecting on these descriptions.
Descriptive language was interpreted to reveal psycholog:-cal
meaning. Psychological meaning was abstracted in the
development of essential descriptions illuminating how men
experience living with a woman who has children and how women
who have children experience living with a man.

As part of the interview process, I explained the
purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation,
and the co-researcher's right to withdraw without prejudice
at any time. Interviews were conducted at a time and in a
place mutually convenient for myself and co-researchers.
Follow-up interviews were conducted with all co-researchers.
Interviews were tape recorded ard transcribed verbatim for
analysis.

In each interview, I attempted to follow the
convercgational lead of the co-researcher, asking for
amplification or clarification of responses or pursuing areas
that appeared closed to the co-researcher. I attempted to
remain conscious of my own related prior knowledge and
concerns in order to minimize their effect in shaping
interview outcomes. Based on my foreunderstanding of the
phenomenon, possible areas to be covered in the interview
included co-researcher's kin relationships including present
partner, former spouse, present partner's former spouse,
children and step-children. My own ildentification with issues

in these re.tionships includes: the existential question of



€£ram" ; how family
M"boundaries" affect inclusion; how adults share affection and

authority in a stepfamily; how couples and families g

time and space; and, how patterns established in former

family experience affect the stepfamilvy.

Data Analysis
Data analysis was based on Giorgi's (1985) procedure.
Six steps for processing the transcribed data are outlinad

below:

1. Reading the descriptions through at least once to get the
general sense.

2. Breaking down the whole descripticn into naturally
occuring meaning units; searching for meaning units related
to the experience of living in a stepfamily and excerpting
these meaning units.

3. Transforming meaning units into paraphrases to reveal
implicit values or knowledge through reflection and
imaginative wvariation.Thkis transformation is intended to
"arrive at a general category by going through the concrete
expressions and nct by abstraction or formalization, which
are selected according to the criteria accepted (Giorgi,
1985, p. 17).

4. Analyzing a paraphrase of each meaning unit to determine
its predominant theme(s), and clustering related themes.

5. "Synthesis of transformed meaning units into a consistoent

statement of structure”" (Giorgi, 1985, p. 19).



6. Comparing variability among co-researchers and determining
what 1is seen as the essential experience.

In developing essential descriptions, I followed Wertz's
(1984) outline of five steps clarifying the manner in which
the observer seeks to understand the psychological essence of
a phenomenorn:

1. Empathic immersement in the world of description.

2. Slowing down and dwelling; not passing by superficially
uninteresting detail as though it were already understood.

3. Magnification and amplification of the situation.

4. Suspension of belief and employment of intense interest;
imagining what living the situation as he or she does means
to the co-researcher.

5. Turning from objects to their meanings as perceived by the

co-researcher.

Once the individual structure had been established, the
next step was to move to the phenomenon in general by
combining several structures into a description which

includes a diversity of experience from several subjects.

A re
Processing of interview material involved working
through the data in six steps:
1. Transcribing verbatim individual interview protocols.
2. Repeatedly reading through individual protocols,

reflecting and allowing spontaneous meaning units to emerge.



3. Interrogating meaning units in individual protocols
revealing each person's experience: i.e. What does this
statement reveal about a man's experience? Meaning units n.ot
addressing the phenomenon are discarded. The original
language remains in the interview excerpts.

4. Transforming meaning units in individual protocols inta
language expressing psychological meaning of euch person's
experience of the stepfamily. The researcher amplified the
psychological meanings of subjects' descriptions through
paraphrases of the original text and identified thematic
content ¢f meaning units.

5. Using clusters of related themes from the protoccls of
each co-researcher, and reflecting on previous stages of data
analysis in order to develop An integrated paraphrase of each
person's situated experience otf the pnenomenon. These
paraphrases of experiences of each gender were synthesizad to
form a fundamental description of men's and wonen's
experience.

6. Further reflection on combined protocols of each gender
allowed articulation of essential features of the phenomenon
as situated aspects of fundamental descriptions recede.

A final comparison of the essential structures of men':s'
and women's' experiences is presented. Included with this is
a discussion which relates findings of this investigation
with schelarly and clinical literature.

Excerpts of each of the four interview transaoriptions

have been modified to remove identifying information. An
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analysiz of trancsaribed excerpts is included in the results
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Interpretations of th- rdata were shared with subijects,
with the objective of assessing empathic generalizability or
how well the syntheses reflected the experiences of the co-
researchers and to present them with the opportunity to
reflect further and to provide feedback. A letter to one of
the co-researchers reqgquesting feedback is included in Part C

nf the Appendix section.



CHAPTER FOUR

PESULTE AND DISCUSSICON
Introduction

This chapter presents individual descriptions of each
co—-researcher and an analysis of each person's experience of
a stepfamily. The organization of descriptive materials and
analysis are outlined below.

Descriptions include: personal information presented
under pseudonyms, the analysis of each person's experience in
tabular form; and a descriptive paraphrase of his/her
experience of the stepfamily. This descriptive material i
the basis of levels 1-4 of the analysis.

Six levels of analysis based on complete descriptions in

interviews with co-researchers is organized in the following

Complete descriptions cf co-researchers experience
contained in verbatin tranzcriptions a-e Levsel 1 of Lhe
analysis. The sample presented in Appendiz A is 2 completo
verbatim transcripticn of thre initial and £51lcw—up

interviews with "Diana”. Identified mearing units, presentod

as excerpts, are Level 2. Paraphrases and identified themes

are Level 3 cf the analysis. Excerpts, pavaphrases and themes

o)

[+

identified f-or descriptive protocols are presented here in

D
(o

Table 1 (Doug), "abl (James), Table 5 (Penny), Tabhle 7
(Diana) . In =zech of the tables, directly across from the

interview exu erp.s, are outlined paraphrases and themes froan
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S el =2 of The interpretive znalysis revealling tThe
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Tre ~lust.rs of reiated themes for each c¢f the co-
researchers are presented in Taple Z2 (Doug), Taple 4 (James),
Table 7 (Penny) nd Table 8 (Diana). An Jntegrated Parapnrase
~f each person's experience of a stepfamily follows each

Integratesd paraphrases of men's and women's lived
experience are synthesized and presented at Level 5 cf the
analysis as "Fundamenf i ! s". This procedure,

Simiiar Lo Lhe methnods used Ly 3iorgi (238, and ALapack
(1986) involves a systematic interpretation, pvaraphrasing and

thematizing of each co-iresearcher's protocol.
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as the Essential Descrivpticns of experiences of a man living

withn a woman who 1$s c¢children, and of a woman who has
children ¢nd lives with a man. Essential d-. scriptions are
develeoped vy the reseacher based on a synthesis of
Tundamental descripticns from level 5. Men's commen themes
dre shown in Tawle @, Women's commen themes are shown in
Table 10. Central themes from men's and women's protocols arc
Lhen croas conpdred and discussed with regard to their

difterences and similarities, resulting in a generalized
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ercongl Information
Doug heolds a graduate degree and works in his profession

e ] iz «arl. forties and was married for nearly twenty
FEeaArs . Jllowing nisz divorce, Doug shared custody of his two
childrern, providing a primary residence foxr his son and
having his daughter visit fregquently. He dated for about a
scar bhefore nhis remarriage five years ago. Pricr to my
nterviews with Doug, his son lived with him briefly in the
stepfamily, but "it didn't work out”. Doug now lives with his

wife and her two sons.
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Table 1
Thematic Abstraction of Doug's

lLived Experience

Excer} V. from transcribed interview 1.

i a Stepfamily

Two Lavels of
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Lr Irveanrared Paraphrase of Doug's Erxperience of a Stepfamily

[y

L ag's stenfamily experience is tension filled. He is

caugnt Letween nostalgia for his prior family experience and
dt v ymetion to "new worlds™ his remarriage offers. Grieving
the lozs of his family ideal in divorce, Doug is frustrated
by not feeling "at nome™ o his stepfamily. He hungers for
Mromee" & beodilcy felrn ewxperience of comfort and freedom.

In remarriage, Doug is drawn to his wife's affirmation
of his neet oy .- essential freedom and feels fulfilled in
sharing +i: “coa. Hler support and encouragemernt gratify
him., Rer - - s juvenates his confidence and sense of
identity, witlhered in the course of his former marriage.

Overshadowing the  r adult relationship is his continued

grieving the loss of shared parenting of his childrer. and his
strugale to accept and connect emotionally with his

stepchildren. Tension is embedded in his remarriage, as he
"wanted a wife, not another family".

Doua's stepparenting experience is highly conflicted. He

h

3
ia

n
e 4
Q.
n

fe. .o wuinerable, fearin s wir 's children will "get in

Vi
’
4

rhe way” of her ariirmation of him. He defends himself by

n

minimizing his stepsons' existence, depersonalizing them and

¢

dicconnt ina thedir needs . Activities with them are "geoing
He

e

throug feels

1 the mourions" wiZhout heartfelt engagement.

aquilty for resenting their presence and rejecting them

—~

emot ionally . Struggling to empathize with them, he
experiences self-lcocathing. He searches for a role that feels

]

riaht in relation to his stepsons, like "frierd" or "uancle™.
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LDV lvensnt o with

his children. Doug regrets his indifference o o 1 lue,
during his son's childnocd. e feels e has el boedd Soin o0

wlitc: as an adolescent, did not it inte "his wife's

t

D

ho .=ehold”. While Doug cherished being a more involwved father
during his daughter's early vears, he now feels Cheatoed by

-he limited time they share. He compensatas D teroeisinmg e

with a halo e: -~g, as his "little girl'™.
Learning new levels of me-urity through the aidveroity o

perscnal growth,., Durinag nico firszt year RS S I RS SRR TR S
felt trapred in a.. @pzurd sivwaat ion,  aonin :
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"Home— Loyresz" affects Doug profoundaly. In remarriage,
he is pained by the lack of shared parenting and history. He
also grieves these as losses in remembering his former
Marriage. Teing in the stepfamily sometimes feels like he is
int ricilsiy Lpon. the structural and emotional remnants of his
wife's former nuclear family. A recent relocation, creating
phycical dicranc. from reminders of former nuclear families,
nakes his remarriage "more real"™. Doug is plagued by guilt
and anxiety, "szeing what he should have done and didn't;

seeing what he needs to do and can't”™.
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Table 3

Thematic Abstraction o©f James' Experience in
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relationship; his partner sees hls

discipline as too firm, he 3ees hers as

oo indulgent; nhls negative feedback

results i{n conflict with his partner; he
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conditional approach and nis partner's
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avelalng them creates emotional distance
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naving romant:<¢ fantasies about family;
stepfamily reaiities do neot fit the ideal
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nis view of love differs from Lhat of his
partner; feels misunderstood by hi
partner; resents her resistance tc
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partner's view that "love conauers ail" is
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Ln rcescmted faraprrase of Jampes' Experience of a Stepfamily
Jzrme ' erxperierce in a stepfamily is characterized by

SieLire.: - F yuilnevanility and ambivalence. His unfulfilled
Toniging for erswicral warmth and nurturing from his partner
st luyate life-long issues of isolation and abandonment. The
rurturing support he seeks points cut & struggle for cn nge
and groweon wh.—h James identifies as painful. James resents
competing for a place in his partner's life and experiences a

serse of loss when her attention is diffused to others. He
values involvine his partner socially and feels cheated by
her lack of reciprocity. When he is not affirmed in her
family ar.d circle of friends, he has doubts atout himself.
James feels disccounted by his partner for his contributions
of physical labor to their home and for his attempts to

introduce mcre structured parenting practices.

g

James feels shut out by his partner and her children

(

clinging te vestiges of their former nuclear family. It's

e b
AYG DG

"y

partner

wvershadows his presence in the stepfamily. As his

s friends and extended family compare him to her

former hustband, James feels unfairly judged. He f=zels

ey 4
uni
marxryr

—~ Vs ey P, - - aa
ched ey hisc partner's guilc g her former

-iage. Her contacts and unresclved issues with her former

spouse unsettle James. He feels excluded in the presence of

pProminent reminders of his partner's family of origin in her

nome. Feeling alienated, he withdraws emotionally

James feels discouraged in his desire to develop

relationships with his partner's children, and experiences

e
~J
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related to her children, and fears damaging conflict when
they do.

James values nis relaticnship with his partner and
resists the temptation to walk away from it He 1s cornifursed
about how the decisiveness and independence he values fir

romar.r.icC

(s
It

6]

with his partn CL o«

r

.

a He 1o hurnt, ancdd

-~

bt

Ldea

horrified by their pattern of damaging angry exchandges. Aliger

a0 i

between them blows out of proportion to their issues and b

arn sntensity of moral Justiflicatici.. He 13 cacihl isetween Ul
frustration of being misunderstood Ly holding back his

negative feelings and risking stress in the relationshiyp by

expressing them. He recalls independent living as zafer hbut

less emotionally satisfying than living in a stepfamily.
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Penny is a graduate student in her mid-forties. She has
three school age children..She was married for about ten
vears. Following her divorce eight years ago, Penny "keeping
busy dating and providing for her kids". She.assumed sole
custody ©of her children and received regular financial
support from their father. Her children rarely visit their
father who lives in another city, and conseguently spend
little time apart from their mother. At the time of our
interview, Penny had recently left her common-law~ partner
after being involived in a stepfamily relatinship with him
for three years. Her intention was to terminate their
relationship.

Excerpts from interviews with Penny are listed in the
first column of Table 5. They appear in the order in which
she presented them. Clusters of related themes are presented
in Table 6, followed by an integrated paraphrase of her

experience.
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Thematic Abetraction of Penny's

Excerpte from transcribed interview
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cucavse ne
children eat
y s, and I

; : : ‘th my xids at
: . woint fur Lnree years and we were
gulie nappy Wlth what we were doing.
s lirca to make the meals and set the
ruies and would 1lke tc be boss cf the
reyie. Mo o wao nares: to please, and ended
up doing v all {the hocusework).
He did all these things feocr me (laundry,
rcooking), but nhe didn't do what I wanted
most. and that was o have a relationship
wlith my xlds.

srecilate that someone is

Kids do

dolng t ‘s and the laundry. So it
didnt prownile points for him, and
iodon't he ever unaerstood why it

t
didnt*t, why wo didn't appreciate it.

T was destructive Lo our relatlonsnip
for him not to have the gentleness, and
rnot have the sitting time with the klds
where they're just chit-chatting, but to
be telling them "Put your coats away,
put your boots away, it's your day on
chores, 1t's your day for that."

It (dlirecting) really allienated the kids
from him, and despite more than a
hundred discussions on {it, and him
saying, "It'll Just take time", I kind
of think that in three vyears ther

should be a relationship, and i

thero may never bo cne.

e
f not

Hee was very responsipility orlented. He
couldn't just sit and be interested
talking to the kilds. So that was
missing, and I feel it's so important.

He wantod
he wantoed Lt
I

)
Wus W g was Lha_ evefypn‘hq that
hoodid Tor thom was really for nme, not
tor thom,

{

when ho would try to nelp tnem, it
woutid e what he thocught 1 needed done,
not what they necodec done.

i S 4 o -
instoaa ot
t

vart 0"

tistening Lo the imaginative
cries my daughter wrcte, he'd
i 1na. it was all very
ids weren't used to
roctiate it. 1L didn't
1

Partner takes control
through do househcld
tasxs

Devalues partner's
contribution as it dces n
meet her expectation for 3
close relationship with her
children

Partner's contributicn is
not acpreclated; hne doesn

see why

Resentment of partner's
directive approaches,

rather than affirming ones

Directive stepparent

alienates her children; Her

expectations fcr their
closeness do not ma

Disappointrient with he
partner‘s task orienbed
interacticn with her
children

Partner's need for a

relatlonship with her does

not transfer to his
relationship with her
children

Partner's need for a
relationship with her
contaminates his
relatiornship with her
children

Partner's need for
co*rectnoss and structure
alienates her children

rrivie
rgle carent
1 - ks
intrusion o©

rt

terialize

R tment of
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b ition ©
s Lure

C iveness cf
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= A

£ Y
Resentment of
partner's
impositicon 2f

hty

Cohesiveress of
single pare-t
family

ot
.

Devalulng gartner':
contributicn
EZxpectaticn for
closeness

Cevalulng sartner’

contributicn and
understanding

Effect of aculi-
child conflict on
couple

Resentment of
directive
stepfather

Resentment of
stepparent
Expectations
Stepfamily a&as an
ordeal

Disappolintment
about differences
in parentlin

Exclusivity -with
mom/without klics
Division within ©

stepfamily

Access to mem
through her k ds
Enmeshment with
hildren

Clash of values

Devaluing partner':

contribution



23. le buT it didn't Yovaluing e
ct. contr b

24. I enjoyed hls c¢chlldren a lo:z. The Padea i toedd
eighteen year ¢i1cd bcy and I DbDecame tetal tonahin i
very cicse. ; o

Z5. He Ssaw me &ngry wiln NLs Gad aii Lne Avaa Lo

ime v sSC angr th nim for the R Lnee
i cs wcul tolnto {with R TR IR RIS
becam r with me as

26. His twelve vear old son really used Lo Stepeht i
like it when I spent time with him and protect Tve o
he'd let me give him a hug and a kiss pa'vw
gcodnignt. BuT when he saw my kids St epe ‘
starting not to like his dad, he ;wnuntu{.ﬂ
started to ke really hard on me, and I U epharoent
thought to myseli, is he try!
the score? I've done nothing
“ry to kbe nice to nim.
it was very ciffi . There were so Pleasing everyonoe was DU et b
many peogle to pl in the house, difficult. Differencen "oleasing™ o
put even then I t nk 1t should have rathoer than numbors secmoed b orences o
worxked. I ink it's a cop oul to say at the root of tnis partner
that it can't werk Jjust pecause there difficulty
are2 so many kids. What wasn't working
was that we Jjust did thnings so
differently.

28. His answers {abcut privileges) were c arose fraom hoer SR ST LI TR R
always different than I would have var indaopendont iy caond bie
given the kids. So had we been closer consiaered responuses o bier Clanh ot wvaio
in our caswaln:ss or our ways of chlilldaren's reques!
looking at tnings, some conflict
wouldn'< nave arisen.

29. Even thcugnh it {(derlsion making) had Partner's repeated Kosents arid
gone on bel ne thcught that wasn't exoeri\nco in decision doevalaes partnee

WY L el —ald Zo, and Iocentu LaRLiig dwe fees RLliog ool Liedepariiaen. e
understancd it because 1 never would to her point of view
have done 1t that way myself.

30. The talks and talks went to the point Tailking abecut issues Defens!tvoncas or
that before we moved in together we related to children ieads parent.ing 1osues
declded that we were not going tc talk to anger and breoakdown of
about the kids any more. It got so communicatl!on., Discussions
heated, we goct so angry at core ancther stopped to provent fuarthor

and our relaticnships was just belng deterloratlicn of auauit
rxooed apart. reilatvionship

31. He was so tolerant of me it was ninys partner's PIS10] FRETINECARE T S AT
beautiful., It was an unconditional unconditional love ana adu it /fobl e
caring for me wnich cid not extend appreciaelion bul ragroets D reaatlonaniy
o my children. does nol oextend o her

chitidren

32. His son salid a Doos not ool vrnrogt oy oy beese it g
wouldn't co thi ner stepsoen's g recat bonanin w
didrn't feel tnr with his mouner anoag Per st opner i
it perscnally 1 reinforcas it
was good that h

way .
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:
would usual

| even spore to nlm aboul
v take thingn versonally.

Lrying not
Certalnly

it wan very hard foer bim te hear those
things (see 32). The kids can see that
tney can got o ya'.

'netr father Ys a very good man whe
Inves them a lot, but 't becomes very
compslicated., He's remarrled, Llis wllie

has trouble accepting the children,

has troublie accepting that he had a
11fe before, and the day they qot

married she phcned me and said that the

kids aren''t coming here as often.
5o she is also very rigid. She reads

books on tryling how to determine how

to handle these children., ¥You'd think
they were little monsters, you really
wouid.,

I'nely father has a problem in that he

se his wife and see his
too. He is struggling with
He drew away from hils
chlldren trying to make a life for
nimseltf. I think he has trouble
understanding why she can't rcare for
l'ts children because he cares deeply
them,

cannet plea
children,
that now.

My children were not really on too
much of a schedule with their own
father, therefore beling very free to
establish a new relationshic with a
man. They really welcomed this man
{nto the relationshlp, which was their
attltude whenever | dated anyone else.
when c¢hildren are very open like that,

you wonder why it couldn't work.

You xnow, you think it's culr right
and 1t should work. We got a house that
was big enough for ail of us, sc that

the Jlogistics of living
be simple.

together would

Tt took me
pndorstand
children's
disruptlive

have nim

{(not chanrgling
would be one less

finally gave in to

a year to
that that
schools)

thing. He

that. ! should have sensed then that we
had different ways of thinkling.

There was resentment over a lot of
things, at first, but we talked akout
that and I sald if we're going tc Jo

ft ({.ce. live “ogether), don't resent
L. 1 expected him to resent more than
he did

for

t

Partrner ‘s tnreatened by
stepch iren's parental
rolatinnsnin; he necnmes
angry wren ;He‘ defend
boundarles of .former nuclear
family

Her partner finds it
difflcult not to feel

threatened; children pick urp

orn this and use it

Cr‘th‘zes children's
stepmother; defends her
children's behavior

Sympathizes with he: former
hustand; blames h.s marital
partner for creating distance
between him and his <rilcdren;
critizal of their
stepmother's lack of
understanding

Sees her children's attitude
to her partner as cpen;
implles difficulties in
steapfamily formation are due
te other causes

Reserts the fact
stepfamily na 3
in so Lt~ Of & L
ana the “righi”

Frustratiocn grows from
difficulty cenvincine
partner of her point of
view re: auiszruptions for
children

Resentment kuried as
stepfamily is formed;
Surprised that her partner
is not more resentful

Father/chiid
relationship
“hrestens
stecfather

Children's use cof
sower
Stepparent as
outsider

Fawr

Nostalgisa

rnuclear famil
Effects cf

establishing

boundarins
ritical of

husband's new

former

wife

Criticism of
stepgarent
Effects of
establishing
boundaries

Stepparent as an
intruder

Effects of
establishing

boundaries
- athy with forme
SEo g

Children's attituct
to stepfather
Blames her partner

Resentment.
Difficultles in
stepfamily
formation

Mother's need for
control
Clash of values

Difficulty in
stepfamily
formation
Unsuccessful
communicaticn
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(After we troke up cnce) he decided he
wanted me there bad encuch Lo taxe on
this unizt. And once he ~ide * ho
decision, it was very str made,

on
but my relationshic with h

m had been
weakened. I knew ne nad run once from
it when we had beer golng ocut for twe
vears, z2nd s 0 a3 7 ot myself ko
dcesn't really want it. He wanis me but
not them.

I didn't care if he gave me {iowers
and I didn't care if he cleaned the
house, and I dian't care that he
cooked. AllL I carad was that he got
along with my kids, because otherwise
it wasn't gning Lo woerk.

I remember descriping te nim a plcture
and lmagining a cord between me and
three children, t“hat was always

connected- that what he did to them
affected me- zap- Iinstantly.
What he said to them was as if it were

said to me. The way he handled was as
if he were randling me. 1 wanted him to
handle tnem the way he handled me. It

was beautiful the way he hancdled me.

He'd lcok at me and he'd hear it, but
he couldn't do it. So, they got
totally different treatment than I
did. To me, he was warm and loving and
always rnolding me and Just anything he

could do for me, tolerating

my clothes
everywh2re and never, never

angry.

Those things (tidiness) was not an
issue between us at all. He thought

it was funny when I would try to be
cleaner and tidier for him. He was
just fantastic with me, but totally
opposite with my klds. So the cord did
not exist for him.

I became desperate to try tc show him

scme other way that he had to treat
them so I could be there with him. It
didn't matter how I put it, he just
didn't get it.

He was still the resgeonsible perscon
organizing cur lives rather than
sharing himself with them. [ got it
all. T got every piece of him, and 1
didn't want it 311, It became so much I
couldn't even handle it. I got
everything and there they were, just

watchina.

We got along fine and had fun when we

first started duting, because at that
time he hadn't started to feel he had

some ownersnip of us, or some right.

When he felt that he didn't have the
right, which is the way I honestly
think it snould have remained, he

could leave
it to me, we

it to me. And when ne
got along great.
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Identifies dircectly with
children's experiences ol
partner; Regrets he
treat. them as he

nor
het
cannot

traatl s hoer

Feels loved
her partner;
affection;

he due: r.ot
reguest. Lo
children
him we

and accoepted by
appreciates nls
rescents the f{act
act on her
relate te
rthe way

y hor

she waints

Frustration with her
partner's double standard
for her and her children ro:

Desperation In attempls to
change partner's boehavior

with her ch!ldren so
stay in the relationcship

she o

Feels conlroiied warnid
over Dy partnoer;
res sharing of

rer ot i,

Enjoys the early stages of
the relationship
partner feeis ne
ownership or

pefore ner
has

rights
kxperiences tha reliation
with her partner as "greooar®
as iong as he {s not
expressing nls "righe" i
parentai {layre

Commitoeent e

Wraong

TOaasen

el .

Devaiulng
attect ton
Foamesthimont o witn

¢l Tdroen

ar e

Stepparent  ogsoan
out sldor
Forme

o snhunent ow ik

chtldron

wlth

S Comert

chltdreoen

Fnmecshimoent with
ontldroen

Doub e otandard te
GpPProval

Doubles ot aredard o
stopparent /
paertner®ss
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rnmaarimen t with
ohit fdron

PFaront fng oo
traat el T st

colationship
nmeshment witn
childroen

il lerent bl oo
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neerfonlidroon

Mot rar 'y needd e
aut onomy
Lisompower o

stepfathor

Mot her o oricoeyr fogr
contreg]
Llsoemprader o
sreptatnes
DLepparent o oar.
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frici ne'd olay with Lnem, because

sl Lir Lt Wi owtit Wl feeaylifg. HE
Gdidn't nave Lo worry about them,
brause who was 10 Lo him at that
tima, As unon as the raelatlionshlp

ot scricus, he startec Lo see
nimself In a fathering role. All of
4 sudden ne wasn't joking with tnem
any more or pilaylng witn them any more.

Wiial vor
whonoever

nappened was
wrtd go out

faule,

my

would goet shiu!

i Ltopped dolng things with my kids
a5 a group. | couldn’t stana it. 1
couldn't stand the pressure of it.

what used to be fun, wasn't fun any
more. 1 worrled about how 1
to handle 1t. low
them gutet in the
aoing to beh

car? How were the

ve?

control and
started toe

geclng Lo say
e it with my kids
Lt the way I always
o almost be handed

I started to
rte take it oal
abour what he
i had always dc
just handling i

started U

S0

apcu

! started to worry and 1t started
less fun. So, he and I
own all the time.

have fun.

It was the onl
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edge.

He was a very

tnfluential on
very thouaght
my children.

and ver
and affected my

sLreng person
me,

was going
was ] going to keep

y

T

Y

because
together somebody

he startea
WOorry more

oW

than
had.
over

to be
Wwent out on our
way

To

processes when I was with

Fvon whoen he wasn't there, 1 was
thinking what he would say 1f they did
this. I've got to step them dolng this
now pecause he'd be angry 1f we ever
wonth o togoether,

oreatly startoed to become "not myself®
knowinag that 7 had to correct these
things belore we went together, when
really they were not that bad, they

WEOTre OKay.

! left cone day because he and my
daughter were fighting cover the
computer. (L was a small thing, but
{towas one of one hundred small
that had hacvovened in the time we
toaether, and it was mere than 1
nandlo,

thinags
were
could

Satisfled beling Lhe so.lQ
parerntar flgure

Enjoys her partner as a

T -

glaymate cntll he ilntervones
in an authoritative way with

her children when the

relationship becomes more
serjious; she blames hersel
for ner children's behavior

[

TERET

from step!
fearing nor
response to her
cie behavior

Feels she is losi control
ancd hands control ver to
ner partner in attempting to
avold conflict

Worrles about her partner's
response to her children;
Couple isclates from
stepfamily unit

Detarres haorgoal ¥
children

anxiety

S A
Trom™ ~

to reduce hrer

Experiences her partner's
influence on her thinkin
when she is with her
children

Feels her partner's
disapproval of ner chilcren
even in his absence

Disassoclates her
of parenting in faver
partner's imagined
disapproval

ideacs
of her

own

wWithdraws from the
relationship angry over many
ongoing conflicts between her
partner and her children

1

o

5

Mother's need for
controL
Disempowared
stepfathor
Stebparen: as an

outsider

Mother's need for

came vl

Disempowered
stepfather
Stepparent as
outsider

o

C ol by
withdrawal
Mother as family
"figurehead"/
"whipping bov"

Mother fears lcss
of control
Avoldance of
conflice

Enmeshmer:
children
Division within <he
stepfamily

Compartmrenrtalizicra
the stepfamily
Avoidance cf
conflict

Fears of engul fmen:
by partner

Effect c¢f her
partner
Enmeshment with

children
Tnmeshment wioh
partner

e

Ermeshment with
partner

Loss of identity
Defensive of

children's behavic

Avoidance of
confiict
Unsuccessful
~ommunication
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1 was sc tired of the talks over wnat resoclvo Issuos Uniniioeens .
1 censidered to be sc i{rrelevant, bul with partnoe: Ty commun ey :
it wasn't !rrelevant to nim., of
64 . We packeda and we left, It was almast Frustratod deallinag with :
over ncthing. 3ut I was so tired of fssues which wore non- :
che talks, so tired cf the rules tn existont tor her in b tami iy
I'd never groWwn up with, that t ; famliiy of oriagin or sing. e Nostabagla tae
hadn't grown up with. varent {amliy tambly b et
‘:'1‘}"]"".\" E I i
Gon ot
o3, We just threw cur stuffl in the car Fecrs snhoe omust Yrun tor oo Noeod tor gt
and got out of tnere. I felt like I ifen Threat ot
was running for my life. tdont fty
Steptamt iy e i
Oordeal
66. I started to get angry witn my «<ics. n r owit children for rhetr Anger with ontl i
1 thought, "What have you done =0 part oot demi e fothe b ldrents e o
commandeer he end cf this stepfamily DOWG T
relationshlo?”
7. He was saying that the xlds Secs her chliidren's ot oonce Siepparant o
commandeered LT, I started t?» think on tne demise of thno ouLsidor
at it was true. Sure enough, I relationsnio Strugalo b o
AKX that 1t was I thinek that Lhey TRl Dedreens e
LC Some eXTent saw a way out. DOWE Y
I ne.rd my daughter talxing back to Disapproves of her daugnte:r ' Stopparent oo oan
nim. I didn't like it but I xnew reactions aat st e
where she was coming frem, pecause ! one levei :n Pove ! Chbidre e
didn't like what he was doing either. anc hor; fears this w! DowWer
T f}"o’lf}‘"«'—, Mol - T ,5,\: ~y -~ \.,«'rfnr e DCaid iR R P Lo el b e LU
I+ she goling to pecome a sassy xid that relatiaonsnlips., ohtldren
she never was before?"
a5, My daughter nhas vecome very powerful, Feels unreatened oxperiencling  Childrents gae o
She saw the end of this relationsnip, her chlldren's power oWy
that she wanted, that they all wanted. Infiuencing the Flfeets of onitlag
And I‘ve had trouble with her feeling relationsnip's dor s oadul
very powerful, and now I have to get rodat lonahin
her dcocwn to not being powerful.
A0 Tnat's a iot of power Zor a xid to els guilty for boelng [STVR I S T E
say, "Mom, we've gcu Lo leave', and influcnced ny onilidronta Tl iucnoa 1y
then we leave. Wwisnes chifdron
Chilidraota e o
GoOwWer
71, That worxed orn me, oo, Threo xlds E50 B I STV O
rpegging me to leave. Now, Y I nadn': b ~hidrent o
thought they nad valid reasons for Anhiapp ! nea-,
saylng that, I wouldn't have lefu, I Chitdronta oo o8
wouldn't glve my kids that xind of DOWer
ocwer.
12. If I was & Kid [ couldn't stand !lu. Identifios with hor srepfamily g v
No wonder they wanted to leave. ! cnildrents urhaopiness oot i
understcod where they werae coming stenfar!ly

from.
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Thore startoea Lo bhecome o
camps fn oour house, He, in Ur
Lhow o me e compassionate
nta rnwn k!

Nl
i N
critials

e, bocause

s him for

with

aol

compassiunalo mine,

st ening wo nis
the parent, and
i boy bocame a

1

son as 1
within two
liztle Hitler.

Her was
he weare f
mont.hs L

our

These dynaslcs he was playing in
W ;,r)p!r‘r: e,

house

Hae was 5oy all the tlme. He must
have been ssed. 1t (confllict)
a e

was Just wre everything., I Jjust

vdants! to oo it of there kbecause all

rv o S.a0ss ves sarrounding him at that
‘me.

[ didn’t want "< plan an actlivity on
t.he weekena ith him.and the kids. I
fust wanted a break from all that.

Things that
nothing. It
together. I
{t, my kids
from it.

had seemed ideal came to

became so difficult to be
just wanted get away from
just wanted to get away

The kids didn't want him to come. He
felt left out, and at the same time he
propadbiy neeaea some peace from it,

As an adult, I understood his
perscnallity and his quirks, and I
thought,, "That's okay". But the

chlldren Jjust couldn't understand that.
They could only see he wasn't there
through the fun times

Laimes.

His sort of a
reaction on his part. It was an escape
reaction. [t was a constant escape. He

was asleop by seven o'clock at night.

slece was viclent

We were golng cracy at the table. He
was wWithdrawing farther and farther

from us. tHe withdrew to the polnt
where ho excused himself from the
and slept through the evening..
the fun was wrecked. And you know, all
the man needed to do was relax and let
L happen. Bul it was not his nature.

table
Again,

{s good things were there, so it
ld work But 1L boils down to on
i and discipline.

LOO.

Trust a rner vartiner woula
non £ w ner advice ascut
red Lo ner chlidren

5 alviaea

Stepfamiiy fee
a her"

between "hls d
factlons; Criticls
partner brirags nis one-up
response

sm of

} her

Resents ner stepson's power
over his father

Feels sapped by stepiamily
dynamics

Feels stressed 1n
relaticonship with her
partner; ldentifies with
his feeling of stress

withdraws from family
activity to get a break

Disappointed by failure of
ideals; wants to escape

Feels pressure from her
children to exclude
stepparent; rationa.izes
his need for a break

Devalues partner in
accept nim;

children's rejection of him

Resents her partner's
withdrawal by sleeping

Resents her partner's non-

participation and withdrawal

from family fun

feels guilty for cevalulng

her partner for qualities she
disliked; permitting them tc

overshadow his

gqualities

“"good"

order to
rationalizes her

107

Mother's reed for

control

Divisions witnin
the stepfamily
Struggle for power

Resentment of
children's use of
power

Stepfamily as an
ordeal
Blames partner

Stepfamily as an
ordeal
Blames partner

Control by
withdrawal
Self preserva

ot

Sense of fallure
Guilt
Stepfamily as an
ordeal

Children’'s use of
power
Rationailization ot
his exclusion

Devalues partner
Rationallzation cof
his exclusion

Resentment of
partner'
Control by
withdrawal

Resentment of
partner
Control by
withdrawal

Guilt for devaluln:
her partner
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looks angry,
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When yecu're a stepfather you're going

to be wrong because you're going to do
it different. I¢ may not Lo wrong, bDut
they're golng to think you're wrong.

To me he would say he

never to the klds.

I feel that there was a very siro

need to fee! powerful in the eyes of
the child. To be powerful. That was nou
working witn me. He had trled that witn
me many tlimes butl It had never waorked

He always used to say, "I

everything there is tc kn

kids. Quit lecturing me ao

I've been a teachner for el

This is not a classroom,

There was a need for him te feel in
contrxol at all times. So he was ot
aole to talk to the children at thelr

What

rapcened was

a

learned <o fight back !in an unfair
fight, and Then they started dolng
that in a fair fights. They were
learning all kinds of wrong things as
the product of being told too many
times, too firmly, too sternly, things
would nct have told them.

he chi'larern's eyes, o3

ftional. As an adu.t

er love put the xids cou
the hell! cocd tu. Tt
ou caring.

I told him over and over again abo..
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rownrw bowes L 7 have to rave nad more
ot idorce oo nim. Maybe o osrnould just
nave soern o woat would nave happened L
I oedtdnty lrnterforeo, Maype 1 stepped in
Zi RS RS L LA,

1t wo had been fust a little closer

tn Ly ways of doing things, maybe !
WGl have Lunoerstood DL,

I didn't llke what he was dolng, I was
really anary and upset and couldn't
nelp it, sc I would hit him In a way
that protably | shouldn't have.

He used Lo say, Why don’'t
children. Te

now to handle your me
Whall o dov bt he took L osc 1L TGl
11 would o way boeyond wnat I omeant.

[ didn*t
didn't i

give 1t long enough and why

try a little harder? I think
i had lost ali falth and {f I could
nave just kept the
maybe 1t would have fallen into place
Miybe I nad tco many people bombarding
me. The emolliconal strength that was
reagulred was sapped from me.

I would say that because of all our
flghts cver the years I was already
weakened before I went in there. 1
was already weakened in
for him.

It takes an awful lot of
with the dynamics of all

energy cco
that going

I don't know that it had to be like
that . What did I do wrong? It’'s not
just. my fault.

What 1 d!ld not do ls support the other
person. iHow do you do that when you

don't be.leve In his way of dealing

witr the children?

Natural parents have significant
ditterences. Klds grow up with the
differences, so that doesn't create
quite the same hassles.

You may think you're on the same
wavelenath because you have the same
acatls for your kids. No, it's the
toglistlias of how yvou oblaln those goals.
1 ¢an say that 1 have a trus in the
way he was with his (kids).

faith a little longer
1

terms of a trust
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Ancer precipltates cornlele
Wwitharawa. ano preac.udes
consiaeraticn of compromise
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Devalues heor
attempts for

decaling with her

partner's
her input on
chtldron

t“he
fallure

Feeis guilty for
reiationshlip's

through her loss of failth
Feels overwhelmed by demands

of the stepfamily

Feels weakened by
which nave ercded

Feels guilty but also blames
others for failure of the
stepfamily

Feels guilty for not
supporting her partner;
blames his apprcaches with
her children

Ideallizes differences 1
“he nuclear famlly as 1
conflictive than stepfa
differences

-
o

ess
mily

Recognizes differences in
aprroaches te shared goals
are significant

Acknowledges trust in
partner's parenting ability
with his own children
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Cataclysmic
Contro! by
witndrawal

Gullt for
over—-controi
Lack of trust

Lru

Regrels
values

Blames her par
Guilt for a"cpr

Devalues partner
CJash of values

v QV‘.Q"C“’“ as

oubsider

anager

v

Guilt for
stepfamily faillure
Stepfamlily as ar

crdeal

Difficulty in
blending

Loss of trx
Effects of conil

Guilt fcr
stepfamily falilu
Blames self/othe

Guilt f£or
supportin
Blames :v
Enmeshmern?.
children

Nostalgia for
nuclear famlily
‘Stepparent as
outsider

Clash of values

Stepparent as an
ocoutsider
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Lhe
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SOme on

nho
" iva
thing to
whaon

SATo

About slx-elght months |
relationship ! sa!
enough. You say n
discioline them
hoiee, 7 donty
don't care {f they don':
alone. 3o, "Okay, I'm
out of it meant no closoeness
emotionally, no olaying.

You
PE s 3

Oy,
Cavoe

cat. 1
out of it

Consistency means that consl
mom mlight change her mind
That consistently, 1f we
discissicn, and it turns
di fferently, that's o<ay,

stently,
(lauachs) No,

have a

oul a |
LOoO.
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Pt

He was very frustrated
lnconsistency. But he
to a faulrc.

with
was

my

conslistont

It's really hard for
something I say. 1 gi
the kids xnow when 1

I

i lot
has

my
Lo
we ever

awful

me with
I*1l never take it
don't know 1f could
plended, 1f it could have ccme
mid-point ever.

There were so many areas I couldn't
support him in and we ended up fighting
apout that I didn't support him ln areas

I shoula have.

Lack of agreement polsons your ability
t“o accept what they're doling. I hated

seeing everybody crying all the time.

Even though you loved that person, vyou
Aind of lose something watching that
havpen

You love your kids so much and you've
worked so hard tc be with them, that
even if they‘re rotten little kids
someone can’'t come into the room and
tell them that, even if lt’s true.

Because a single parent
struggled very hard and the
probably has a lot of rotten
characteristics that maybe they've

1 of lacx of

has prcbably

child

overlocked or had to because
supervision and all

the rest. Buu yocu
just can't ¢go in there and start savying
that.
It was very damaging tc him- Jjust as
bad as it was for me to nave all those

mixed feelings and be so sapped by
everything and becoming so angry with
onre another.

He began to guestion so much
himself. Maybe there were thnings that
needec questioning, but his whole
cerson became involved here, where he
just felt an unwanted person. I hated
wnat 1 was doing to him,
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Stepfamily formaticon is an ordeal for Penny. Conflicts
with her partner over parenting poison her experience. She is
"sapped” by stepfamily dynamics. Commitment to her partner
weakens over time. Owverwhelmed by stepfami.y demands, she
seeks escape, "running for her life". Subseqguently, she
experiences guilt and a sense of failure.

Penny feels tocrn choosing between commitment to her
partner or loyalty to her children. Initially, she enjoys her
partner. Her ideal for the stepfamily is emotional closeness
between him and her children. As this closeness fails to
develop, she blames her partner. She resents his directive
and authoritative approaches to parenting. He seems an
outsider attempting tc control "her" family. Penny wants to
change nhis behavior. His attempts to comply are unsatisfying.
She attacks him and then feels guilty. She resents his
emotional withdrawal when criticized. She is angry with
herself for "picking"” an unsuitable partner.

Penny feels powerless to change the couple's differing
philosophies and parenting styles. She values fun and
freedom; he values order and structure. Their differences
preclude understanding. Over time, differences undermine
their common goals, overshadow shared values and she senses a
loss in these failed ideals. Penny fights to defend her

parental integrity but feels guilty for not supporting her

partner's stepparenting efforts. She is nostalgic for her



family ~¥ ori n and former nuclear family where parenting
differenc=s seemed less conflictual.

The: challenge of vying for contrcl attracts Penny to her
partner. She feels he is "strong", and over time, experiences
his influence in her thoughts and actions in a way that is
"not herself". Her partner seems like a "watcher" and a
v"spoiler” of family fun. She resents him organizing tasks
rather than sharing their activities. Penny vacillates
between over—-involvement in situations when she distrusts her
partner, and withdrawal by "handing over”™ control to him when
she feels overwhelmed. She wearies of struggling for control.

Penny feels betrayed by the discrepancy between her

partner

- )
<o [

}

Y o~r £ 1 : A S
1 lcve for her and ki cocnditicn

1 lovwe

¢
U]
s

for her children. She resents his dcuble standard of
approving of her behavior but not of her childrer 's. She
feels cheated by his lack of reciprocity in her support for
children's relationships with their biological parents
outside the stepfamily. Penny identifies with her former
husband's dilemma: wanting to be close to their children
without offending his new partner.

Penny feels insecure about the adequacy of her single
parenting history and defensive about her children's
behavior. When her children are criticized, a "cord”
transmits their hurt feelings directly to her. Penny feels
vulnerable to emotional sabotage by her children. By choosing
to stay in the stepfamily, she feels responsible for

sustaining their unhappiness. Yielding to her children's



1S

pressure to exclude her mate, Penny fears losing her autonomy

as an adult.



Diana is a professional woman in her early forties who
hholds a graduate degree. She was married for about ten years
and was sole custodian of her three children for two years
before becoming involved in a stepfamily. Her children
continue to visit their father on a self-regulated schedule.
Over the seven year course of her common—law stepfamily
relationship, two of her three children have completed
school, taken Jjobs and established their own residences. At
the time of our interviews, the "writing was on the wall" for
Diana's relationship with her partner. When I subseqguently
contacted her to elicit her feedback on my analysis of her
experience, she had left her partner and was living with her
daughter who is still in school.

Excerpts from interviews with Diana are listed in the
first column of Table 7. They appear in the order in which
she presented them. Clusters of related themes from Diana's
descriptions are found in Table 8. An integrated paraphrase

of her experience fcllows.
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the more c*eatlve she was in how he
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was.
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have full access.
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Stepfamily Experience

Thematic Descriptions of Diana's

Higher Order
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nillare ©c fantasy
Yy rec z ioern,
: T fat: arnd relectiling ner
La e, ds wanted nim cui; ne
ntec one cf tnemw cut; he atTempted
Lncous r oR: crity! stepfather
{ssues i oy minimal contact
DelNes en and father; D is
angry authoritstive not
affirm children; they didn't
enicy urrewarded for efforts
with © fatallistic Toward
lracil ge dysfuncticrnel dynamlics
ci the lationship crucial to
stepfa cning.
Struggie for power in rivalry between her
partner and sons for her exclusive
affection and attenticn; clashes with
partner on parenting styles; critical of
his rigid approaches; resents lmposition
of discipline on her children; forms an
alliance with her dauchter; feels e-rweshed
with ner; frustrated trying to please
everyone; in the midst of power struggie;
senses a loss of her partner as an egual;
refuses to "“parent® him.
Childzen's relationship with their Iatner
does not interfere with stecfather's
relationship; they express hcstillty to
stepparents and “unconsclous loyalty" co
biolouical parents; the less contact D's
children have with their father The more
they idealize nim; D's daughte 1is mcre
affected by her stepfather mc .ng in than
py her father's remarriage; primary
relaticonship 1s pbest durlng time spent &as
"a ccuple"; couple had time when children
were with thelr father.

Sees her partner's dilemma: depressed by
*fathering as his father did"; his
contributicn of "brute labcr" to parenting
is urappreclated by her children; he’s 1

a "nc win" situation; empeowerment might
have.occurred through strong individial
relatlionships with each; residual nuclear
family has complexity and closed
poundaries. D resents her partner's
failure to integrate "spontaneocus" sccial
skiiis witn her chilidren ana communicacion
from a “one—up" positicn; feels disdain
for men, general;y, who lack saontaﬁeity
in stepfamily interactions and seek
inclusion through control; critical of
vartner‘s focus on negatlve aspects of
steofamily interactions; sees him lacking
in akbility to communicate with his
childrern and empathizes with frustration
of nis former wife.
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L) nteagratred Pa ragbrasp of Diana's © zperience of a
T e Ama

Diana's ezperience in a stepfamily is a process of
realization precipitated through adversity. She understands
what home and family mean to her and that she is responsible
for their creation.

Involvement with her partner came at a time when she
felt weak, dependent, and in need of support. She regrets her
need based decision to live in a stepfamily, and the
resulting series of disappointments and disillusionment in
difficulties, unmet needs and unfulfilled expectations.
"Weathering storms"” in the stepfamily takes her to a new
awareness of wanting autonomy and heightens her sense of
responsibility for achieving it. She realizes her strength is
within herself. The autonomy she seeks now conflicts with the
support that attracted her to this relationship initially.
Diana now "holds her life in her own hands” asking and taking
responsibility for living the answer to the question, "What
do I really want out of this life?".

Diana felt wvulnerable in the way her stepfamily was
formed. She was drawn to her partner by a "primitive",
"unconscious”™ part of herself, seeking support and
protection, something that felt "safe, good, numb". While she
was aware of "alarm bells" warning that the relationship
wouldn't work, she let herself "get washed away”, needing him
and feeling needed by him. Diana felt powerless to slow down

their courtship or initiate a ceremony to make stepfamily



formation special. Discovering she did not know the "real
animal" before committing herself to the stepfamily le:ft her
feeling angry and betraved.

Struggles over parenting eclipsed the "good things”
Diana shared with her partner. Their relatior ‘hip "the most
delicate flower in the garden”, withered as she becams
emotionally distant from him. Surviving emotional "storma™
left her with no sense of victory, feeling damaged and in
need of comfort as the stepfamily lacked a "team" bond.
Ceonflicts between her children and partner seemed like a
scapegoating game, with her caught in the middle, an
unwilling referee. He seemed like "one of the children", "no
Jonger an egual". Diana mourned in anger her loss of a
partner. She saw his dilemma as a no win situation. She
opposed his rigid authoritarian approaches with her children
and resented his intrusion into her family "so he could set
things straight”.

Diana "feels sick" being in a relationship she "noeds',
and seeks autonomy through "affiliation by choice". Her past
efforts to make the stepfamily work seem a "sacrifice™. lor
life-long pattern of pleasing others, "making the inmpossible
manageable'" is played out in the stepfamily. Attempt - to
"please everyone'" by rescuing them from conflicts, fail. She
withdraws, taking only responsibility for her own
relationships with each family member. Diana longs for

spontaneity and a kind of closeness with her partner which

134
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cshe ezperienced with her father and shares with her children;
"mind reading'™, "intimacy without boundaries'".

Diana's growing need for autonomy threatens her
relationship with her partner. She ponders her future by
taking stock of what they share. She sees "good stuff” buried
in their difficult history. She wishes for an exorcism of
pain from the past which poisons her present experience. She
feels caught between fear at the prospect of leaving
security, and excitement at the prospect of moving toward

potential growth and fulfillment.
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Level Five
At Level 5, a synthesis of integrated paraphrases of
men's and women's experiences results in a fundamental
description of each gender's experience of the stepfamily.
This procedure involves a systematic interpretation,

paraphrasing and thematizing of each co-researcher's

protocol.
A _Fundamenta Desczy 'gg'igg"\ of How a Man E‘-’EEQV‘]'QDQQ\": i ying

L man experiences ambivalence in living with a woman who
has children; he wants to satisfy his needs for love and
personal affirmation with ner, but fears lousing a sense oi
himself in adapting to the stepfamily. A man idealizes "home"
as a physical and emotional space offering security and
fulfillment in his own pursuits. As attempts to realize thisg
ideal are repeatedly frustrated, a man confronts the question
of whether or not to continue his involvement in the
stepfamily.

In forming a stepfamily, a man 1s alarmed at "getting
more than he bargained for". He is overwhelmed by the
presence of a woman's children and reminders of her former
nucltear family, ongoing sources of discomfort. His sense of
intimacy with her diminishes az e encounters the primacy and
historical depth ©of her emoticnal bond with her children.

Although determined to make his relationship with her work, 4



137

man teels his commitment weaken when conflict threatens to
dostroy their emoticnal closeness or when his sence of
himself is threatened by adapting to the stepfamily.

A man struggles to affirm himself by establishing his
presence in a stepfamily. When his initiatives at leadership
are resented or resisted, he feels discounted and angry. A
man does not want to take the place of his stepchildren's
father. He knows how to be a father but as a stepfather feels
limited ways he can participate meaningfully with his
stepchildren. Feelings of emotional closeness he experiences
with his bioclogical children do not exist with his
stepchildren. Negative feelings toward stepchildren create
conflict within himself. At a rational level, he recognizes
their legitimate place in a shared home. When he "wishes them
gone” a man feels guilty about his lack of tolerance.
Uninvited feelings of animosity toward stepchildren cause a
man to doubt his human values.

A man feels vulnerable exposing his frustration with the
stepfamily to his partner. By expressing it, he risks her
anger and loss of emotional closeness with her. By repressing
it, he feels emotionally isolated and carries residual anger
within himself. He.wants his partner to acknowledge his
negative feelings about stepfamily issues without condemning
him. He feels affirmed when she understands his feelings;
hurt and discounted when he is misunderstood. Issues
involving a woman's children hold the threat of igniting

emotionally damaging conflict between them. A man feels



powerless in the face of these ongoing and seeminaly
unresoclvable issues.

Fantasizing about leaving the stepfamily, a man recalts
from his experience of being "single” both the joy of treodom
and the pain of loneliness. He knows he has the strenath to
walk away from the stepfamily, but fears the loss oo his

loving relationship with a woman.

Experiences Living with a Man

A woman with children lives with a man in an attempt to
realize her ideal of "home"; a physical and emotional space
where she can share an adult love, f=zeling secure and
supported rearing nher children. A woman feels overwhelmed by
providing both physically and emotionally for her children,
and seeks a man's strength and support. She expsriences
disappointment in her attempt to realize the creation of
"home" with a man.

During courtship, a woman 1is seduced by developing a
fantasy of her romantic ideal of home. When the stepfamily 1o

formed, she feels betrayed and angry as her new partner

attempts to initiate changes in "her" family, "saving them
from themselves”" or "setting things straight". A woman
resents a man's "intrusion" in her day-to-day activities with
her children. She is insecure about the adeqguacy of her

"

single"™ parenting and sees a man's initiatives for change aco
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her children's make him seem infantile and she is
disappointed as he becomes a burden rather than a support.
A woman longs for pla

7 and spontaneity as a wayv of

bonding in the stepfamily, and resent

n

a man's attempts to
gain recognition through authoritative approaches. Struggling
with a man for power in the stepfamily threatens a woman's
sense of autonomy. The m= = strength that attracted ner to
the relationship initially, becomes threatening. Frustration
and anger owver unresclved conflicts destroy her emotional
clogseness with her partner.

As confiicts become unbearable, a woman evaluates

whetheo:r ahe (-3 her children will continu

to live with a
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man. In conflicts invelving mother-children—-stepfather, a
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woran sides witrh ner children in ddenr fwin aoman w0 b
scazregozt fcr stepfzamily scriiz. She feoels vulnoerable i
rejecting his support put chooses to expel the intrudinag man
as & way of restoring family peace and her own autanomy .
Level Hix

This final level of analysis iz a reduction o *he
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the experiernce is 4d- 1. This is the essent ial
description, no ..nger situated 1in concrete instances ol ity
appearance.

"IoooZo far oLl o Tlio Lo L.nzio lzoulonl Gl Dotioroooagts !

biogt
IR
1
‘ e,
i
rg. oo
T [



141

Tre eoserntial descriction of how men experience living
sitr a woman wWwho nas cnildren, and how women who have
children experier~ce liwving with a man, results from an

application of ine phenomenoclogical methoed; it descripes the
recearcher's understanding of the phenomenon. The essential
st ruetare remains invariable throughout 1its concrete, or
situated instances. This structure lies before the
experience, and is revealed through experience and
reflecticn. It is an a_priori understanding which comes
before knowledge. Psychological understanding consists of
experience and reflection to discover the meaning revealed
through individual lived situations.

The lived experience of forming a stepfamily is largely
a social phenomenon of adults in the post—-war "baby-boom"
generation. Most stepfamilies are formed from the remnants of
divorced families. Remarriage has been sardonically referred
tc as the triumph of hcpe over experience (Rakoff, 1988). The
psychological processes of divorced men and women in the
demise of their first marriages, includes grieving the loss
of what that relationship meant to them, adjusting to being
"single™ agair, and then attempting to ferm a lasting
relationship with a person who has similar experiences, while
ac.ommodat ina children from previous marriages (Carter &
MoGoldrick, 1980). Here we examine the lived experience of
men and women who enter stepfamilies with histories of
vrevious marriage and divorce. Formation of stepfamilies

represents an important transition in their life cycles.



The rezcenao, of the stepfamily phencmenon precladens
establishment of normative processes i the form of cxve et od
zoles, behaviours and descriptive languaace In the coue 0troa

man wno lives with a woman who has children, and vicoe=-versa

14
“here are few rules ©f behavior. Words usead to deoot ibe
stepfamily relaticonshnins are awkward and wace in meoaniog, A
a result, the relationship is experienced bhut in o contoxt o
limited understanding
The Essential Descri n of how men experience living

with a woman who has chi

(=

ptio

dren, and how women who have
children experience living with a man, is a description of
the phenomenon as understood by the researcher. This

[
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understanding is not the co-researcher's understanding, a5

305
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he lives the exrverience pre-reflectively. Ir is the »rodncr

Z the researcher's application of the phenomer

reduction to the several instances of the exyp -..

., as
lived by individual subjects. This final le. . - the
reduction provides the structural, ceneralized geoeript fon o

~he phenomenon across time and situations.

L

An Esseptial Descripticn of How Men Experienac

S UeLe!

k-v

Woman Who Has Children

The essential description of how men expericnace Living

with a woman who has children, is a narration developed freom

general themes in men's protozols. Five goncral povehologion ]

YOIt

(@]

themes central £o men's evperienace of the vor family

M i Jo oy

revealed n the phenomenclogical analyzis of thelr

-
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An essential description of a men's stepfamily

erxperience includes the following commeon themes:

1. Ambivalence and self-doubt; Confusion about wanting in or
wanting ocut of the stepfamily.

2. Feeling alienarted by a weman's former family structure;

‘rustration with its resistance to chance.

1 @
ty 3

3. Feeling powerless as a stepparent

4. Resentment of a woman's emotional bond with her children

5. Fear Of Llosing his s. e of self througn: not beiny
affirmed by a woman, and by losing sight of his own
needs in attempts to accommodate others in the
stepfamily.

Norration of Themes Common to Men's EBxperiepce of a
Stepfamiliy

Az a man Jjoins a woman who has children to form a
ctepfamily, he believes what he wants to believe; that in
their shared home his gratifying relationship with a woman
will be secure. Initially, he acknowledges and accepts her
children at a rational level. Howewver, in sharing a home, he
feels violated by their presence and activities. Surrounded

by the unfamiliar, remnants of a woman's former nuclear

family, he 1is a stranger in his own home. Ongoing discomfort



frustrates him. Pursuing his idealized relationship with a
woman into a stepfamily, he feels deceived. Subscequent anaet

is directed at his paviner, ner ohildren, and

PR S M . A k3
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hkimself.

A man enters a stevfamily with a sense of f{recedom ansd

independence he e
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collowing his divorce . e ook

relationshir with & woman and innherits unwanted vestiges ot

her former nuclear family. He believes his intimate

relationship with her 1is at the centre of

t
jos

heir new home .

timate connection with her children and a

[SH

Discovering her
history he does not share, he feels betrayed and anary . Andae
affects his percepticon of himself and his relationships with

others. He experiences being in the stepfamily as intruding.

Activities of a woman's former nuclear family seem to exclude

him. Feeling hurt and devalued, he withdraws socially and
emotionally, confirming his status as an outsider.
A man wants a woman's full attention when they are

together. He resents the disruptive presence of her ohid

e childrern.
His valued relationship with a woman seem:z seacondary to her

connection with them. Paradoxically, his attempto to onsure

the primacy of their adult relationship are self defeat ing,

creating emotional distance from her, and confirming hico

{n

sense that there is no place for him in the stepfami.y

Wanting to make the stepfamily home feaeel more 1ine

PSS
Yhis", a man questions existing pattern: in parenting,

socializin

wl

, and activities within their home. As change o

resisted or resented he feels discounted and paowericon . He

r
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wants a woman to under

O]

tand his negative feelings about

stepfamily issues. When she sides with her cnilaren, he feels

|

Ais~mounted as a man. In conflicts with his stepchildren, he

sees only losing ocutcomes. If he deals directly with his

ztepchildren, their mother defends them and he feels
defeated. If he addresses her about conflicts with them, he

predicts her angry and hurtful responses. Withholding his
frustration with stepfamily issues, he he feels emoticnaliy
igolated and angry.

Over time, a man despairs, realizing he may never be "at
home" living with a woman who has children. He resents her
being so connected with her children and feels displaced by
them. He is not close to his stepchildren and resents
accommodating them. He fears losing his sense of himself in
attempts to accommodate the needs of other stepfamily
members. He wants to be affirmed by a woman but fears that

conflict will destroy their closeness.

. . . . o

The essential description of how women who have children
experience living with a man, is a narration developed from
common themes in women's protocols. Five general
psychological themes central to women's experience of the
stepfamily are revealed in the phenomenological analysis of
their descriptions. While these themes are experienced as an

integral part of a woman's participation in the stepfamily,



they are presented here in isolation for the sake ©

r

emphasis.

Wemen's Common Themes

An essential description of a women's stepfamily

experience includes the following common themes:

1. Disillusionment with the stepfamily as a child rearina
haven; Disappocint

Di Y ment with her partnor
2. Possessive of the stepfamily as "hers®; Defensive of
existing family structures; Resentful of a man's

B

nitiatives for change
3. Defensive of her "right" as a parent

4. Increased emotliona cioseness with her children; Dbecreased
emotional closeness with her partner

5. Fear of losing her autonomy as the head of the family and
her identity in relationship with her children.

Narraticn of hemes Common to Women's Experience of a3
S £ {1y

Although she is divorced, a woman with children has o a
strong sense of family. As a "single parent™ her 1if

centered arcund her children to the extent that

overwhelmed. She forms a stepfamily fantasizing that the

support of a man will restore her sense of whcocler--on within

+

the remnants of her former nuclear f i Shier warnt o oaomasn b,

family.
be both a partner to her and a parent to her children.
Realizing that a man's emotional connection is with her
not her children, a woman feels she has been seduced by F

fantasy of family and betrayed by the limit of a man':s

IRV



Z acman supports her children in maintaining the memory
LE wrair forrer roclezy fzmily . She hazs strong 7 “tions
about her style cf parenting. She reacts angrily to a man's
attempts to initiate changes in what she and her children
have shared as & family. A woman blames a man for failing to
develop emotiocnal closeness with her children. Over time, she
loses faith in him and withdraws emotionally from their

relationship.
& woman sees her emotional connection with her children
as the centre of the stepfamily.

their feelings intuitively. This is closeness of a kind she

does not share with a man. When her children are in conflict

with him,

a woman feels that he is in conflict with her, too.

Ongoing conflicts between her children and her partner erode
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relationship with him.

A woman with children is defensive of her perception of

her role as the head and the heart of "her"

family. She

resents a man making directive decisions affecting her

children. She is emoticonally close to them, imagines their

sense of vulnerability, and wants to protect them. Her bond

with them feels intensified when they are threatened by

conflict with a man. In "her" home, a man seems like an

intruder, in conflict with her children and wanting to take

control. A woman reacts angrily,

a man who is interfering with how "her" family operates.

She believes she understands

withdrawing emotionally from

147



A woman feels deeply connected wi
coam o v am oyt A F s e lake ks~ a YD oy
ceem 22 part oI her, both phyzically an

presence in the stepfamily is an incrusion upon her int imacy

with them. Her autonomy as the adult head of

th

he

children.,

Tovey Y Y Jo

the family

threatened. She jcins her children in blaming him t oy

destroying family peace by creating conflicts. A woman

disillusioned with her ideal of creating a

haven for child rearing. A man loses his attractiveness

her. She empowers herself by expelling him from the

stepfamily as a way of maintaining her autonomy and

in relationship with her children.

Five essential themes shared in

s 2

of the stepfamily represented in the

women reveal the essential structure of
phenomenon itself:
Essential Themes jn Stepfamily Structure

1. Differing stepfamily ideals; men idealize developing
idealize

relationship with a woman; women
rearing with a man

2. Stepfamily form based con conflicting
inclusion by affecting change; .women protect
structures of single parent households

3. Competition for relationship primacy:
woman's children for primacy in relation with

experiences of both men

noined and presented Lelow.

TWo pPeLspeclives

experience of men

the

stepfamily

patterns:: men

sharing

They

fe

s

steptamily as a

Lo

ident ity

and

1S

thierdr

chiild

ek

exicting

men compete with

defend intimate bounds with thelr <hildren.

brerr ;

weoIne
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4. Power strugglies centered on the "right"™ to parent: men
feel powerless as stepparents; women defend their
"right" as parents.

r of loss of identity: men fear loss of affirmaction by
wceman, and losing a sense of self through
scecommodation ; women fear a loss of autonomy as heads
f their family and loss of identity in relationship
ith their children

5. Fe

VRS

£0o0w

The following narrative combines essential themes of
men's and women's experience of a stepsfamily. Metaphoric
images are used to describe stepfamily structures and
processes. The usefulness andc limitations of metaphoric
descriptions lie side by side. They cre useful in anchoring
concepts in the familiar or physical world and at the same
time transcend a particular situation. Metaphoric
descriptions are limited in that while we may use them as
"maps"” they do not permit us to experience the actual
"territory”™ (Watts, 1964). Using co-researcher's combined
themes as maps, we may gain an understanding of how men and
women experience living in a stepfamily in a way which

transcends their situated circumstances.

Experienc £ St £ ami ]
In attemptinrng to realize individual ideals of home, both
men and women are disappointed in the stepfamily reality and
in expectations of their partners. Attempts at establishing a
unified stepfamily form result in confusion about who is on

the "team" and how the "game" is played. Competition between

a man and a woman's children for primicy in relationship with



her alienates "the couple". Ongoing power struggles between

men and women over the "right" to parent in the st

~ertamily
raise guestions of inclusion and control. Both men and women
fear the loss of identity in stepfamily formation, and

confront an existential question of courage.

The polarities of experience in each Essential

n
'_J

tepfamily Theme may be summarized as followo:

(=

Differing Ideals of Family
Couple Centered vs. Child Centered

2. Conflicting Patterns in Stepfamily Form
Insiders vs. Outside. 3

3. Competition for Relationship Primacy
Intimacy vs. Emotional Distance

4. Power Struggles Over Parenting Rights
Powerless vs. Empowered

5. Fear of Loss of Identity
To be a part of? or To be apart from?

These themes and polarities are used as points of

-

r ference in the General Discussion, Chapter 5.
Summary

The experience of both men and women descaribeaed hoeroe 1o

.o

that which occurs after the stepfamily has stabilized over

several years. Structural themes are duwvable in that

thiesy
persist after the concerted efforts described by each of the
co-researchers to "work out” differences bhetween men and
women in a stepfamily. These are discussed with refaraence to

related stepfamily and existential literature in the

following chapter.

P
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CHAPTER FIVE
GENERAL DISCUSSION
Introduction

In this —napter, the findings of the present study are
presented and discus.d with reference to relevant family,
stepfamily, and existential literature. The possible
avplications of these findinas to clinical interventions with
stepfamilies, their implications for further research, and
limitations of this study are also discussed.

A salient feature of men's and women's descriptions ot
stepfamily experiences is difficulty in making the transition
to living in a stepfamily. Essential themes common to men and
women have peen characterized by oppositional descriptors:
differ - ideals, conflicting family patterns, competition
for relationship primacy, power struggles, and fear of loss
of identity. Men experis=. _  mbivalence, self doubt,
confusion, alienation, frusc.ration with their partnexr's
resistance to change, feelings of powerlessness, resentment
of a woman's bond with =her children, and fear of engulfment
by the stepfamily. Women experience disillusionment,
disappointment, decreased emotional closeness with male
partners, feelings of possessiveness and defensiveness, and
fear of losing autonomy and identity as head of the family.
The only "non-negativea™ descriptor is in women's shared
experience of increased emotional closeness with their
children. However, this occurs as somewhat of a trade-off in

women's emotional closeness with a male partner.



Taken at a literal level, these results may appear to be
simply another affirmation of a negative stepfamily
stereotype. However, in the context of family, stepfamily,
and existential literature, such an evaluation is obviously
simplistic. Family theory and clinical literature roviewed in
Chapter 2 outlines transitional processes involved in
stepfamily formation. Men's and women's descriptions ot | ived
experience in a stepfamily sketch these processes as they
occur, or as the need for developmental change presents
itself. The rotential contribution of the analysis of t hooe
descriptions is the "bringing to life"™ (Rakofl, 1988) of
theoretical considerations in the context of men's and
women's experiences.

The structures revealed in analysis of stepfamily
experiences are "snapshots"” capturing stepfamily development
at a particular mcuwent. Both theoretical and clinica.
literature on stepfamilies indicates that stepfamily
formation reguires developmen. ove: time (Ahrons & Rodger:s,
1987: McCGrldrick & Carter, 1988). This development irncluddes

transformatiorn of "rraditional”™ ideas abocut family and

restructuring of existing family relactionships. Initiating

an<d nccepting changes in these attltudes and ztructure:s

appears nece

6]

sarv to stepfamily formation. Men and women
fornin.: stepfamilies face the additional challenqge of
creating a "new" familv form in place of what they and
society value and hold as familiar. A thorough examination of

descriptions of stepfamily experiences reveals how bt h raern

Ny



free . e ir lrosmlereci o iroan o cnosoing and Lrdisiduzl
deegesloprer . nrocess Lo the contexnt of the stepfamily. The
coowineg iilcuzsion of men's and women's emperlences of a
Amily oenters on Thiis process
Volovenn il —x mhorcire" ILoarning inoza Ztepfamilo
Baiorential litcerature offers & point of reference for

based referents. Living in a stepfiamily regulres wiat
A 4 ~ [ 1] E= o -~ . 3~
zz1 (1978) calls "genuine learni;zg", deiined nerese DWW 1TSS

physicanomic,. It radically re-ztructures our world-view

in

oY cometning. Senuline learning 13z never corpletel-y

aboolute oo otalilly finished It is =z tempcocral f£old

fs 5 < ing
R, ~ s Voes mb, e liis ol ~eme] e - o] PRt
wilol, can rever e absoiutely compleco i, It involwves tne

risk of loosening ties with the the old worid in order

to encounter the new., It is patient an

and hope. Genuine learning unfolds temporally and is

t
n
()
]
]
[t
bde
o}
M

2

irreducible to the sum of its compone

Toearnina

ising in both the fact that we nave

fcarned and in what we have learned.
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irdeenmins o trhe stepnfamily wial or "genuine
Swicte-ntialophencmenclogy vViews a perscon as erxisting co-
3 ; 2 J o !
cierise ltur lemal i, with nisshtier world. Our experience iz both
eyt riLerd 1oty LS as fubtecr and mirrored as Tne Cconscicusness

Lf oernmetiing (Osborne, 1520) Qur conscicusness may Le some
rhyciscal thing out in our world (transcendent objects) or

psychologically within us, such as memory or fantasy

of psychological factors impacting a person's experience of a
stepfamily, such as memories of former family experience or
fantasies of the ideal of home and family. The meaning of a
man's or woman's experience of a phenomenon rests both on =
situszted ompericnce of, for example, a person or event in the

stepfamily, and memories or fantasiles each man or woman
brinas to that experience,
"Mesning resides neot solely in the situation nor solely

in the individunal, but as a transaction between the two

the individual both constitutes and is

~
-
—~
e
-
’
oy
~+

constituted by the situaticns"'" (Benner, 1985, p.7)
Aun men and women co-constitute their experience of the
stepfamily the meaning of their experience i1s shaped by both

rirvsical and psyvehological "objects". Meaning emerges from a

n

h
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(trieer wmoervial —remes in stepfamily participazion
Iree Srepfamily as an "Incomplete Institution”
H - o N - - 4 . M £ = s -
Tre mportance of normative processes in familg
fermatinn e documentzed in Parts 1 and 2 of the Literatare

97]
N
D
joN

ey iew in Chaprter 2. The traditional nuclear family 1is D

l,aase . The literature characterizes the ste

'O
Hh
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3
-
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<
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o
=
[
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zocial phencmencon, innerently ambiguous in its form, arn
incomplete institution. Divorced family literature indicates

*hat the prcces

e
ot
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0
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0
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es of dealing with stressiul

2]

ot

rans

family reorganization in separaticn, divorce, and single
parent households are necessary for the psychelogical well

mily members. Making these adjustments 1is

4}

being of £

necessary but neot sufficient to make a "success

"

h

ul

transition o a "new" family form, the step

H

ami

p—
<

MeGolidrick and Carter {(1%88) suggest a new family

§

-

Model for remar:s lade, chearacterized by perneable
poundarices permitting c¢hildrern to come and go easily in
visitation and custody arrangements, acceptance of the
parental responsibilities and feelings of one's spouse
withont carrying cut such responsibkilities for the
spouse Or trying Lo compete with the parent child

attachment or combat the necescary contact with the ex-
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adltional gender rolen, The

anal oI liwved exnperience in Thiis otudy oot 1
the threo themocs I o ctepfanlly deve ! [AGI A S S
from and CZarter (1%88), ags well o oas i e
arising from differing ideals of a3 srveptfamily and troom
identity struggles. = Tl HESINE S S TEES B SRR
belcw in the context literature.,
St roc et Cv1gi

Transivicon in family form is preséented throuaboas e
literature i a stress with the potential 0 Greate op i
Sarfield, (1%982) articulates the stress experliendad by men aned

exper

in the processes of family transicion.

Perhaps the most painf:

2

1 aspect cf marital separaticon o

h

M

rupture of attachment bonds that exist hetween

spouses. These bonds serve as the emotional alue of Ul

j}

riage. Weiss (197%) likens them to the intense

I

ma
enotional ties that develop between mother and

child...which .arry their fantasic-d wishes [0

excluszsive and unlimited emctional physical acoe: ' $ias
orher. Wnen these ponds are v . done, spousecs often food]
GVertansli Ly a O Lesdrerl B lacl,  ea Lol

that they are no longer at nome or @oecure in their
world., (Garfield, 1982, p. 9)
While men and women may have rosolvaed thee DToooern

ienced through divorce, the potontial for react frat

HES G

of "crisis"™ in adiusting to a stepfamily remains (MofGojdrior

the OGreov krinein Wi it

‘N
7.
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e v, senarate or purify. Bollnow (19€1) relates crisis
BRI SYEL VRN ST TS S S ST 1S §S M 0esCriles Crozif o oas CSLharallerifinng
- - F =t - s =1 < -7 R
ceertain procezzes of life, noth indiwvinial ana communal life,

1t from the steady current of the res wf life" (Bollnow,
15.1) . Crisis deoes not necessarily lead to catastrophe.

vercoming crisis means not only dealinc with a perceived
threat Lut at the same time, viewed more deeply, passing

through a crisis represents purification, an elimination of

n

long active conflicts. Passing through the crisis may be the

only way of arrival at a new level. James' describes his

arrival az a new understanding of himself in re-evalua

t

ing
his painful process in the crisis precipitated by his
divorce.
When there was the prospect of the split I was very
frightened, but I feel that, sort of metaphorically. my
former wife stomped on my fingers and made me let go.
You know, I went over the cliff and I found that I
didn't splat into pieces at the bottom, but I survived,
and I was a bit bruised and my pride was dented guite a
hit, but I got over it and in fact she probably did a
damn good thing.
Crisis signifies a real process which plays itsell out
in the events of life (Bollnow, 1961). When we participate in
a situation played out in this way, we say it is cr

t al. A

[
[
0

critical attitude is one which does not take reality as self-

evident, but rather examines it as to its justification.



Assuming a critical attitude, when 1its prurpose i3 to diaclose

error or devalue, 1s an ag :essive acr. This aaaressive
:ttitude is evident in Doua's experience of aharina time and
space with his stepsons.
In this household...with these two little quys moving
around...is like living in a haotel. () rnever teol ot
nhome, never comfortable because theres oareo Uhse bandis

moving around in the rooms thar make vyou feel Tike yom

still have company. When they leave, you know that

”)

feeling when vou'wve had compan;, and they

and vou sort ¢f sit down on your chesterficld and say

'Ch, God, I'm glad they're gone' . Like whern Chey o Lo

their dad’'s.

Doug's critical attitude illustrated here is an
aggressive one. His attitude devalues the essence, presence
and action of others, in this case his stepchildren. Doug's
critical stance transforms his experience of their shared
time, space, and relationship. His bedily experience i
"glad" when the object of his critical attitude is neo longer
present. As "company'", the children are transient, they do
not dwell in this home. "Company", usually asocociated with

companionship, here represents dis-ease; "you can never food

comfortable” kecause "you feel like vyou =still have company™.

oo

Sharea time becomes a burden, “when they'wve stayed too long™.

The essence of this dwelling place called home 1z de-valuod

when it is shared. It f-els like a notel. The escont ial
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rurmannens of enildren is denied. they become "bodies moving
arcound in ovhe

Warmily Boundaries, Participation znd Ideptity

Literature on stepfamily formation refers to the
riecessity of a loosening of boundaries in the uniting of

former nuclear family components (Ahrons & Rodgers, 1987;

D
[e3]

MeGouldrick & Carter, 1%868). In family systems theory,
Miniuchin (1974) conceptualizes boundaries as the rules in a
family for who participates and how. He presents boundary
clarity on a continuum varying between the extremes of very
rigid (disengaged) to very diffuse (enmeshed). Enmeshment
requires sarrendering of autonomy, while disengagement
creates a lack of lovalty, belonging and interdependence.
These transactional styles indicate a preference for the type
~f interaction going on in a family.

McGoldrick and Carter (1588) identify potential boundary
difficulties in terms of membership (Who are the "real"
members of the family?), space (What space is mine? Where do
I really belong?), authority (Who is really in charge and of
what areas of family life?), and time (Who gets how much of
my time and how much do I get of theirs?).

Men's experience in a stepfamily is a dilemma posed by
the choice of "moving in or moving out”. A man's "baggage” is
his experience of both independence and loneliness fcllowing
divorce. He knows he can survive independently but chooses to

be a part of a stepfamily and attempts to move from a

disencaged position as an "outsider" to more intimate
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engagement with a woman in the context ot h

g L Iler ! PO mert Nt et
familv. Men emxperience resistance 10 this movement, bhoth
within themgselves and within the stepfamily otracto o

Subseguently, they feel conflicted within {hemaelves ond

rejected by a woman and her chilcdren.

Women who have children experience living with a man as

Ve om ~ \ . . s
o d - £ - [ e v s - - e e . ..
a Gl .« S SOOI ng TO DO oM el Ol e o S S O

engaged with a man or with her children. This chioioe
itself as a trade-off. Women base ~heir choice on
identification with their children, experiencing increaseod
emotional closeness with them, and decreased omotional
closeness with a man.

In existential literature, Tillich (1852) discusses

participation as "being part of something from whiach one ig

J SR, Loy,

= LT

[

o e ey —

} e

me zeparzated” . He desorikhog thraoc Al18fr
ways in which we can participate by literally "taking part".
The first i1s in the sense of "sharing” as in sharing the
vhysical space of a home. Or participation may be used in v
sense of "hawving in common", as in the =zhared hioe

Sy o o

woman and her children. Finally, participation may refoer to
"peing a part", f .o instance, in the way men and waomen arde o
part of the new whole they crea' . In a stepfamily.

Tillich (1952) further discusses the relationship of
parts to the whole. "A part of a whole is noft identicoal with
the wr..le to which it belongs. But the whole (o what, it Qs
only wizh the part" (p. 12%). A man': struggle in

steptitamily 1s —o participate

Oy
1G]

&

o
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D

1

altrhouqgn ot wnole, rhas a sense of unity from another time,
vhe ctructure of a woman's former nuclear family. Women
identify strongly with this part. They struggle for the
couraqge to risk the affirmation of participating with part of
the former nuclear family and yvet Jjoin the new form of a
stepfamily.

An example of this struggle is men's experience of
feeling "powerless" as stepparents, not because they lack
power as individuals, but because of how they participate.
boug's nostalgia for his biological children affects how he
interacts with his stepsons. He is "powerless” as a
stepparent, not because of his wife's sanctions, but because
his participation is not "heartfelt”. His participation
requires the courage (coeur = heart) to become part of a
family with which he has a brief shared history and not
biological connection.

Penny's identification with her children is a product of
a shared emotional history. Her participation with them is as
an extension of herself. She describes a "cord"” conducting
emotion directly from her children to herself. How she
reports participation with her partner in the stepfamily also
reflects her emotional identification with her children,
possibly at an unconscious level. Penny makes semantic shifts
in the person of pronouns with the antecedent nouns clearly
identifying her children, thus inferring their experience as
hers. Cne of several examples is her statement that, "the

crildren soon disliked him because we felt he didn't have



the right to ¢

0

me into cur house.,..." The ecxistential
learning implicated here is a loogening of Penny's family
ties identified with her children in order to permit
participation of her male partner in the stepfamily.

All men and women in this study attempt to realize thein
ideal of "hcome" in the context of a steptamily. While Tdeols
differ for each gender, the desire to feel "at home" ig
shared by all. Parsons and Bales (1955) describe the evolving
perception of family function from meeting physical reeds to
meeting emotional needs. Both men and women in this
investigation focussed their descriptions on the importance.
of having their emotional needs met in the stepfamiiy.

The human need for home and family is described by
Rakoff (1988) as "epigenetic". That is, a pherniomenon he
considers as essential and universal to human-being as the
develspment of language. Attempting to realize the ideal of
home is a prominent feature of men’'s and women's eXperioences
in this study, as it represents a§ Common motive far

stepfamily form
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place that reminds men arned
women of "family", whether of their family of origin or of

their famil srior

ct

o
rry

o divorce. "Heome" as +H:. rhyoiadal and
social context of the stepfamily, has the euterior or
physical elements of family members and meaningfnl obijaat o,
Home also has an interior or psychological quality of

ey

fantasies or ideals which shape tnhe meaning of ivs

experience,

164



165

Gaston Bachelard (1969%) uses '"the nest" in a metaphoric

description of the deeply felt human need for home.

L nest ... .is a precarious thing, and yet 1t sets us
to daydreamirg of security....And o when we
erzamine a nest, we place ourselves at the origin of
confidence in the world, we receive a beginning
confidence, an urge +“oward cosmic confidence. Would

a bird build its nest if it did not have its

instinct for confidence in the world?....The nest
know (s) confidence in the world....The
nest....knows nothing of the hostility of the world
(p.102) .

If we accept Bachelard's image of security in the nest

we can, for the sake of this discussion, place ourselves at

the

"origin of confidence” and enter into the "daydream of

security" associated with the creation of "home™.

]

"Home" and "family"™ are broadly defined in family

literature as a place where family members’ emotional and

material needs are met {(Parson & Bales, 1955; Rakoff, 1988).

Creative action is necessary to satisfy our deeply felt human

need

Sr home. Kantor and Leher (19275) assert that we find a

meaningful world in "family® or in this case home as an

extension of family. They suggest that here a personally

meaningful world is created through "face to face”

conversations. In describing her experience of the

stepfamily, Diana realizes her individual responsibility in

this

process.



"I have to be very clear o¢n wnat 1 th
know is home an<d how home feels, bero
transmit that to the pronle around me

what a home is and Living that.™

Creation of a home calls for a shared

creative process of realizing
face conversations” (Kantor

& Leher,

autonomy as

converse with her partner in

a way permn' ..t
home based on a shared concept.
I“.adjt*sma] GQDQQI 2o0les j[] I"\() Sfepfam'i‘v

In Chapter 2, a review of gender role

functioning indicates that women's roles h

been associated with "homemaking" and emot

while men's roles have been associated wit

through material prov.sion for the family

the home. McGoldrick and Carter's (1988) »

stepfamily sugaoests an examination of how
and femaire roles are implemented in meetin
needs.

in this

Men study described their

"homemaking"” in terms of traditional male

functions. James is angered »y his partner

contribution of "sweat equity" to their ho

devalued when she does not acknowledge him
back" at vyard work and carpentry as being

"whole lot of other interpersonal things".

"what home is"
1975) .

an individual preempts the opportunity

contributions

ink is home, what

re I can beglin to

T's mee defining

ideal and a

through "face to

Diana's quest ton

Lo

ing creation of a

S 1n

family

av e trad!iionally

icnal nurturing
h "pbroad winning”
by working outside

12

new form for the

traditional mwale
g stepfamily

|

instrumental

devaluing h

me . He feals

o
e

[

"hreaking h

as RO

importan®

Doug feels

1 O6
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Hrire 23 & rnlace of shared space experienced differently
fos o noern arnci Their sterchildrern tfthnan by wom=n and thelr
vl liiver . Men experience their stepchildren as intrusions
PIPISY re-lr personal zpace. For James, they are "gremlins"
"running out of control". In nis stepfamily, the metaphoric
mallcicous pur suppcsedly invisible beings have materialized
IR IR B feeln poworles:z o connrcl them, Doug experiences Nl
stepchildren as "guests who have stayed too long"”". "Any

dicrupticon” in his shared =zpace i=z= uncomfortable™.
Women rake ne menticn of their children's activities as
Adijsraprive. "lana experiences her stepcnildren as "guests”

1T rve COrn

nd
D
~
4]
v
9]
F‘
W)
:1

© 1§ space 1s a proplem for women L .

w

o
kel

when thelr male partners have a

Q
V)]
-3
'O
0}
3
t_J.
Q
(]
rh
bh
[tV
0
t
0
o}

activities. Penny resents her partner as "a watcher" and "a
Cr ot T e e F e M 12 F T ans Wew mrmemansne! astirditriec with

mersonal meaning In & stepfamily, we see attempts to realize
Trpdivldnanl meaningo that are lived dlifferently by men and

womerr, A man's home is his "castle"”. He wants to belong winh
a woman and he valued fcor his instrumental contributions. He
wants unddisturbed space and a sense of familiarity. A woman's
home 15 a "nest™, a place for the traditional expressive

activities of child rearing, made whole by a man's emotional

relationship with both her and her children, and a feeling of

helng "settled and well ordered®™.



[nal 5 oy v - =1 - 3 - iy . .« - . T . .
Ine strugglile foxr affirmation as participants 1o he
stecfamily is ess=entially differont for men andd women e

the part of sometning which 1is not whole, the Stiruactare ot

4 = h = < o= 3 “r Tal —~ ] - M oy T
woman's former nuclear Zamily. Women identify vyl o with
- L. — p—— P - ~ eV - F . - | - 3 . 1
—hi czrt and whelr o 3gle lzoo Lot Ul ol g i .

—~ — L S 2 ~ —_ P = 3 PR e R .- et e 4 v L . P
! ™ bR - ek b o < e e \ = Voo -, pae . . .y B¢
N A L ans e 5 b 1 o i R TP UDR P -

2 cererzl gcal of phenomenclogical researah 15 f hiee

in context. Au well,

potential Ta reeveal an
11 -~ - e —~— 11 £ e 3 - b . N . .
..... 12z gozooliooice LS oTho ogh S S
(Franke. , 13585). 23 & phencmenclogical nwest iagarioag, o
present study L1y nobt an atiempt U proove rodiorr o 10
nymothesis or thecry. However, 1ro Sirnddinags moay ! cor
¢ +Ilict withh exlsting reseavch, Gr indy oI lerr i
perspe~tives of a stepfamily. Contriboar o of thie
investigation are evaluated in the conrtest of salicnt oo

-~
fx

Numerous authors (Ahrons & Rodgers, 187, Dawermarn

—

Irish, 1962, Duberman 1975; identify stresse aszociatod with

stepfamily formation. In the present study, co-researcher's

(]



derceplire che presence o f ztress in thelr
tranciticon oo a stepfamily . Accounts of
relate conflictin deals for the

parenting and competition for relati

stressors at the interpersonal level. Con
fearing loss of _dentity in stepfamily pa
Pedeernr i b beerd Iy e h genders To thne hest O
ir’ rapersonal nature of identity cenflict
TR lzewhere in stepfamily literatu
reported satisfaction with family 1i
accepted as an indicator <l successful

Wniite anu Boot

significantly lsss satisfaction wit! ami.

i

in first marriaces. Adults in stepfamilie

presence of stepchildren as a destabilizi

rearing and discipline nave been anked a
areas of stepfamily 1ife (Duberman, 18975,
S inger, 1937%; Visher & visher, 1972)

researchers consistently described couple
parenting and stepparenting. Men living w
tildren felt disempowered &s stepparents,

situation experienced resentment at men's

distance:d themselves from theilr partners

protecrive stance in relaticn with their

reports uniquely describe the way in whic

over children develcps and is plaved out

stepfamily,

173

to make the
and women

power struggles

onship primacy 2=
flict experienced asz
roicipation was
f mv xnowiedge, The
has rnct been
re
fe is widely

y funcrtionina.

revorted
1y 1ife than parents

s indicated the

ng influence. Child

s the most difficultc

Maddox,

corrflict related to

ith a woman who has

Women in this

"intrusion',

and developed &

children. These

h couple conflict

in stepfamily.
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oL ccliresz oLl dluided loyally are Lo Reegliigow
findingn of (Feieh, 1978). Jame:r ' rercrt of dissz
*hier lacr of reciprocity in afifecrtive exchanges w
‘.o ildrer indicate that men, Loo, may expo-rie
A nproLintment when thely athempts 2t emotional

st topethiildrern are repuffed,

Meooto soxagzle foxr incilusicon.

e booue of men'sz struggle for inclusion d
sreepfarilies 12 g common theme 1s stepfamily lit
(e ioon & Levant, 19%1). In thils study, Co-resea

oo iuueently repoerted dynamics related o compet
mern and vnelir $teccnildren for relatlonship pram
W otal.. "Scapegcatling” and women's par. ioMlo_al i
men's attempts for primacy provide an insider's
unigue to an investigation of lived expeaeriencsa.

oy R :QS]\ =

Houndary issues are identiflied irn rhie o
persistent stepfamily concern., Thecorists faxing
praoach consider both sub-zystem boundaries and
former nuclear familiies critical (Ahwrons & R

this investigatc
Ny “:‘.*.j]‘rrf}m;\vm}

systems. Thi

menn and stepchi

whether
st

commnon

amoing

investigation.

boundar

ion, critical poundary issues
as arising pradeominantly within
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ldren

vy issues as identified ir

epfamilies generally may warrant
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Exicting recearch indjcaces " he time reap:ite i o
menners a C Mt Dlicina™ o sty
T D R e P R , T e Ty . Mo Tt e,
chiidran? (MIlle, ) i S R RS
A McocGoldrick, 1928) address neCessSary Lridesdes oo ol
famlly reorganization pre STentaaml oLy T e
Tun micrnal dinvcerzcrtions oo otour oo Ty L N
- cning Guring Tooohmee Dol e
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matures o a stepfamily are ident 14iag i
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stecfami iy, - a profile ol sssent al Faearigr,: I

stepfamily. @ results, asg presented at i
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Cnapier 4, are the substancive [indings wlo othiao

investiga
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AR S AP OTENSS SLS
- v N PRI [ . v 3 - e, vy ? — e e 2 m e Pl
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Tif-er. PO PR »,f(,"l‘Al&‘C in ‘:/E_i C’f Ln\_er-/_/~ttl-orlf Ol‘ri f'/r

A:,;.,",':_fhr,)—‘;rj:;/‘,,iy;, ilonal programs wWicth men and women in

< 2 e

S e ;‘,“:: l: e 7 ] PR} LI a3 i 1Cer « S . ile l ;A

ctoeepsfarmd ‘ wirth proactiv intentions A genera goal ir

toe vl by forpation ls the transformation of r idual
fslérd LOoXnal Lo 15 Llex ansg i 102 I resa.cauac

t

tucleda:r ramilieg into a new Stepfamily Torm. This process orf
rtransfarmation nas three disgtinct phases, taking members of
the intazt nuclear family through Separaticn and divorce, to
cingle parent households, to stepfamily formation. Each phase
embodies a rumber 5§ develcpment:l issues (McGoldrick &
Carter, 1988). The results of this investigat on are offered
here in the context ©f a develeopmental lea&rning model.

In the present Study, the five essential themes
Ldwauilied Lo steplaiilly ScrwlLule - ores it a-pevis e o T s
and women's differing expericences Of a stepfamily. These

theémes have boeernn characterized by Qp?ositional descriptors

‘._‘
Y
@]
Al
1
3
D
o
0O
s
p)
ol
0]
Hh
ct
)
D

indicating th otential faoy conf

M
Vyb

themal 1¢ aleas, Assessing rnémes in The presenting problem of
a1 stepfamily may provide cyes enabling a tTherapist to induce
movement in a truncated developmental proCess which is
vreventing resolution of issuss and Plocking successful
stepfamily functioning.

Assessing compatibility in men's and women's ideals for

the stepfamily may Provide an indication ©of a developmental

direction in helping a couple arrive at a common



undderatanding of o what it T rhes et HERFER A ST
stepfamily. 7o what extent do men idealice the SCcprami by
- - V- 2 ’ - . B . .
— S P P [NPGRS JE 4 Y < U SR t Y 1 vy NE s S
exntent does a woman ijdealize Lhe orop!ami iy s it est
child rearinz? To what extent ave theos Ldeots eoeing chated,
and how <an the Counles come Lo empe:r feime o mop e cat bt o
shared idezl for thelyr stepfamlily’
Assessing the extent of Inclusion or el i ot
reot 3 ST GEINE ¢ t
toril s B IREED] cfeecioty Tl
IR " y + i !‘,, s L
fami !l Woonie
experienced men's attempts at inclusicon ao Miotruasien™

1n men exXperielncing Tedal i LNeilr AlminisSned 1Mpord atioe

Through st<epfamily of2roicirarcon. Men o rospondedd b Do e
their assertiveness in efforts v cstablishe tihoein poregerno ..
the stepfamily. Paradoxically, woimer. rwogp.oobed 000 e '
initiatives for relationzhip primacy oy withdrawing
emotionally PUSES TSNS S8 VRS S ST

stronger emotional konds with rtheir children. Both s le and
female coresearchers reported triangulation within the
stepfamily resulting from collusion hetween a4 woman and her

children with the stepfather az a "scapoegoal” for stepramily

conflict.

!

7.
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Dot Loy, rneower struggles between anen ant women
creertesraecd o, ks M to parent" were identified as an

coment.ial theme . Men recorted feeling "powerlezs'" ac
Stacppaarent s, eirher becouse they felt distant Zrom their
Stepenildren, or becauss of a woman's intervention in

stepparent — stepchild interacticons. Women resented men’s

0

st hior (tat ive approaches with children asz an intrusion upon
riante o neads of "their? families. Learning to share
parenting responsibility, negotiating realms of parental
jurisdiction, and fostering the development of stepparent -
stepohild relationships appear to be the developmental tasks
for stepfamilies with issues centered on power struggles over
parenting.

Men and women reported fearing a loss of identity in
stepfamily formation; men through engulfment by the
stepfamily, women through loss ¢of autonomy as heads of single
parenc householdds. The theme of fearing loss of identity as
cvmibedded in and overarches other themes in stepfamily
rormation. An existential approach couched in terms of men's

and woemen’

s idertity In the context of the stepfamily may
assist in the prevention or resolution of problems arising

from this prominent stepfanily theme.

]

Imptlticit in the descripticns of men's and women's

¢

experience of a stepfamily is both ar intra-personal and an
interpersorsi ~.onflict over "what is"  w= "whazat should be". A

full hearing of wi v wer nd womei: ~uxperience in a vtepfamily

15
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as well as what zhey idealize happeoninag may provide otart ing

polnts in steplfamily rhovny o

The phenomenoloai al o alvsias of steopfamily oxper ionc.

and subseguent nparear description of VYived exporiceonce in oo
stepfamily provides herapists and ¢lients with

information abocut e ~siology, nature and intensity of

stepfamily confli -t A problem shared by therapista and
stepfamilies secii- > counsellina 13 the "incompletoe

institutionaliza: Lon” or "normalization” of stepfamily

formation. in need of therapeutic intervention face is a lack

of normalized expectations. The problems they face are "only

happening to them" (Dudley, 1891). There is a didacric
function to therapy which has as its goal the normalizat jion
of experience through teaching. The "inside perspective” of

this study provides a graphic description of the expericncos

)

of men and women {in stenfamils Ffarmarisn ard mas po
C = : < nfamilty formariosn ar

providing permission for men and women to accept their

experience as "normal" Such acceptance is secn as movitig -

person's experience beyond denial to a8 point where behavioral

- !

or attitudinal change may more easily i

Implications for Further Research

There is an experience of anger reported explicitly in

descriptions of all corese~rchers. 1t is beyond the scope of
this investigation to assess the intensity of this anger or

i

the freguency of its expression. However, themes of differing

}..J.

ideals, feelings of excluzion and threats of the mother -
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child bond, power struggles, and fear of loss of identity,
suggest that the experience of anger over stepfamily iszues
has potential fcr extreme intensity. Co-researcher's reports
indicate that expression of anger over stepfamily issues is

freguent.

Ahron

n

and

)

N

(1987) sugges

+
(91

]
[b]
ot
j9Y]

v

odger

“ men and women
entering stepfamilies may establish patterns of

s

"pseudomutuality" in relation to

4]

tepfamily issues. Their
suggestion is supported by empirical evidence and by a
rationale suggesting that anger associated with the trauma of
diveorce prevents the necessary expression of frustration over
stepfamily issues. They further suggest that avoiding
expression of angry feelings actually impedes stepfamily
formation by preventing the "hammering ~n+® a newy family,
form. Further investigation comparing the intensity and
expression of anger in intact nuclear families with that in
stepfamilies may be useful in determining its impact on the
resolution of family issues.

Support for further phenomenological stepfamily research
appears in the literature. Frankel (1985) presents the
phenomenclogical method as a viable method for the
exploration of complex co-constituted phenomena. Jenni (1930)
suggests tuat multiple perspectives are useful in
understanding compler phenumena which occur in various ways
and change over time. Further investigations of men's and
women's lived experience of a stepfamily may serve t7 confirm

or disconfirm the findings of this study. Broadening the base



of co-researcher’s to include children's perspectives of
living in a stepfamily would add an important dimension to
the outcomes of this analysis. As well, investigating the

lived exzperience of custodial fathers who live with a woman,

and of women who live with a man who has custody of his

ldren would complem

nent the asymetry cf the cocresearchers

th

»

The purpose of this study was to develop an
understanding of how men experience living with a woman who
has children, and how women with children expciience living

witl + man. This was achieved through a phenomenological

-

analwvsis of descriptions of men's and women's perspectives nf
stepfamily life. The focus of the investigation was limited
to data based on first person reports. It was not the purpose
of this investigation to support or negate any existing
theory, although cutcomes are discussed in the context of
theoretical constructs. This investigation was not intended
to test any hypothesis, although it is hoped that it will
generate interest in research which may be generated from
descriptions and tested by a suitable means. It was not the
intention of this study to determine whether the co-
researcher’'s perceptions were "real” or "unreal". Nor was the

study intended to explicitly study the effects of men's or

women's experience on other family members.
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they are based on the analysis of descriptions

C
L ]
W

[

"snapshot” experience of men's and women's experience of a
stepfamily. The processes involved in stepfamily formation
are described in the literature as having a developmental
nature not gspecifically traced in this account . The
descriptions analyzed here are incomplete Just as any
cescription of a lived experience of a phenomenon such as fhe
stepfamily is only a partial revelation of the complex human
subject as a co-constituent. Investigation of row men and
women experience a stepfamily is also incomplete in that
"genuine learning is incomplete” (Colaizzi, 1979) .As well,
the nature of the experience of co-researchers reported here
dles not purport LO represent tne experience of men ana women
beyond the scope of this study, particularly those whose
family configuration differs from that of men who live with a
woman who has children and women who have children and 1ive
with a man.

Dahl (1987) offers men and women involwved in stepfamily
formation the following advice based on research with
nonclinical remarried families:

Go slow. Take time. Settle your old marriage before

starting a new one. Accept the need for continual

involvement of parts of the old family with the new.

Help children maintain relationships with their

biocological parents. Stepparents should try for mutual

courtesy, but not exzpect a steuchild's love. They shenld
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respect the soecial bond between the biological parent
and child. Communicate, negctiate, compromise, and
accept what cannot be chang~”

Conclusion

The recent phenomerion of the stepfamily occurs in a
social context which has evolved along with changing materna
and paternal roles, and expectations of home and family.
While the traditional nuclear family has been transformed,
human needs for family remain much the same (Rakoff, 1988).
How men, women, and children can meet these needs continues
to be explored.

Theoretical literature on divorced and remarried

)]

£ o vy - 2 bl
= ChO G &n uanws 3oCias

be-
o

A = . ~ +— £ -~ -
.15 ICCcuses ¢ Tae ZZrmac

(B

system. The complexity of this system propels a search for
meaningful descriptive terms. Ahrons and Rodgers (1981)
concept of the "binuclear" family in divorced family theory
is regarded as a break through. The developmental processes
cutlined by McGoldrick and Carter (1988) represent a
pioneering effort.

Clinical literature dealing with divorce and stepfamily
formation focuses on a plethora of individual emotional and
interpersonal problems involved in associated processes .
Each family member is affected by a number of profound
changes. The magnitude of adjustment required by all family
members in this process 1s perhaps best summed up by

McGoldrick and Carter's (1988) assertion that the disruptions



cf divorce and family reorganization add anotrer complete
"phase" to the life cycle cf a family.

Most stepfamily studies have been ~one from the
perspective of natural science research. The complexity of
the stepfamily form presents difficulty in conducting a
meaningful investigation. Research cn the post-divorce family
structure does not present a unified statement. That is, when
specific variables are isolated and investigated, results are
often equivocal (Jenni, 1990). The phenomenclogical approach
of this investigation presents a wholistic perspective of
men's and women's lived experience of a stepfamily, and a
profile of essential features of the stepfamily phenomenon.

Traditional research to date has investigated the
stepfamily from the perspective of an outside observer. The
utility of phenomenological methodology is presented as a
viable method for the investigation of multiple perspectives
of complex social systems, such as the stepfamily fFrankel,
1985) . This study describes the stepfamily system from an
inside perspective. Adding the inside perspective of a
phenomenological analysis to what we know of the stepfamily
holds the promise of complementing existing findings of
natural science approaches.

It is my sincere desire that any understanding
facilitated by this investigation may be helpful to persons
directly involved in the processes of change associated with

stepfamily formation, or to those working in a supportive

role with such individuals or families.
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APPENDIX A

VERBATIM TRANSCRIPTIONS OF
INTERVIEWS #1 AND #2

WITH "DIANA"™
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T IrLerrtr e
Fleslcin =0
nraT I'm odol
. -
I s
S =10
DLy . Tonlly wWELT T4 smncw whazt I'wve gone —hrTughhozs 2 woman’t
Yean. Speaxing from vour own ewperlience, whether that's whaz
o e Encu;ht or felt. Sc I would likxe to let you do most cf
rre talking, and if I can do scme follow up or maybe ocpen up
come new avences for discussicn.
3o mavybs I should Just start by saying that Adam and I have
peesr wcaetiner for nine vears, and I have three children and
fes hac two. Most of the co-parenting has happened with mine,
but occcasionally we've had his children here from Englana, sc
there has been some Limited experience of the two ©I us
trving to be with his children.
So usually there are just three kids. YJsually there are
three, and- now that's when we stated out nine years agoc. My
~ldecr ic row married and off on hisg ~wn, My second son has
sort of moved in and out, he's been in a ravelving door,
peing independent and then coming home for a while and then
going again. But he's currently at home, and he's twenty, and
then my daughter is fifteen, and has been home until
recently, we've got nher in another situation. There's some
stress there right now. I don't want to sound cessimistic,
and yet my real view of all this stuff I1sg that step parenting
i increaiply Corﬁllca:ed, and 1f I knew what I kn W NOW,
hacx nine years ago I woulild never have gotten into a step
parent. situation in a blended family. And I would not have
ailowed it To occur the way it did. So, it feels kind of
touchy ana vulnerable falking about it, because I just feel

I wich I had kncwn more hack then. The hlgceot thing I'm
tweiree I 13 that there really weren't any cerenonies and
there wasn't enough transition time for him to come into the
reelavicnship. He was lonely and wanted to live togethzr very
aquickly, and I kind of allowed myself to be washed away. Tt
was romantic, and I was feeling overloaded, so it was nice to
think of sharing the parenting. My hunch is that he wanted a
family even more than he wanted me, and I think tha* that
‘reated some weakness in our structure. His need for a familwy
ard c¢hildren, vou know a family unit, was very obvious from
the beginning. I think the kids were, with reason, pretty
recistant to that, that they should have this- drcocp powder in
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a glazss, stir and prcocduce a dad. They didn't know nim well
and didn't hezre any Investment in loving or caring about hiim
50, where shcou-.d I ¢o from here.,

I'm Interested in lcooking at vour retrospective, savina,
"Locok, Fo3 kKnow, I'm not sure 1I oyvou wouldn'e nave done v,
or 1f you wouid have done it differentliy.”

Fropapbly & it of bocth. You know, we're actively discussing
whether we'll stay zTogether. My voungest daughter is the one
wno nas really pbeen esuploding recently, and the one who jus
decesn't accept him. He's devastated by this, havina spent
nine years of hisz life- he believes, parenting her and being
in contact with her. I guess first off, I don't know ir I
would have gotten into a step parenting arrangement with thi
particular man nad I given it more time. That's an unknown t.o
me. We're quite different in our emoticnal enercy, our racdds,
our nobbies. So fZirst off, I'm nct certain we would have
gotten tcgether. 2But assuming that there was something there
and that we would have gotten together, I would have, if 1
were to gc back ncw, I would say tThere would have been at
least a year of datir s, another vear of trying to share
leisure time, recreaticnal pursuits, and mavbe afrter a coupls
of years <f that, to try mavbe living together. Arnd at “hot
poxnt, having a ceremony, if not a marriage, choosing to do
something, & party or celebration that said we're creating a
new family. Making sure there was a point in time where that
ceremony Or transition occurred. So, those are the things
from our relationshi

© that were really missing. We were
Logethier, L& moved in, The COUrting period was very Snort arnt
the children were kind cf enwrapped within weeks of ancther
person added. You know, that's kind of embarrassing tc me
when I look back at it. I Jjust think it's so goofy to have
expected it to have worked well, allowing it to proceed that
way .

Did the kids feel that vou had tesn taker
dia tney feel.....?

I think fhat that was part of it. T <hink that they wanted
their dad back. My daughter was still idealizing that maybe
mom and dad would get back together. Their dad was remarried
py this n d. Ne- bat

Y time and about this time had anoctrer chi
had adopted his wife's daughter by this time, bu
ny youngest, Just fantasized all the time trat she

her dad and mom together. And I think moving him in sh
that fantasy.

seoe NEXT DUMP e

***x Tnterview # 1 DIANA Questiocn # 18 card id 13473¢

Field: data ***
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“r, rather, she began to obsess with it. If she could Jjust
get rid of Adam. I think all the kids did that. If we could
just get rid of Adam, so proljected a lot of their anger onto

Was there a time when things smoothed ocut with the kids?

CGur first year together was Jjust hell. I mean, this was the
time when the kids damaged his car, stole a motcrcycle, ended
up in court. My middle son tried to burn the house down. I
mean, this was a horrer story. So our first Christmas
tocether was in a motel, because we'd had a house fire a few
we xs before. So I would say the whole first year was crisis
arter crisis after crisis. The next year or two, things
stabilized a bit, and there were certainly not these
incredible dramatic events. He and I were settling in
together, developing a routine, getting the house in order,
things that were making our lives more.... Then I had
surgery in 1984 and became a disabled person in chronic pain.
At that point, I mean, everything became complicated in our
family. So he was faced with a wife who wasn't anything like
the person he'd married, I don’t mean married, but I mec~ a
partner who he'd chosen and he suddenly had a totally
different person. The kids were devastated by my d.. ability.
They thought of me as a really active person, and a.l this
kind of stuff. And they, all three of them had difficulty
coping with it. So, I think at that point, and from there on,
I would say we just stayed in Jjust kind of a pattern of
sometimes being good and sometimes being just riddled with
crisis, and just nevsr feeling like the cordered, happy.,
organized family. Sort of rolling along from one little
crisis to another. And I did feel that my kids took a role,
one or the other of them, of trying to clear him out. Or of
him thinking that he could make things better if only one of
them were moved cut. I don't know how I could...

So there was a bit of .....

It felt like rivalry. Like, who can get closest to mom. On
the part of the bovs, if they could get rid of Adam, they
could have me to themselves, or on Adam's part, if he could
just get rid of the boys, he could have me to himself. And
relatively speaking, things were easier with my daughter.
They've gotten worse as she's hit adolescence. So anyway,
this all seems mildly depressing.

Well, it sounds like a difficult time. So was your partner
quite active in....It sounds like when you began by saying
that he was really intent on..

On parenting? He...instead of building a relationship with
the kids or doing things with him as a friend or whatever,
he'd been an Uncle at Large and a volunteer for Mental
Healith, s¢ he knew how to do those things, but instead of
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doing that, he immediately took a parent=1l role of "the
disciplinarian™.

S50 peing a parent rather than a friend.

Right, and sort of expecting them to obev him or listen to
him without any relationship. And, I think I sort of cottoned
on to that being...really that that was the problem, but he
was really quite intimidated by the kids behavior. I mean,
with reason. Their behavior was bizarre. But it was very,
very hard for him to step back and let me be the parent. And
we went to therapists at that point, and I heard therapists
suggest that several times, just step back and the mother ‘i
& stronger relationship with them, and let her do her jok,
and be a support person to her. To paraphrase it, a lot of
people at the time said, put your energy where the
relationship is. In cther words, Adam and Diana chose each
other, so that's where the intensity should go. And actually,
when our relationship worked best was when we took holidays
together, when we had some spare time together, and we spent
some time discussing family things as a couple.

So nhat was you and him together.

So certainly, that was the way to solve it, was to spend more
time together, instead of spreading our enerqgy around and
running around on this sort of wrestling match he and I would
get into around my parenting style and his parenting style,
and who was the disciplinarian. and what was aood discipline.
We wvery much disagreed on some of that stuff.

Did you have any sense of his need for vecoming the parent
who wanted to be obeyed? Was he wanting to be included or wasg
he needing to control?

I'd say yes, he didn't try to be included by being social, he
tried to get included by being heard, and for him that was by
being respected or cobeyed. And I think he attempted to sort
of be like his dad. Once he got into the relationship- and I
mean his dad's a very controlling person everyone jumps for,
and you know he used his v ice a lot and he used his temper a
lot. He's a very moody percon as well. We all became aware
that it wasn't so much what we were doing as what mood he was
in at the time that would influence his parenting, or his
relating. So I mean that in itself got qguite bizarre, because
it would be more dependent on his mood whether he would give
you a hug or snap, as opposed to what was being done. As
well, 1I'd sort of spent years learning to be a good parent
and getting to a place where I felt the kids could deal with
natural consequences ard I'm not comfortable with spanking at
all. And he grew up where spankings were in order, and so we
had some really difficult struggles over that and finally
agreed that there would be no more physical stuff.
Occasionally, though, he's broken that rule and it 's really
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generated a lot of stuff. So, it's....when I talk about it,
it Jjust seems like a textbook. "Oh, lock at this. These
parents didn't discuss their parenting roles. They didn't
talk about discipline. They aidn't get ciear on wnat they
even want or expect from children. There just wasn't enough
preparation. It doesn't really help now.

1t sounds like you had some real complicating factors, and if
the kids are acting against this, and then seeing your health
or your activities being threatened and big changes in you. I
mean, these are tremendous complications.

They are. That's correct. And we really do have a complex
multi-problem family.There's no guestion. My daughter is also
disabled and that creates it's own set of complicating
things.

So you mentioned Adam's kids coming for visits. Was a that a
further complication or how did that work out?

Well, he'd been cut off from his children and he always just
said that he just wanted to see them again, and so I took the
responsibility of building up contact with his ex-wife,
arranging for the c¢hildren to come and spend some summers,
and we had them here for three years out of about five. His
children were teenagers, about the same ages as mine, sort of
spaced out in between. We had some sort of huge family
nolidays, with eight or so, because we happened toc have
friend's kids with us, too. And gquite expensive holidays. His
children came here with a lot of money, partly because the
pound was high in comparison to the dollar. We really didn't
know why they came with so much money, but we were really
struggling as a famnily. My children didn't have money. We had
very, very limited resources. So we would kind of mortgage
ocur souls and ship them over here, have an expensive holiday
and these kids would spend a great deal of money, and my kids
would get incredibly resentful, and then we'd ship them home.
There really weren't the parenting issues. I mean they were
quests. They were here for a month or two months. I think a
month or five weeks at most. So they were lovely people, and
I enjoyed them very much and never really had occasion to or
believed that there was any point in me acting as a parent.
So, it was enjoyable, but expensive, and seemed to build
quite a few resentments with my own children. You know, why
could we spend all this money in the summer and why were they
doing without all along.

It sounds like family time, or time together for you and Adam
was a precious commndity. That kind of got used up as well.

Right. Absolutely. And all our spare money got used up, so
that taking trips together got to be...We were spending...One
vyear we spent about $8,000 on a month's holiday and shipping
the kids here, and so on. It wiped out our budget for the
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year. And another vear we did it a little cheaper, but it was
camping with all these kids and staying in hotels when it
rained, and one vyear we got a houseboat. We figured rhat was
the most reasonable thing to dc. Well, it was very expensive.
The hope was to give them something or other that they would
cling to. It was to know their dad, and t¢e have some contact
with him. I got really disheartened. As the kids got older,
they spent all their time together and at the mall in West
Edmonton, and I never saw them even converse with their dad.
I think they had so much anger around the breakup of their
parent's marriage, that there were big walls arcund these
kids. So, to sort of cater to them and have these expensive
holidays I think was really negative for them, when I look
back at it. And I wonder whether I ever should have
instigated all this. Adam's words were that he wanted to see
them, and that would be really wonderful, but it appeared to
create just all kinds of pain.

Did he feel distant from them by the time that they were...?

Ch, yes. He hadn't seen them since they were toddlers, and
now they were teenagers. So he didn't know them and had
fantasies about what they were like. He's not a converser or
communicator anyway. So they would have these rigid
conversations and 1'd spend all my time trying to stimulate
conversation or getting them to talk about their past or what
they remembered. I 3just felt like a huge facilitator kind of
person, and it just wasn't very, how would you put it....You
can't make up for = narent being absent that man-, years. You
can't fix it.

So you'd hoped for the happy reunion?

Yeah, and I'd hoped it would cheer him up. I mean, my
interpretation when I met him, was that he was a person, that
because of this tragedy, his children being wrenched away
from him and being taken to England, and they lived under a
different name with his best friend. It was a horror story.
And I thought this caused his depression and sort of sadness
was related to that. So I guess I figured that we'd have a
happier life if he had more contact with his kids, but what I
learned is that he'd always been depressed, and my hunch is
that his wife couldn't put up with it any more than I could
put up with this moody and difficult person. And while their
separation wasn't very healthy, it wasn't very nice what
happened, I still have quite a bit of empathy for her now,
for the problems in the first years of their marriage. So,
you know, I just stopped instigating as far as his kids were
concerned, and he just talks about them and says, "I should
send presents, I should send cards.” But he never does. In
the old days, I would have phoned for him, sent cards, bought
presents. And now I'm saying, what he's really doing is
what's appropriate. It must be appropria-e¢, or he wouldn't do
it. And what he needs to do is fantasize and just imagine.
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Was his parenting style with his own children...?

Totally different than with mine. He was Jjust a very
indulgent parent, and when they asked for money, he gave it
to them, and tried to be...What was similar was that he
wanted hugs and attention and physical contact. But they were
uncomfortable with that because they didn't know him. He was
a stranger to them. But he wanted a hug or a cuddle often
from his daughter and she was uncomfortable with that. And
with his son, he liked to hawve his arm around him and tell
him he was wonderful and it scared this kid, I think, because
he didn't know his father. And in that way, he was that way
with my children as well. Needing love and being very needy
with these children. But I never saw him get into an
authoritarian voice with his children, or set consequences or
punish them in any way, or raise his voice. And he probably
never had, it had only been a month or so. I think his
approach was pretty similar to mine, as guests in the house.

I have no idea whether the parenting style I saw with my kids
would have come out with his own children, you know, giwven
enocugh time, because he seemed just totally indulgent. I
didn’'t see any parenting going on. It's hard to descrike. It
was like a needy person whn needed attention from them, and
was wiliing to do almost anything to get that. He didn't look
like a father with his children, just a very lonely person.
Which seems natural since he hadn't seen them =since....Oh and
that's the other thing. Since thev were pre-schc lers when he
saw them last, he treated them as very small chiidren. And
that was incredibly offensive to these teenagers. You know,
it was almost like baby talk, although maybe not gquite that
overt. My hunch is that they didn't feel respected or it felt
kind of crazy to them.

So in his mind they hadn't grown or changed.

Mo they were still babies. Which seems so sad and yet so
logical. It was his experience, u¥ course.

I mean to take his position, it sounds like a difficult time
for him, all the way avound. It sounds like loss and distvance
from his own kids and wanting to be loved by your kids, and
maybe not feeling that as much as he needed.

For sure they didn't feel they could forgive him. There's a
certain degree now of collegiality with my sons. But I think
even now my sons are gquite distant from him, at an emotional
level. So it was very difficult for Adam, and I guess what
I've done recently is quite different from what I've done up
'until now. It's Jjusc that I‘'ve begun to say that I'm going
to take care of myself, so I've distanced myself and tried to
do a bit of my own work, tried to work on my own relationship
with the children. That has been more satisfying for me than
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trying to fix all the things that are wrong with his
relationship with each of the children. I'm very critical and
very analytical of their relationship. I don’'t agree with his
relationship. He's Jjust a very needy person who is very
demanding when he's feeling sad or down. And probably he'd be
very critical of my parenting style as well, f he were
sitting here. I think if I'd been more authoritarian or had
better boundaries things would have been better. To this day
we disagree on parenting.

Did you take a fair bit of responsibility for trying to make
everybody happy? To make the whole thing work?

Yeah, I did and I think that's a life pattern of mine. Trying
to keep twelve plates spinning in the air simultaneously. And
he was saying, "I don't know how you do it"™, and I now know
how I did it. It was just at great cost to me. I think it's
almost like demonstrating one's competency by trying to make
an impossible situation...trying to make it hetter. So, I'm
one of your typical helpers who tries to fix. It's a little
bit scary to admit it, but...

But nice to hear you saying you recognize that vyou need to
look after yourself.

Yeah, I think T made quite a few steps that way. And probably
my disability was a gift that way. You know, I could no
longer take myself for granted. I had to undertake more
management. Yeah, I feel like I've made some steps in that
direction.

So in relation to your owr children, do you feel quite close
there?

I do. Particularly in relation with both my sons. And, really
proud 2f them. And as they're growing into nicer and nicer
young men, I'm just amazed and thrilled. They're just
beautiful young men. I- with my daughter there are more
struggles. Most of them seem to be related to Adam, and so
we're in the midst of some crises that way which I'm not able
to deal with. She's just not able to live in the same house
~itn him. So she's currently- right now in a hospital program
for therapy. And part of this is due to her own disability,
being deaf, and being an adolescent, she's going through some
tough times herself, but a good part of it is her difficulty
in getting along with Adam. So I'm looking at that and
feeling that I have to make some decisions, and it's almost
like....my hunch is that the decision is going to be for my
daughter and that probably Adam and I won't live together, irn
the short term anyway. We'll try to come up with something
that's less intense and each have our own residence, and see
how that works. So it's....it may well be remedial and vyet
when we go through all the stages that I was talking about,
that I should have done nine years ago, and come up with
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something better, or we may separate and Jjust give up. And my
urges right now are more along separation. That's where it

1S.
Has your daughter been deaf since birth?
Yes. And she's profoundly deaf.

That's a handicap I know a little bit about. I worked for a
year at the School for the Deaf, and just this past year been
in my program with a student who's deaf, but she didn't go
deaf until she was nineteen, but there's isolation that I
find hard to imagine.

It's very difficult. What's sad 1s that my daugh' =2r gets
attention from society by being difficult and ge 5 the
conversation and attention that she deserves as < human being
only when she makes trouble. And so, when she's doing well
and behaving herself and so on, she's ignored by society. So
it's a fascinating situation. She's very very dependent on
me, and is trying to become independent right now, and that's
a difficult thing. I‘m her advocate and so on. Parents of
children with special needs end up in a very abnormal
parenting role.And then of course, we're trying to
disentangle ourselves from her in adolescence, and it's
difficult.

That's a struggle even when things are at their best.

Oh, even in a healthy, regular family. Yeah, so when I say
multi-problem, I really mean it.

Was Adam involved in learning to sign?

He learned in a very basic way, but his skills are not enough
to carry on a conversation. He can instruct her, which is
part of this whole pattern I was talking about, being a
disciplinarian, but he's not able to understand her speech or
signing enough to have what I consider a conversation. And
that's a bone of contention between us. He feels that you can
do just fine like, "Go to bed", or "Wash the dishes", or
whatever, but I believe if he expects to do those kinds of
things he should be able to have a conceptual converstation-
what her life is like, where she's going. And I mean, you
need more skill to do that. Her brothers sign, but his
signing is very very rudimentary, and I think she reads body
language a lot more than she reads anything else, and his
body language is also gquite aggressive, so get's a lot of
non-verbals from him that maybe he doesn't intend. And
that's very threatening for her. So....if I were magic I'd
want for him to know more signs. It's so vital for me not to
be the only link. Her brothers sign a bit, but she's pretty
cut off from the world.
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Something that has stayed in my mind from ocur conversat ion we
had last time, was you talking about the adult relationship

being the most delicate flower in the garden. I really liked
that metaphor. It sounds like there has been a real division
between what happened between you and Adam. .. .obviously theroe

were lots of good things there, or you never would have
gotten together. And then, the whole business with the
children on both sides scunds like it's been a struggle .

It's been very complicated. I'm probably into self-
guestioning and self-doubt a lot these days, but if I look
back on how we got together I was going through a weak spot,
I was making quite a few decisions in my life right at that
spot, and Adam was very romantic and very...what's the word?
Very assertive, very strong. Kind of swept me off my feet,
which hadn't happened for a long time. And, so I think there
was potential of good stuff, but in fact we got together so
quickly that the knowledge of whether that good stuff was
there was really limited, because we very quickly got into a
parenting role that had none of the joy or interest of the
courtship stuff. What I've learned since then is that he
really mads a decision to e different when we were going
out, and ~ —+lled his socks together or up or whatever, and
decided he was going to be assertive and strong and take care
of himself. He wanted me, he wanted this family. That was it .
So I think the behavior I saw when he was courting wasn't the
real animal, or at least wasn't....He obviously has that in
him, kut that's not his standard way. I didn't give it enough
time, eitner so he could keep practicing it, so it did become
his standard way or enough time to figure out that this
wasn't the way he was usually. S» I kind of haven't ended 1
with what I got at the beginning. Nor does he have what he
had at ti.e beginning. I think I was in a more weak spot in my
life, so I think I was in a more....What's the word?
Dependent . While maybe somewhat physically dependent on
people at times, I'm actually an incredibly independent
person, and a stubborn person. And I'm ot certain that he
got an indication of how independent or stubborn I am.

So your courtship behavior might have been different as well®

No question. In both our cases it was quite different from
what's real. And of course there was that tremendous pressure
to get together quickly. He was very needy. I heard some
bells in my head going, "Slow down", "Stop this"”, and I aske i
him tc move out at one point, and all my instincts were
saying that this was not going to work out but I kind of let
myself get washed away.

I feel encouraged hearing vou say this stuff because it
sounds quite similar...

Oh, good, because I've been sitting here thinking you must
think I'm an absolute insane person. I mean, when I tell thig
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MY I think, "I'm a competent, well trained, individualil,

vvi ruis is horrible."
If only we had the crystal ball, if we could anticipate, we'd
probably never get out of bed. It would he too depressing.

In spite of my skills, and my kids tease me about this, I'm
sure in terms of my personal life my skills are slowly
transferring, but not nearly as speedily as I'd like.

I'm interested in looking back at this bock (Getting the Love
You Want) because [ feel that scome of the ideas that came up
in there are important.

There's the part sbkHut the primitive brain, or the primitive
part of us that chooses a relationship, and I would say the
primitive wmart of me chose this relationship, but not for the
right reassors. It zhorse for having protection, for having
someone to look aft<: my children, but all those other bits
of my functioning were not in there making that decision. It
was more of a fight or flight. That's interesting. It is a
lot 1like the book.

For me, anyway, I'm amazed how if I sit down and write down
things that are working and things that aren’'t viorking, I
come up with a long list of things that to me secem like each
one could be the kiss of death for the relationship, and yet
whatever that primitive part is, making me feel like,
physically ill if I'm not part of that relationship.

Wow, that's powerful.

Yeah, so at what point does rationality or common sense enter
in? Scunds like there was part of you that was going counter
to all the things that you had learned and assessed.

That's right. It was socialized. The educated part of me was
trying to talk to the educated part of me and say, "You know,
this is really stupid”. But the primitive part was peripheral
from that conflict, whatever it was. And, it feels very
reactionary, like evolving back to the animals for a while.
But it wasn't about conscious choice, or thinking that he
was... Or thinking this is the rest of your life.

A scbering thought, isn't it?

Yeah. None of that. It was just....Hmmmm this feels good.
This feels safe. Let's become numb,

What about your own parenting, when you were being parented?

On my own? Ok, ty my parents. Was it good or bad or what was
it like?
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Yeah.

I'm from a two parent backg: - One of those disappearing
creatures. My parents were... . uey abdicated decision making
a lot. I was the oldest child, and just even that gave me
more power and responsibility and a lot of....There were some
rewards. I felt appreciated that they asked me to do some

responsible things. If I look back on the family that T was
raised in, it was much more structured, and it was very
enmeshed, but much more structured than he families that 1
have chosen to create, which are much more chaot ic. My
parents were much more rigid in their roles. Like my dad t ook
out the garbage and my mother cooked. My dad occasionally
made pancakes Sunday morning. But, for instance, for him to
make pancakes Thursday night would be unheard of. So a lot ot
very clear roles and responsibilities. And he was a bit of u
workaholic and she was at home raising us all and didn't
wcrk. I think that she was resentful. So I know that one of
the biggest things I wanted was that women should have their
ownn lives, they shouldn't stay at home resenting their
children.

So you saw that from your mother not being able to experience
it?2

Yeah, so that's certainly something I consciously did. So
when I did stay at home and try to raise kids, I was terribly
depressed. I really have learned from -“hose experiences that
for me I need...RBut I'm trying to think of what else there jis
about this parenting stuff. My mother was a teacher, so she
was really good with early childhood type activities.

So she was educated but then stayed home?

Yes. She was gquite wonderful in terms of activities. I think
she lost some of that wonder and excitement as I got older. i
think probably my youngest brother and sister cnuld not
appreciate her- what I call early childhood stuff, like
baking and having lots of other exciting activities to do. I
think they didn't experience that in *he way T did. So as the
oldest child, I got a lot of that. &rda my dad was very quiet,
gentle and would never spank a child. T did see him spank my
brother once, when I was about five and my brother was about
two. But that was unheard of. He was very gentle, very
sensitive, very emotional. But he kept his emotions to
himself. We never knew what they were about. We just knew he
was emotional. There was never any description of what was
going on.

Which was probably for men of his generation.

Oh veah.

'h
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I laughed about the pancake example, because are men only
capable of doing flapijacks. But I can think of all kinds of
my father's generation, my former father in law, and pancakes
was 1it.

That was hefore barbeques were invented.
Becaure 1t was outdoors and manly.
That's right. Transferable.

ut you felt loved?

Yes, I did. I felt loved and respected in the family I grew
up in and I mean it has it's dysfunctions, I think every
family does, but I think on the whole scale of things I have
a family that only creates loveable neurontics.

They're the best.
Well, I like them.

You said the family you grew up in was enmeshed. How did that
come out or how did that effect you?

Well, the enmeshment that I'm aware of was that we all kind
of read each other's minds and felt each other's feelings and
a certain lack cof privacy, especially as we hit the teen
years. I can remember my dad being concerned that I was in my
room alone, and he'd say things 1like, "You'll go mad if you
look inward". So, there was a kind of a difficulty, and maybe
this happened more when we hit adolescence, around letting
people be their own person or being concerned that they might
hurt themselves.The enmeshment- there were things like don't
upset your mother, so that i1f mom had a little tear in her
eye, dad would kind of boost us out of the house. No one was
to upset mother. When you came back, it rtad all calmed
down.So there were sure some messages that— don't reach out
to people, don't talk about what's going on, pushing things
down. The- how can I describe enmeshment? The other thing,
and I don't know whether you'd call this enmeshment, what is
abnormal about my family, and I see it in my cousins and my
parents and so on, is that most of us seem to relate very
strongly to our fathers. We then have great trouble relating
to our mates, and then end up relating very strongly to our
sons. S0 there is a kind of a thing of marrying your dad in
our family. And there is a kind of- I don't know whether to
call it enmeshment, but I felt very much I understood
everything he felt, and woe begone, poor dad, feeling very
supportive to him and kind of like a helpmate. And seeing my
mother as the bitch, who irritated him and bothered him, even
though i1if I think functionally of how she was with us, she
was really very nice. So, that pattern is all through the
family. And there's a degree of enmeshment in sort of being
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able to read that man's mind, and I think I sort of lay that
on the men I'm with. "If you really loved me, I1'd be able Lo
read your mind."” And sort of getting love by doing that sorut

of thing. So it's enmeshment, but it's also sort of OQedipal
or something.

That's an interesting description, because it's like intimacy
where there is no question of boundary. It's- scary is not
the right word, but...

It's scary.

But then if that transfers into your relationship with your
mate, where there isn't mind reading, and your relationship
with your sons where there is mind reading, that's
interesting stuff.

Yeah, the inter-generational stuff- I think thenr my sons have
difficulty affiliating with women who they're attracted to.

These women can't read their minds.

Right. It's quite sobering to see it in action, and know that
there's a whole level of conversation going on in our family
that isn'‘. verbal. And not all of it is corrupt, by the way.
I find trat we do read each other's minds. It's hyper-
sensitive -ind of stuff that you can read each others minds,
and assuming you can hurt each other terribly.

That's quite a different game than putting your cards on the
table.

Oh, it is. I've spent a lifetime, well not a lifetime, but
almost twenty years of my life trying to be clear, trving to
be direct, because I was even trained in the ther apeutic are
on unconditional positive regard, a (end of tape side)

Hearing about the severity of the problems, like the kids
doing some pretty extreme things must have been pretty
taxing. Were there times when you guys ever considered what
the desired effect was, like is it worth it?

Yeah, I certainly did. And I would bring it up a lot, and I
would say that I thought we should live separately or do
something so that we could get out of these horrible
incidents which I was afraid were marking the kids for life.
It's turned out that they're fine, or so far they're fine

but ....Yeah, at the time, I felt that it was bizarre and
that we should be separating and that waz really painful for
him. And after we'd talk, I'd have that kind of, what I call
that primitive f=2eling that we could make this better, or we
could make it work, but at some level I'd fall back into the
comfort and even if it wasn't happy part of the situation. Tt
felt like to separate the money, to get separate, to separate
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rationalizing, <f course. But now we are 2t a point where
we're talxing about physically moving out, and so it is much
more COnSTious Now than ever,

Recause I have thls theory that has never been proven and
it's really old fashioned in a way, kbut it is, you know, that
if a couple can weather a crisis, then somehow that
strengthens a relartionship, 2ot I don't t£think that's
necessarily true

I think it's true if the couple has & base. In other words,
if we learn to love each cther, learn to communicate, learn
how to be a partner to each other, how to travel together,
how to enjoy interests, if vou're a mature couple, and then

ycu have a crisis, then I think it does strengthen you or
weaken yocu. The results happen from there.

Lrare

And probably with a mature couple, probably a crisis does
strengthen vou., I've seen that. Sometimes when a family has a
crisis their relationship becomes even more wonderful, like
wich a child with special needs. But the cother, the immature
couple who has a crisis, I sort of think it‘s like sailors in
a storm that have been tossed around on the deck and have
been bruised. Maybe they've tied themselves to the mast so
that they won't drown. It feels good when the storm stops,
but you're numb and you're sore and you need comfort. It's
not like you feel that you won anything. It's like you've
survived a horrible crisis. 50 to me it's light years between
rhose two things. But the impact is probably, on me anyway,
in saying that we stay together is the rout of a team,
instead of saying, "Man, are we ever a hot team, Did we ever
do a good jeb of this™. I don't feel anything of that in this
situaticn. I feel that the kids have weathered it and I feel
proud of them. But they were Jjust some other people tied to
the mast during the storm, as opposed to, "Gee, I'm so proud
of how my son's become a mechanic". And I think listening to
him and hearing how he was a part of that happening. Instead
of that, I think, thank God he's survived he's survived and
trusts himself enocugh to become a mechanic.

To have his own life.

So, it's funny. I really like your question, because I think,
faced with a standard family, you know the kind who goct
together, lived a long time, had their children, stayed
together, that that's very true. Their crises just made
hings sweeter and more poignant and more beautiful. But,
it's like the same process in a family like this is feeling
like, "We lost". Sc there's not a bond.

I don't know if those normal families exist.
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There's on=a I know of in St. Albert. In fact, I envy them
tremendousiy. But thev're marvelous. Mavbe they do thinags
differently. They appear, anyway, to have this gorgeous life.
We should somehow study them.

I've started....I noticed myself doing this the other night,
past these suburban homes that never appealed to me in any
way, shape or Icrm, with the little table lamps on, and the
soft light making me think, "Oh, wow, would I ever like to b
in there!™

Just imagine, getting up Saturday morning and mowing the
grass and my partner doing whatever.

And even the proceeds in twenty or thirty years- socially
economically, they're so stable. They probably have money in
the bank for their retirement. Maybe they have a place at the«
lake. Couples who've been together for twenty years and are
still in their forties, I :hink I envy them, not for the
ticky —-tacky, but for that incredible stability that has
eluded me.

Mad money is not a problem. They have lots of it.

Right. It'zs Zeen years of Duilding up. They Jdul'i Lave
mortgages or anything. These friends of mine I visited, I
came to the door after dinner and they had finished doing the
dishes and they were sitting having a glass of wine at the
kitchen table, looking out on this forest that their house
sits on. I hadn’'t seen him for about ten years, and he's Just
turned into an even more gorgeous older man, and she's turned
intec an even more gorgeous older woman, and they've fostered
two children in addition to raising two of their cwn, 50
they've been involved in the community.

So this beauty was coming from within, it wasn't Just that
they were well tanned from being out on the golf course.

No, although that helped. (laughter) No, they are beautiful
people, they've won citizens of the year 2ward and otuff 1ike
that. But I do look at them and think that I can't find
another family like that.

toed now? What

Are some of your thoughts kind of future el
T ture hold for us

does the future hold for me? What does
as a couple?

orie
e fu

h

Yeah. They definitely are, and we're conscicusly
about separation and some time to figwr

anything there. And I think your ques
must have been scmething there to get you togetho;", that's
nocw the question we're persuing, is there something there?
And there may have been something there that isn't there now
that I'm not seeing, and what effect my disability has had on

i
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mily., But the biggest plan focr me is to be stable, to
independent wcman, easonable kind of lifestyle,
olanning for retirement, so that if I'm in a relaticnship,
it's because it's a relationship I <hoose, and that I want.

I, personally, with my own stubbornness and independence,
can't handle a relationship that 1 need. That just feels sick
to me. So as cpposed to trying to find a relationship and
making it one that meets my wants, I'm going to try to get
myself the way I want to be, and then consider a
relationship. I don't know that it will ever be like a
couple. I get far more support and give or are more support
in a community of friends than I do in a relationship. I
don't know if that's being in my forties or what, but I've
just learned to love my support system, and get Jjust a ton of
stuff from those people.

On +~he one hand it socunds really extreme, but ultimately it
seems basic.

Community is basic, and tThat's something I didn't understand
as a c¢hild. Because of the independence. I want to be a
completely independent person in a ccemmunity. And there's a
contradiction between the two, but there is that feeling that
you can stand alone and yet affiliate by choice, not by need.
Couples in the olden days got together because they needed
each other- money, someone to protect while the woman bore
the children. I don't need any of that stuff. So those kinds
of relationships are gone and they're not appropriate an-
more, just irrelevant.

I think that business of being together— fellowship, is one
word that describes the ind of being together at the
community level. And whevLaer that's as colleagues, although
you immediately get politics and all the other stuff that
goes along with that, but it is, to me it is relating at
another level. And maybe without all the nitty gritty stuff
that goes into everyday life, an yet the love or the sharing
is real.

Yeah, I'm truly looking for a community to understand, and
not the kind of mommy and daddy and two children. A lovely,
irrelevant kind of picture. My children certainly don't
need....I mean they have their own dad, they have a mom.

Let's stop for now, because it's nearly time, but maybe next
time we can start by talking about your kids' relationship
with their dad. Is he still a player?

Yes and no. He's not super involved with them. If I were
magic he would be a lot more involved, but to some degree
with the oldest.

(End of first interview )

SECOND INTERVIEW WITH DIANA



The last bit we did on the tape the other day, we sort of
came to a place where it seemed good to stop, and then s
we'd talk about the kids- there's a lot of terminclogy
around. What are you comfortable with natural father,
biological father?

I've never really thoucght about this. I guess [ Ju.- call him
their dad.

You gave an intersting answer when I asked if he still
figures in their lives. You said, "Well, yes and no", which 1
thought had some nice ambivalence to it.

I guess that is kind of fascinating. My belief in it is that
the less present and active he is in their lives, the more he
is present as a mystical creature for them. In other words,
they create a fantasy dad, the less he's there. 3o they do
have a dad, whatever amount he's involved. I think a more
realistic dad the more he's involved. But they create him any
way. It's guite fascinating. When my daughter was younger she
had a kind of a mysticism about her dad that was—- and the
longer she went without seeing him, the more creative she was
in how he would be and when she would see him acain, it would
bring her back to reality and what was real. He's uh- I'm
trying to think of his involvement with the kids. He's now
gquite involved with our oldest son, Bob, who's a mechanic.
Bob goes out to his farm and bales hay and fixes vehicles and
he brings his dad's vehicles into the shop. So Bob is quite
devoted to being a helpful, oldest son to his dad. They
aprear to have...Well, when Bob was studying mechanics at
NAIT, he and his dad had lunch together every day, and that
was a massive increase in their time together. They probably
hadn't spent that much time together since he was a little
boy, and since we were together. So, it was really neat
because there was that shared interest in NAIT and being a
technical person and so on that they could share, and then on
the other hand with his m=2chanical stuff where he was able to
assist his dad and to have some expertise that perhaps his
dad doesn't have, or at least it's a very supportive kind of
reciprocal kind of thing.

Those seem like manly pursuits. Like farming cr fixing your
cars, or whatever.

That's right. When you think in terms of a....It's like his
dad is able to be a kind of a mentor to nim. I know that he
has a mentor in his work. There's fellow he works with who':s
a mechanic who he worked with as an apprentice. This guy is
just amazing. He's provided a lot of support to Bob as he's
become an adult and just things like keeping your tools neat,
and being proud of your tools. But it does appear that his
dad is able to relate to him, man to man, these days and that
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they do have guite a strong relationship, which I think is
really neat.

If that's been kind of tenuous over the wvears, it must be a
kind of rediscovery.

I think so, in a way. I think the old relationships were
based on Bob being a child, and sometimes the troubled child,
the acting up kird of kid, and his dad being qgquite involved,
he was a guite involved parent. He wasn't the kind of parent
when we were married who Jjust left it to me. I tchink he was
really quite active with all three children. But definitely
the relationship deteriorated once we were separated. Bob
lived with him for some time, and that didn't work very well,
and her moved out in angexr, back into our house. So there
were definitely some troubled times, where he popped back and
forth. But now it seems to be quite solid, and I don't think
he gets on particularly well with his step mother, but he's
learned how to manage her and how to be with her in ways that
she's comfortable with. And I'm not certain....Bob's married
now, so I'm not sure how his wife is doing, adjusting to that
side of the family, but I know they're working on it.

How do you see his relationship with his dad affecting what's
gone on at your house?

Well, Bob lived with a girl friend, and moved out to his
dad's with a girl friend. So there was quite a bit of crisis
between him and Adam, guite a bit of crisis between him and
his dad. I'm trying to think how I would label it. I guess if
I were to go back and say, if I were to be magic, what woulid
have improved and have made these things all better, it would
have been for Derek to have stayed involved with Bob all the
way through those teen years, and to have had a stronger
presence with him in those years. He was just developing his
own new family, and I was developing my new family, and I
think at that point the children were absent in their dad's
family. So I think when I look back, the lack of John's
presence at those times made the kids idealize their own dad
and turn Adam into the "bad dad". So had he been more present
and more involved with them, I think Adam and I would have
had more time as a couple, so we could have increased our
strength, but also Adam wouldn't have had to feel so driven
to be involved with the children in a disciplinary way. When
I lozk back, I really kind of kick myself that I didn't ask
for -.int custody. That I wanted custody to be with me and I
wanted him to have full access. And in fact what he did with
the joint custody procedure, the kids spent quite a bit of
time with him initially, but I, in theory had custody, and I
think somehow that cuts the other parent out, and it's like
they divorce their family. I don't think a parent should have
to divorce their children. I think they shcoculd divorce their
partner. So if I look back, trat's the one thing I would
change. We would have had a joint custody agreement, not a



single custody. There wasn't a lot known about it at the
time. I was afraid and I'm sure if I would have pursued it,
he would have been very willing.

It's interesting to hear how the children prlayed out the
Joyalty.

Stayed faithful to their father and their mother.
And idealizing dad.

And probably idealizing me, would be the other thing I would
think that- you know that they've always been very negative
about their step mom. And you know, she's just a regular
human being. She certainly doesn't deserve this label of
"Witch of the North". That's awful. She has her problems and
she has her strengths, but she's not the figure the children
make her out to be. Yeah, loyalty was definitely an issue and
the children still saw themselves as having to side with
their natural parents, in spite of quite a bit of divorce-
quite a bit of divorce?- gquite a bit of counselling and quite
a bit of trying to separate very consciously . Unconsciously,
the loyalty was still there.

So the "good" parents were mom and dad. ...

And the two bad guys were the step parents. Yeah. Witches and
Trolls.

I'm trying to think of other things that we touched on last
time that we can go back to. Have you thought of things in
the meantime?

I realized- I found this out in the reflection- and I
especially found in reflecting over Adam's and my
relationship as we talked, it's just that sometimes we were
in so much crisis, you forget the number of years you've
spent trying to make this stuff work.And you forget the good
times and the fun. Reviewing the holidays and so on was
really quite helpful. I guess the only thought I've had as a
result of what I've said is that I need to spennd more t ime
reflecting on our history. And youn know, looking at what it
was really about. Those nine years of trying to make it work,
and trying to draw as much learning from that as possible. So
I think I tend to push it all down. I think there are so many
sort of crises in it that I would rather not think about,
when in fact thinking about them reminds me about some of the
good stuff, too.

One of the things that came through for me in reflecting on
my own experience, was realizing how much I had grown as a
result of all the painfulness and adversity. And it's kind of
a sick wish, but I wish I could have grown that was before my
marriage fell apart, and before there was all that pain with
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my kids my ex-wife. Bu it was like all that stuff had to
happen before I could izspond out of my own need to not feel
so hurt and not feel so damaged, and so desperate for a place
to belong. But that doesn't happen.....

No, we don't get to do instant replays.

Something that you had mentioned as being a bonding thing
that you saw in blended families, was having rituals and so
on. Is it too late for that?

In my particular family? I don'z know. One of the things that
we're sort of talking about right now is being physically
separate and trying to assess our relationship, and say if
there is really something here. In a sense, that would
provide us with the opportunity of some ceremonies if we
decided to go back together. So as you ask me this question,
I'm going....I feel kind of depressed and sad about trying
this new approach, and yet the other side of me is saying,
vyes, this does have the potential for trying to add these
kinds of ceremonies to our lives, and trying to formalize
whatever it is we're trying to do, and make that spoken. So,
yeah, I have kind of been thinking and there is a possibility
of that. But it feels like an awful lot of what's gone before
needs to be exorcised-~ it's like there are bad spirits, to
get back to "is there some good stuff"”. Money and time and
energy and a lot wasted eftort and a lot of garbage. It's
quite a pile up. It's like a cleaning house ceremony.

I think the whcle idea of moving into separate places, to me
I think my initial response to that would have been, "Oh,
that's a loss”, but maybe that's an opportunity to discover
who you are now, sort of thing, because a lot of the pressure
that you had with the kids is off now.

That's right. It's almost like at the point where all that
happened, if I look back and judge myself, I would say I lack
boundaries. Like, I lack the ability to say, "No, I've got to
slow this down." And, so now I have an opportunity to go back
and have boundaries, and to say, "What is in this
relationship if I do say no we've got to slow it down". So it
doesn't feel....well, at times it feels like a loss, and I'm
ruining this relationship, and you'll be the sad o0ld lady who
lives alone, and then another part of me feels that this is a
part of my personal growth, and this is vital to find out if
there is something in this relationship at all.

And an opportunity to evaluate on however long you want to
carry on for, "Do I feel better on my own, or do I feel
better together."

And do we like each other? That's one of the fascinating
things. Even from just talking about this, we're getting on
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better. So the fact of discussing separation makes us treat
each other with more respect.

So it's like the trade-off between quality and quantity of
time.

And taking someone for granted. There was a TV show on the
other night. There were two partners, a male and a female.
The female decided to get married, and these two cops had
been through all kinds of stuff together over the years-
whatever, shoot cuts and so on. I was thinking that is sort
of what our relationship is like- Adam's and mine. Like being
in a patrol car for nine years.

Visiting from crisis to crisis.

Yeah. And you know, it's time to get ocut of the car, to see
if there's a social life or anything else, or if in fact
we've been good partners but there's not a lot left

It would be interesting to see how your son who has gone
through his own marriage ceremony would kind of see....If you
and Adam decided, let's get married, that might be a more
meaningful thing for him.

I think so, in some funny ways, he's grown a lot in the last
couple of years, and I also believe that he's
quite....relatively young to be getting married, and so is
going through a lot of self examination- "Did I do the right
thing? Did she do the right thing? and Have they timed it

right?" So, yeah, I think it would have a lot of impact on
him.

I don't know how your kids relate or share similar ideas or
whatever, but he might be able to win the other kids over.

I'm speculating now, but... I think that's a real fascinating
series of possibilities..

Yeah of what me might do as a family. Carve ourselves out.
Mmmhmmm .

I guess I'm thinking about Adam and his experience of being A
step parent. Did he feel threatened by the relationship that
your children had with dad?

I really don't know. I didn't get a strong feeling that he
did. If anvthing, I think he would have preferred him to be
more involved with the kids. It's my hunch that he learned
better in a simpler situation. We really share that, that
with all the kids around it's a very difficult situation. So
the more involvement Derek had as a parent, the more time
Adam and I would have alone. And in the beginning, Derek was
taking more responsibility for the children, so in terms of
alone time in the first year, we actually got some alone
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time. It didn't stop all the crises, but we did have some
fun. So, if he was threatened by Derek, I never—- it never

became an obvious thing. I'm trying to think....I don't think
he liked Derek very much. I think he found him
really...what's the word—- indecisive. I think he found him

kind of weak that way. But, yeah, I think he probably would
have enjoyed it if Derek had taken a stronger role. That's a
really good gquestion, one I'd be interested in what he would
say to that.

I remember you saying last time that Adam was really needing
affection from the kids. Were there things that he could do
that seemed to... that seemed like natural approaches to
getting closer to the kids?

That I saw him do? It's sort of funny. He had a nephew—at-
large and he'd had this nephew when I met him, and I saw him
do all the things you do to get close to kids, with this
nephew. I didn't see him do that with my children. It was
like there was a barrier there, that wasn't there with John,
his nephew. So, with John, he sit down and play a game, or
just wvisit, or ask him how his life was or take him to a
show, or whatever. He seemed to have gquite a repertoire of
things to do with John. Wow that decreased as he became more
involved with our family, but I didn't see him use all that
spontaneous behavior with my children. It was as if he
coculdn't see himself as a friend for them, he could only see
himself as "the father"™, and he was stuck in that rcle. I'm
trying to come up with some things that he did. He did all
kinds of driving them around and getting them places and a
lot of the brute labkor of trying to raise kids in this age. I
don't think the children appreciated it. I don't recall him
ever trying to teach them things. I mean there were times
when he's gone on canoeing trips and so on, and taken them
along. He's taken John to the mountains. One time I think he
did, when his two children came here I think he went off for
a week and took one of my kids with him. I think one of my
children went rather reluctantly. But I didn't get an
impression that they had a good time. His kids were really
old and they were really mall rats at that period, and it
seemed like they didn't have a good time. So I think a lot of
the involvement that he attempted wasn't very much
appreciated, and an awful lot of it was really rigid,
structured stuff. But he certainly has the ability to do
those other creative things. I've seen him do it. I've seen
him do volunteer things and other situations that are very
warm, very supportive and so on, but at some level there was
a wall. I guess my belief is that the wall is around grief.
That having lost his own children, there was a buried anger
there with mine that never became very conscious, but somehow
I felt he could be more spontaneous, more playful, more
friendly with others. I feel real badly saying that, because
I'm sure in the nine years he's done a multitude of good



things. But I'm not sure of any real ...instances (can't make:
this out on the tape}

That has to be a bit discouraging for him, putting out this
energy and none of it's coming back.

Yeah. And my hunch is that the more he would try and do
things and the less things would come back, the more rigid he
would get. So it would sort of perpetuate less spontaneocus,
less playfulness, person to person stuff. And make him more
and more directive, which I think is the part that got on th.
kids nerves. They Jjust did not like that authoritarian,
parental stance.

That's a hard cycle to break out of.

I cthink so. I think so. I think for him it was, cornered, he
gets more and more into that person, and I think feels more

and more depressed. I don't think he likes being that person.
I think that's how his own dad was, and he vowed never to be

like his dad, so it's my hunch that depressed him more and
more.

Sc he Jjust kind of took that on as a burden.

Mmmmhmmmmm .
Did you guys discuss that?

A lot. A lot. I think he always interpreted my trying to talk
about it as criticism. I would try and give him feedback on
the physical stuff- like, "You're standing over the child,
your voice is raised, your face is red, you're pointing your
finger—- that's giving them an image of control, and they're
scared and so on. Often he'd be saying something relatively
mild, or even more informational, but the body language Jjust
looked incredibly aggressive and dominating. But it was very
hard for him to hear that sort of thing. I tried a number of
different ways..... The kids came to you and you gave advice.
What about just trying to listen for a while, because he's
got the skills, he knows how to reflect and be sensitive, but
it was almost like he was driven, that at some level he was
driven to fail and that the kids were driven to mourn him for
failing. It's a real scapegoat situation, where he's the
scapegoat, and I guess I have trouble imagining that
particular person succeeding in that particular family.

Can you describe how you see the scapegoat scenario.

Well, no matter how....It was like no matter what he did it
was wrong. I mean...And I kniow he was a scapegoat in his own
family, and I know he spent a long time learning how to be
one as a child. So, in our family, which was unstable and
volatile and nobody knows who who is, but they know that mom
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is still the boss, I think it became very easy to do that.
And his....I feel so psychoanalytical. I feel just full of
psychobabble, but it appeared to me to be a wrestling match
to see who would be the scapegoat in the family. So on his
part 1t would be like if one of the kids weren't there, it
would be fine. Sc he would pick one of the kids who wasn't
functioning the way or behaving the way he thought they
should.

Bad guy of the week, sort of thing?

Right. aAnd it sort of stuck with Bob until Bob left home, and
then it shifted to Jay, and then I believe it shifted to
Belie. But Jay has moved back in, right now, so now it's
pretty overtly that it's Belle- from his perspective. But
then from their perspective, he's the bad guy. And if only he
were out of the system, everything would be fine. I'm in
there somewhere. Nobody's the bacd guy, but you're all wearing
me out, and I do start to feel helpless with that. I don't
like the scapegoating situation myself. I certainly wasn't
the kind of scapegoat Adam was, in my family. I've sort of
been made light of in my family.There's a degree to which
that's scapegoating, and so I think it echoed some really
uncomfortable patterns for me, things that I never wanted to
live with, which is of course, not very helpful if you're
going, "I don't want to live with this"”. I don't want my
children to be scapegoats, I don't want my partner to be a
scapegocat, just~ I don’'t want this. It's sort of like we're
divinely damaged when we interact, and I'm a divinely damaged
person, and in this case it was a divinely damaged situation.
I have such a theoretical dislike for scapegoating, it's just
such a horrible thing to do.

I mean, even in a hen's situation it's not really great, is
it?

No. It's terrible. Sco that's sort of custom made to make me
feel horrible and inadequate.

When I hear you describing this, it's like there were the
four of them chasing each other around playing scapegoat
tag....

And me trying to make them happy.
So you were outside that, or overseeing that?

Yeah, somehow I was kind of like the mother to the whole
bunch. And I've often said that I wan:ed a partner, I didn't
want another child. I have no idea whather the parenting
style I saw with my kids would have come out with his own
children, you know, given enough time, because he seemed just
totally indulgent. I didn't see any parenting going on. It's
hard to describe. It was like a needy person who needed
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attention from them, and was willing to do almost anything tuo

get that. He didn't look like a father with his children,
just a very lonely person. Which seems natural since he

hadn't seen them since....Oh and that's the other thing.
Since they were pre-schoolers when he saw them last, he
treated them as very small children. And that was incredibly

offensive to these teenagers. You know, it was almost like
baby talk, although maybe not gquite that overt. My hunch is

that they didn't feel respected or it felt kind of crazy to
them.

So in his mind they hadn't grown or changed.

No they were still babies. Which seems so sad and vet so
logical. It was his experience, of course.

I mean to take his position, it sounds like a difficult time
t»r him, all the way around. It socunds like loss and distance
from his own kids and wanting to be loved by your kids, and
w7 ybe not feeling that as much as he needed.

for sure they didn't feel they could forgive him. There's a
cartain degree now of collegliality with my sons. But I think
zven now my sons are guite distant from him, at an emotional
ievel. So it was very difficult for Adam, and I guess what
I've done recently is quite different from what I've done up
'until now. It's just that I've begun to say that I'm going
to take care of myself, so I've distanced myself and tried to
do a bit of my own work, tried to work on my own relationship
with the children. That has been more satisfying for me than
trying to fix all the things that are wrong with his
relationship with each of the children. I'm very critical and
very analytical of their relationship. I don't agree with his
relationship. He's Jjust a very needy person who is very
demanding when he's feeling sad or down. And probably he'd be
very critical of my parenting style as well, f he were
sitting here. I think if I'd been more authoritarian or had
better boundaries things would have been better. To this day
we disagree on parenting.

Did you take a fair bit of responsibility for trying to make
everybody happy? To make the whole thing work?

Yeah, I did and I think that's a life pattern of mine. Trying
to keep twelve plates spinning in the air simultaneously. And
he was saving, "I don’'t know how you do it"”, and I now know
how I did it. It was just at great cost to me. I think it's
almost like demonstrating one's competency by trying to make
an impossible situation...trying to make it better. So, I'm
one of your typical helpers who tries to fix. It's a little
bit scary to admit it, but...

But nice to hear you saying you recognize that you need to
look after yourself.
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Yeah, I think I made gquite a few steps that way. And probably
my disability was a gift that way. You know, I could no
longer take myself for granted. I had to undertake more
management . Yeah, T feel like I've made some steps in that
direction.

So in relation to your own children, do you feel quite close
there?

I do. Particularly in relation with both my sons. And, really
proud of them. And as they're growing into nicer and nicer
young men, I'm just amazed and thrilled. They're just
beautiful young men. I- with my daughter there are more
struggles. Most of them seem to be related to Adam, and so
we're in the midst of some crises that way which I'm not able
to deal with. She's 3just not able to live in the same house
with him. So she's currently—- right now in a hospital program
for therapy. And part of this is due to her own disability,
being deaf, and being an adolescent, she's going through some
tough times herself, but a good part of it is her difficulty
in getting along with Adam. So I'm looking at that and
feeling that I have to make some decisions, and it's almost
like....my hunch is that the decision is going to be for my
daughter and that probably Adam and I won't live together, in
the short term anyway. We'll try to come up with something
that's less intense and each have our own residence, and see
how that works. So it's....it may well be remedial and yet
when we go through all the stages that I was talking about,
that I should have done nine years ago, and come up with
something better, or we may separate and just give up. And my
urges right now are more along separation. That's where it
is.

Has your daughter been deaf since birth?
Yes. And she's profoundly deaf.

That's a handicap I know a little bit about. I worked for a
year at the School for the Deaf, and just this past year been
in my program with a student who's deaf, but she didn't go
deaf until she was nineteen, but there's isolation that I
find hard to imagine.

It's very difficult. What's sad is that my daughter gets
attention from society by being difficult and gets the
conversation and attention that she deserves as a human being
only when she makes trouble. And so, when she's doing well
and behaving herself and so on, she's ignored by society. So
it's a fascinating situation. She's very very dependent on
me, and is trying to become independent right now, and that's
a difficult thing. I'm her advocate and so on. Parents of
children with special needs end up in a very abnormal
parenting role.And then of course, we're trying to
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disentangle ourselves from her in adolescence, and it's
difficult.

That's a struggle even when things are¢ at their best.

Oh, even in a healthy, regular family. Yeah, so when I say
multi-problem, I really mean it.

Was Adam involved in learning to sign?

He learned in a very basic way, but his skills are not enough
to carry on a conversation. He can instruct her, which is
part of this whole pattern I was talking about, being a
disciplinarian, but he's not able to understand her speech or
signing enough to have what I consider a conversation. And
that's a bone of contention between us. He feels that you can
do just fine like, "Go to bed", or "Wash the dishes", or
whatever, but I believe if he expects to do those kinds of
things he should be able to have a conceptual converstation-—
what her life is like, where she's going. And I mean, vou
need more skill to do that. Her brothers sign, but his
signing is very very rudimentary, and I think she reads hody
language a lot more than she reads anvthing else, and his
body language is also quite aggressive, so get's a lot of
non—-verbals from him that maybe he doesn®t intend. And
that's very threatening for her. So....if I were magic I'd
want for him to know more signs. It's so vital fir me not to

be the only link. Her brothers sign a bit, but she's pretty
cut off from the world.

Something that has stayed in my mind from our conversation we
had last time, was you talking about the adult relationship
being the most delicate flower in the garden. I really liked
that metaphor. It sounds like there has been a real division
between what happened between you and Adam. .. .obviously there
were lots of good things there, or you never would have
gotten together. And then, the whole business with the
children on both sides sounds like it's been a struggle.

It's been very complicated. I'm probably into self-
questioning and self-doubt a lot these days, but if T look
back on how we got together I was going through a weak spot,
I was making quite a few decisions ip my life right at that
spot, and Adam was very romantic and very...what's the word?
Very assertive, very strong. Kind of swept me off my feet,
which hadn't happened for a long time. And, so I think there
was potential of good stuff, but in fact we got together so
quickly that the knowledge of whether that good stuff was
there was really limited, because we very quickly got into a
parenting role that had none of the joy or interest of the
courtship stuff. What I've learned since then is that he
really made a decision to be different when we were going
out, and pulled his socks tcgether or up or whatever, and
decided he was going to be assertive and strong and take care



2
2f himself. He wanted me, he wanted tnis family. That was it.
3 I tnink the penavior I saw when he was courting wasn't the
rez]l animal, or at lL+=ast wasn't....He obviously has that in
him, but that's not his standard way. I didn't give it enough
time, either so he could keep practicing it, sc it did become
his standard way or enough time to figure out that this
wasn't the way he was usually. So I kind of haven't ended up
with what I got at the beginning. Nor does he have what he
had at the bsginning. I think I was in a more weak spot in my
1ife, so I think I was in a more....What's the word?
Dependent . While maybe somewhat physically dependent on
people at times, I'm actually an incredibly independent
person, and a stubbern person. And I'm not certain that he
got an indication of how independent or stubborn I am.
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No gaestion.

what 's

to get

b=1lls in my head going,

him to
saving
myself

1 feel
sounds

Oh,

story,

your courtship behavior might have been different as well?

In both our cases it was quite different from
real. And of course there was that tremendous pressure
together quickly. He was very needy. I heard some
"Slow down", "Stop this", and I asked
move out at one point, and all my instincts were

that this was not going to work out but I kind of let
get washed away.

encouraged hearing you say this stuff because it
quite similar....

good, because I've been sitting here thinking you must
think I'm an absolute insane person.

I mean, when I tell this

I think, "I'm a competent, well trained, individual,

and this is horrible.”

1f only we had the crystal ball,
rokbably never get out of bed.

In

1'm

spite of my skills,
sure in terms of my personal i1ife my skills
transferring,

interested in looking back at this book
You Want)

if we could anticipate, we'd
It would be too depressing.
and my kids tease me about this, I'm
are slowly

but not nearly as spgcedily as I'd like.
(Getting the Love
because I feel that some of the ideas that came up

in there are important.

There's the part about the primitive brain,
psrt of us that chooses a relationship,
- ilmitive part of me chose this relationship,
reasons.
someone to
o1 my functioning were not in there making that decision.
was more of

right

let

or the primitive

and I would say the

but not for the
for having

but all tnose other bits

It

It chose for having protection,
look after my children,

a fight or flight. That's interesting. It is a

like the book.

2
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For me, anyway, I'm amzzed how if T

down and write down
things that are working and thir~s =} aren't working, I
come up with a long list of thi: 'z that to me seem like ea.h
one could be the kiss of death i _.r the relationship, and yet
whatever that primitive part is, making me feel like,

physically i1l if I'm not part of that relationship.

o
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Wow, that's powerful.

Yeah, so at what point aoces rationality or commen sense enter
in? Sounds like there was part of ¥You that was going counter
to all the things that you had learned and assessed.

That's right. It was socialized. The educared part of me was
trying to talk to the educated part of me and say, "You know,
this is really stupid". But the primitive part was peripheral
from that conflict, whatever it was. And, it feels very
reactionary, like evolving back to the animals for a while.
But it wasn't about conscious choice, or thinking that he
was... Ur thinking this is the rest of your life.

A sobering thought, isn't it?

Yeah. None of that. It was Jjust....Hmmmm this feels good.
This feels safe. “er's hecome nurmh.

What about your own parenting, when vou were being parented?

Cn my own? Oh, by my parents. Was it good or bad or what was
it like?

Yeah.

I'm from a two parent background. One cf those disappesaring
creatures. My parents were... They abdicated decision making
a lot. I was the oldest child, and just even that gave me
more power and responsibility and a lot of....There were some
rewards. I felt appreciated that they asked me to do some
responsible things. If I look back on the family that 1 was
raised in, it was much more structured, and it was very
enmeshed, but much more structured than the families that 1
have chosen to create, which are much more chaotic. My
parents were much more rigid in their roles. Like my dad took
out the garbage and my mother cooked. My dad cccasionally
made pancakes Sunday morning. But, for instance, for him to
make pancakes Thursday night would be unheard of. Sc a lot of
very clear roles and responsibilities. And he was a it of
workaholic and she was at home raising us all and didn't
work. I think that she was resentful. So I know that one ~f
the biggest things I wanted was that women should have their
own lives, they shouldn't stay at home resenting their
children.

a
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» 7ou saw that from your mother not being able to experience
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Yeah, so that's certainly something I consciously did. So
when I did stay at home and try to raise kids, I was terribly
depressed. I really have learned from those experiences that
for me I need...But I'm trying to think of what else there is
about this parenting stuff. My mother was a teacher, so she
was really good with early childhood type activities.

So she was educated but then stayed home?

Yes. She was guite wonderful in terms of activities. I think
she lost some of that wonder and excitement as I got older. I
think probably my youngest brother and sister could not
appreciate her—- what I call early childhood stuff, like
baking and having lots of other exciting activities to do. I
think they didn't experience that in the way I did. So as the
oldest child, I got a lot of tha And my dad was very quiet,
gentle and would never spank a c...1d. I did see him spank my
brother once, when I was about five and my brother was about
two. But that was unheard of. He was very gentle, very
sensitive, very emotional. But he kept his emotions to
himself. We never knew what they were about. We just knew he
was emotional. There was never Lny description of what wos
going on.

Which was probably for men of his generation.

Oh yeah.

I laughed about the pancake example, because are men only
capable of doing flapjacks. But I can think of all kinds of
my father's generation, my former father in law, and pancakes
was 1it.

That was before barbeques were invented.

Because it was outdoors and manly.

That's right. Transferable.

But you felt loved?

Yes, I did. I felt loved and respected in the family I grew
up in and I mean it has it's dysfunctions, I think every
family does, but I think on the whole scale of things I have
a family that only creates loveable neurotics.

They're the best.
Y

Well, I like them.
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You said the family you grew up in was enmeshed. How did that
come out or how did that effect vou?

Well, the enmeshment that I'm aware of was that we all kind
of read each other's minds and felt each other's feelings and
a certain lack of privacy, especially as we hit the teen
years. I can remember my dad being concerned that I was in my
room alone, and he'd say things like, "You’ll go mad if you
look inward”. So, there was a kind of a difficulty, and mavbe
this happened more when we hit adolescence, around letting
people be their own person or being concerned that they might
hurt themselves.The enmeshment- there were things like don't
upset your mother, so that if mom had a little tear in her
eye, dad would kind of boost us out of the house. No one was
to upset mother. When you came back, it had all calmed
down.So there were sure some messages that- don't reach out
to people, don't talk about what's going on, pushing things
down. The- how can I describe ermeshment? The other thing,
and I don't know whether you'd call this enmeshment, what is
abnormal about my family, and I ==2e it in my cousins and my
parents and so on, 1is that most of us seem to relate very
strongly to our fathers. We then have great trouble relating
to our mates, and then end up relating very strongly to our
sons. So there is a kind of a thing of marrying your dad in
our family. And there is a xind ofi- I don't Know wietner Lo
call it enmeshment, but I felt very much I understood
everything he felt, and woe begone, poor dad, feeling very
supportive to him and kind of like a helpmate. And seeing my
mother as the bitch, who irritated him and bothered him, even
though if I think functionally of how she was with us, she
was really very nice. So, that pattern is all through the
family. And there's a cegree of enmeshment in sort of being

able to read that man's mind, and I think I sort of lay that
on the men I'm with. "If you really loved me, I'd be able to
read your mind."” And sort of getting love by doing that sort

of thing. So it's enmeshment, but it's also sort of Oedipal
or something.

That's an interesting description, because it's like intimacy
where there is no question of boundary. It's- scary is not
the right word, but...

It's scary.

But then if that transfers into your relationship with your

mate, where there isn't mind reading, and your relationship

ith your sons where there is mind reading, that's
;teresting stuff.

Yeah, the inter-generational stuff- I think then my sons have
difficulty affiliating with women who they're attracted to.

These women can't read their minds.

()
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Fight. It's quite sobering to see it in action, and know that
there's a whole level of conversation going on in our family
that isn't wverbal. And not all of it is corrupt, by the way.
1 find that we do read each other's minds. It's hyper-
sensitive kind of stuff that you can read each cothers minds,
and assuming you can hurt each other terribly.

That's gquite a different game than putting your cards on the
table.

Oh, it is. I've spent a lifetime, well not a lifetime, but
almost twenty years of my life trying to be clear, trying to
be direct, because I was even trained in the therapeutic area
on unconditional positive regard, a (end of tape side)

Hear ing about the severity of the problems, like the kids
dcoing some pretty extreme things must have been pretty
taxing. Were there times when you guys ever considered what
the desired effect was, like is it worth it?

Yeah, I certainly did. And I would bring it up a lot, and I
would say that I thought we should live separately or do
something so that we could get out of these horrible
incidents which I was afraid were marking the kids for life.
It's turned oul that they're fine, or so far they're fine,
but ....Yeah, at the time, I felt tlrat it was bizarre and
that we should be separating and that was really painful for
him. And after we'd talk, I'd have that kind of, what I call
that primitive feeling that we could make this better, or we
could make it work, but at some level I'd fall back into the
comfort and even if it wasn't happy part of the situation. It
felt like toc separate the money, toc get separate, to separate
all our belon¢ "z would just add cone more crisis. I was
rationalizing, course. But now we are at a point where
we!re talking acout physically moving out, and so it is much
more <conscious now than ever.,

But ! did feel very distant from that kind of stuff, and I
trying to always manage it. "Listen to each other, use your
communication skills, use an 'I' message". I mean, it just
felt like being a referee or something in a game, and I don't
even like games, so..... And I know that's why I became more
and more distanced. As I lost the person I was relating to
as an equal and as more and mcre I felt like I was parenting
four children, not three, I became really quite cold. And am
still quite cold.

So Adam's way to be strong was to lay down the law? But that
didn't seem to win your respect, and it didn't win the kids
respect.

No, it got absolutely no respect.

How could he have got some pcwer from somewhere?
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If he had spent time building one on one relationships with
each of us, and try and focus on the good, in other words,
not focus on the person who is being a real creep, but
devoting his energy to a healthy relationship with me, some
activities with the kids that were one on one, if he'd given
himself more time to do that, it would have been better for
him. To try and relate to us as a group when we had been
together for so long and through so much, and had so much
baggage, I think would be destined for failure, no matter how
skilled or able he was. I don't think he could have related
to us as a group, until he had strong one on one friendships
with each of us. And primarily with me. I mean, if I was the
person he wanted to get involved with, and I say that with a
question mark, because I think he in many ways wanted an
instant family, that the family might have been more
important than I was. But assuming that I was more important,
then probably more time needed to go into the relationship
with me, and less either critiquing my parenting style or
trying to manage the kids or control them. I think control
behavior is just the dumbest thing in the world for a step
father to attempt.

It seems like the standard fare, though. Let me into your
family so I can set things straight.

Yeah. I'll clean up everything. It's so sad, so sad, because
it Jjust doesn't work.

You know, I'd be interested in talking to more men to find
out where that idea comes from. I think it's the old

patriarchal- you know, father is the nominal head of the
house, or...

He's the boss.

And however badly that system has worked, that's been the
model that a lot of men have grown up with, and mayhe get
away from what they do naturally as human beings in terms of
relating to other people, and say, "Okay, now if I'm going to
be the father in this family, what do I have to do?" So they
start looking at all this stuff that's not really a natural
flow with the people that are there, but "I'm the father, and
you're the kids, so this is the pattern of how I'm going to
interact with you."”

Right. And pattern is the key word, because there is no
spontanaiety. So how do you develop a relationship, when
you're lacking in spontanaiety?

My idea is that love comes through playfulness.

Love, intimacy, & lot of those things come through gifts of
time and play- listening. All the more ....They're really
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xind of child-like things, I guess. Just to be full of wonder
about that other per=son.

Giving but not directing, somehow.

That's a really nice way to put it. And building trust.

Giving is a part of ....that's how the trust gets built.
Giving of time, giving of energy. So this pattern isn’'t

unusual, as we're talking?

MNo. The whole business of discipline, control....
The message at the end of the finger.

The kinds of things you were describing as giving and
building trust, intimacy and so on. Those are niot passive
activities, but somehow they are less active than task or
maintaining order.

They're definitely more right brain than left brain- would be
more. ..

Boy, that's a whole interesting area to look at in terms of
what the person who wrote "Getting the Love You Want" was
talking about. It's tremendously exciting to think about
that, in terms of where does parenting come from, or where do
our loving relationships develop. I want to look for that
when I go through and see maybe....This whole business of
family actiwvities, and what felt good and what got in
people's way of being close—- That comes out time and time
again. It would be interesting to kind of look at different
activities that either facilitate or get in the way, and see
if there is some kind of connection.

Yeah. The premier's study on recreatcion, and the finding that
if you have more money to put into recreation you enhance the
quality of family life. I mean at some level that could be
where this all comes out. That if people would learn to play
more effectively and enjoy themselves, that they could build
more lasting, more healthy relationships, as opposed to doing
what. their parents should have done or might have done, and
getting into those kinds of trars. So it's interesting to
just think of the word "play" in terms of all this. I guess
we should all be playing at being step-parents, as opposed to
"trying to manage the role".

Tt's the whole business of spontanaiety. I think that’'s
fascinating. Because I think what draws people together in a
loving relationship is..

Fun, support, nurturing. Kind of a refuge from the storm of
iife. When people talk about a good family, they say they
feel enriched when they've been there and they come out
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refreshed. Yeah, those things are all about fun and playing
and relaxation. They're not about therapy or more structure.

My own experience was feeling like I was homeless and 1

wanted a home. And there's a whole kind of big and abstract
what it is that makes me feel "at home”, makes anyone feel
"at home". That was something that was very slow in coming.

Gee, that's a neat thought. I have to be very clear on what I
think is home, what I know is home, and how home feels,
before I can start to transmit that to the people around me,
including ; children and my step children. If I'm just
trying to .i.ake them make me a home, that's not nearly as
effective as me defining what a home is and living that.

If only we could stop the world for just a moment and say,
"Okay, now what is it that I was trying to establish here?"
But with all the stuff going on between all the people, there
is no still point really where you can reflect on that.

Well, in a way, I've had my still point in talking with you.
It's funny, it really was significant in my process. So, just
the technique you're using, of interviewing people and
letting them go on about what things are like— you know, ULiiat
non—directive stuff is... would probably be a wonderful
support to a step family. If we could encourage them to go
into that early, to take a little time for each person to
reflect on their process, my sense is that it might get a
little more sane. But it would sure take a lot of time. All
those babbling step-parents.

But they deserve to be listened to. And I think that people
can become their own resource, in a way, become aware of
their process. I think 95% of the world doesn't know what
process is, even though they experience it every day. I think
most people see events in life, but they don't look at what
happens between A and B, or how they got there. I mean I1've
been at school for a long time, and I'm just beginning to
understand what that's all about. When it's talked about
within the system, I think it comes down to right and

wrong. ...

Yeah, and who's the bad guy and who's the good guy, and how
can I manipulate the situation to get everybody to do what 1
want. Yeah, I think family therapy has it's place. Like your
standard family therapy, but I think this process is more me
reflecting, sort of me holding my life in my hands, and
saying, "Well, what do I really want out of this life, and
what am I trying to create or something, as a parent". That's
totally different from getting into a tactical maneuver with
the family to try to make it function. This is the reverse.
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I was talking to another student who is doing a gqualitative
study, and some of his people are writing their own stuff and
Just passing it in to him....

Like the Progoff thing...Yes.

That might be one way of doing this within your own time,
with your own issues, Jjust dialog with the issues.

I think it would be exciting to dialog with the issues. I
think in a fragmented way. I've dealt with the family in my
diary, but not in a more sclid way. I think you're right. I
think that would be a great technigue.

He was qguite intrigued, toco, with the process that people go
through from experience, to thinking about, to writing stuff
down. There's lots of working with experience between the
time it happens until the time it gets written down. I'm
looking forward to getting this stuff written up...

You've done so many interviews, it must be exciting, doing
the synthesizing....

Well, it's not guite there yet.

Well, I Aappreciate you asking me to be part of the process.
It would be fun to hear the results.

And that's something that I want to do, i1s share with all the
people I have interviewed. To me that's...I don't know if
you're familiar with qualitative studies, but....

A little bit. My study was more quantitative. There was some
qualitative work in it. But several of my friends are doing
qualitative research, and I really like it. I think once the
computer blesses it.....

It's gotta be good....

But I've seen quite a variety. I do think it gives you a
different quality in the information than it does when you
look at all the stats.

That's one of the checks for validity, is to read it back to
people, and to say, "Can you find yourself in here?"
(laughter)

Yo '1ll have to change my name to something..

Yeah. Absolutely.

But, I'll let you know if I recognize myself. (more laughter)



Is there anything else that you've thought of that you'd like
to talk about?

I can't think of a thing. I've just really enioyed it.
I'm happy to hear that. It's been really nic=. I'm really
excited by all of the tangents we'wve touched on, and had

chance to talk about some of that stuff.

Great . Super. Well, so we're done.

1
’JJ
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Consent to Participate

I am aware that the purpose of this study is to understand
the experience of

men whc are parents in blended families. Through interviews,
I will be asked to describe my experiénces as a parent in as
much detail as possible. The study will be conducted as a
Master in Education Thesis by David Thompson, under the
supervision of Dr. John Osborne, Professor, both from the

Department of Educational Psychology, University of Alberta.

I agree to participate in the study and to be interviewed
about my experiences as a parent in a blended family. I
understand that one or two interviews of about one to two
hours will be tape recorded. I agree that my participation is
completely voluntary, and realize that I may discontinue ny
involvement at any time. I am aware of the risk that in
discussing my experiences, feelings and memories of conflict.
may be aroused. If I raise concerns which I desire to discuso
further with a counsellor, Cavid Thompson will suggest

resource persons I might contact.

I am aware that all information is confidentiul and that my
identity, along with the identity of anyone I mention, will
not be revealed at any time. I understand that in any portion
of the interview transcripts used in the final report, in
articles or in talks about the research, details will be

changed sc as to make my identification impossible. As well,
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the audiotapes and interview transcripts will be stored under
lock and key by David Thompson. Audiotapes will be erased by
him up.n completion of transcription. Transcripts will be
disguised s0 as to protect my confidentiality, and will be
maintained as confidential files. If they are to be used for
any additional analysis in future research, separate ethical

approval by an Ethics Committee will be regquired.

Any guestions 1 have about the study at any time will be
answered by David Thompson (phone 435-4781). I also
understand that at my request, he will discuss the results of

the study with me when it is completed.

On the basis of the above information, I,

agree to participate in the above study.

SIGNED DATE

ADDRESS

WITNESSED DATE
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Box 73,

ridewater, Alberta
TOG 2MO

cemper 19, 1991

—

o sed'! Sorry for the long, long delay.
it, but ycu know about the best laid plans

0
Ih

I'm sendinc you 2 copies of a synthesis based on our
conversations as well as a copy of our interview excerpts.
Ycu are welcome tc keep one copy of the synthesis and the
transcript for yourself. With the second zopy of the
“ynthesis, please make any corrections, deletions,
clarifications and the like. I want to be sure I have
understood yvour experience as fully and completely as
possible.

Take your time in doing this. I realize that reading
this may be difficult, but I also hope it gives you a sense
of the evolution in your relationship. When you've done,
please send it back to me and I'll integrate changes into my

Ai=srmiccinn,

I appreciate your contribution to my work, both in the
process of research and our relationships with family. I hope
to see you during the Christmas Holidays and have a chance to
talk scme more then.

Thanks, Doug. Take care!l



