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ABSTRACT
Stepfathers may influence their children’s development differ-
ently from either biological fathers or stepmothers due to dif-
ferences in biological relatedness, social expectations, and 
relevant family processes; however, to date, little is known 
about the impact of stepfathers despite the increasing diversi-
fication of families. This systematic review synthesizes existing 
evidence on the connection between growing up in stepfather 
families and adolescent well-being. Findings from 29 empirical 
studies suggested that in between-group comparisons, 
 adolescents with stepfathers demonstrated less optimal socio-
emotional and behavioral outcomes than those from two-bio-
logical-parent families. However, within-group examinations of 
adolescents in stepfather families indicated that positive stepfa-
ther involvement and stepfather-stepchild closeness benefit 
adolescent well-being. Maternal involvement and mother-step-
father relationships may moderate the influences of stepfathers. 
These findings have implications for future research and prac-
tices involving stepfather families and adolescent 
development.

Family structures have become increasingly diverse and complex across 
the globe (Brown, 2006; Lamb, 2012), with the proportion of adults with 
a history of divorce or separation between the ages of 35 and 39 rising 
from 2% in the 1970s to 4% in the 2000s (Oritz & Roser, 2020). In the 
United States, divorce and repartnership rates (e.g., remarriage) remain 
high despite declining since their peak in the 1980s (Raley & Sweeney, 
2020). Even in societies where divorce rates have traditionally been low 
(such as East Asia), remarriage and stepfamilies have been on the rise 
(Hu, 2020; Kim, 2009; Nozawa, 2015). Meanwhile, more children are 
growing up with parents belonging to a sexual and gender minority (e.g., 
families with lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, asexual, intersex, 
and other LGBTQAI+ parents or family members; Reczek, 2020).
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These demographic trends have resulted in an increasing number of 
children growing up in stepfamilies, in which the child (or children) is 
from at least one of the adults’ previous relationships (L. H. Ganong & 
Coleman, 2004). In 2019, only 62.5% of children in the United States 
(U.S.) resided with both biological parents, and 7.0% of all U.S. children 
lived with at least one stepparent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Reflecting 
such changes, the research since the 1980s on stepfamilies and remarriages 
has become not only more prevalent but also more inclusive (Eeden-
Moorefield & Pasley, 2013; L. Ganong & Coleman, 2018). While earlier 
definitions of stepfamilies narrowly referred to remarried heterosexual 
couples with co-resident children, recent definitions typically incorporate 
first-married (transitioning from single-parent family), remarried, and 
cohabiting living arrangements, and sometimes sexual and gender minority 
couples with diverse socioeconomic statuses (SES) (L. H. Ganong & 
Coleman, 2004; Pasley & Moorefield, 2004).

Among the various types of stepfamilies, this study focuses on the 
influence of heterosexual stepfathers on their adolescent stepchildren’s 
well-being (i.e., heterosexual men raising a non-biological child in a het-
erosexual relationship with the child’s biological mother). We are interested 
in this specific group for several reasons over and above the increasing 
number of children living in stepfamilies and the general scholarly con-
cerns of child, parental, and family adjustment in diverse family config-
urations (Coleman et  al., 2000; Jensen & Sanner, 2021; Pasley & Moorefield, 
2004). First, stepfathers differ from stepmothers in their socially expected 
roles as it regards family processes in union dissolution, repartnering, and 
the actual parenting experiences and behaviors expected in parenting. 
Therefore, theories and findings generated from stepmother families are 
not necessarily generalizable to stepfather families. Despite the contribu-
tions from existing empirical studies and reviews that include stepfathers, 
few have offered separate conceptualizations or examinations of the impact 
of stepfathers versus stepmothers on the well-being of children or adoles-
cents (L. Ganong et  al., 2022; Jensen, 2022; Jeynes, 2012). Second, studies 
on fathers, including stepfathers, tend to focus on infancy and childhood, 
leaving the influence of (step)fathers on adolescents understudied. Sensitive 
to influences from their surroundings, adolescents are vulnerable to stress 
and risk, which may trigger externalized or internalized problems that 
could have immediate and enduring developmental implications (Belfer, 
2008; Eiland & Romeo, 2013). Therefore, whereas we recognize the the-
oretical and practical value of research on other diverse family types, 
efforts are particularly warranted to synthesize accurate, nuanced, and 
context-sensitive findings on child outcomes specifically in stepfather fam-
ilies (Raley & Sweeney, 2020); particularly on adolescents who experience 
such familial complexity at a critical developmental stage.
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To address the above literature gaps, this study aims to provide an 
updated review of studies that examine how stepfathers influence the 
well-being of their adolescent stepchildren. The article begins with a brief 
introduction to the existing theoretical perspectives on stepfathers and on 
the specific developmental characteristics of adolescents that may impact 
the influence of stepfathers, followed by a detailed description of the 
process of our systematic review and its major findings; in the final sec-
tion, our results are discussed.

Stepfathers versus biological fathers

Whereas empirical studies over the last four decades have recognized the 
overall developmental benefits of active and regular paternal engagement 
(Cabrera et  al., 2014; Diniz et  al., 2021; Geary, 2010; Lamb, 2012; Sarkadi 
et  al., 2007), evolutionary, sociological, and psychological theories suggest 
that the behaviors and functions of fathers may vary according to the 
biological relatedness and family structure.

Emphasizing between-group comparisons, the evolutionary perspective 
posits that stepfathers are less likely than biological fathers to provide 
optimal parenting for their stepchildren because of lower inclusive fitness. 
That is, stepfathers are less motivated to invest in their biologically 
unrelated stepchildren due to the lack of a link between the survival of 
the children and the father’s reproductive success (Daly & Wilson, 2001, 
2008; Emlen, 1995). Several studies have found that stepfathers tended 
to provide less engagement and a lower quality of parenting (e.g., less 
monitoring, lower warmth) for their stepchildren compared to biological 
fathers in two biological-parent families, and to fathers in biological 
father-stepmother families (e.g., Cooksey & Fondell, 1996; Fisher et  al., 
2003). As an extreme indicator of poor parenting quality, stepfathers are 
more likely than biological fathers to inflict violence upon their step-
children. This is reflected in the rates of maltreatment and child mortality 
risk observed in stepfather families versus biological-father families (Daly 
& Wilson, 1980, 1998, 2001, 2008; Giles-Sims & Finkelhor, 1984). On 
the other hand, stepfathers may also be motivated to invest in high-quality 
care for their stepchildren as a mating strategy to increase future repro-
ductive opportunities. Specifically, paternal investment in non-biological 
children may lead to an increased likelihood of having future offspring 
with the children’s mother, thereby partially offsetting the cost of caring 
for non-biological children (Anderson, 2000). Overall, whereas biological 
fathers are driven by both inclusive fitness and further mating opportu-
nities to invest in their children, the involvement of stepfathers in rearing 
stepchildren is arguably driven purely by mating strategy (Anderson 
et  al., 1999).
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Compared to a focus on biological relatedness between stepfather versus 
biological-father families from an evolutionary perspective, the sociological 
perspective emphasizes the differences between the socially constructed 
family roles of stepfathers versus biological-fathers. According to the 
incomplete institutionalization theory, stepfathers lack clear norms regard-
ing the role they are expected to perform (Cherlin, 1978). Stepmothers 
face high expectations as regards caregiving and there can be a social 
expectation of a wicked stepmother stereotype (Ceglian & Gardner, 2001); 
both of which could lead to role confusion and a lack of support and 
acknowledgement (MacDonald & DeMaris, 1996; Scholtz & Spies, 2023). 
Biological fathers are legally required to support their children even if 
their marital relationship with the biological mother ceases to exist. In 
contrast, expectations around the appropriate quantity and quality of step-
fathers’ involvement vary greatly (Hofferth & Anderson, 2003), which may 
leave stepfathers confused, hesitant, or unwilling to be involved in chil-
drearing. At the same time, the absence of expectations may be liberating, 
as they entail lower expectations in daily care responsibilities and parental 
monitoring (Hetherington & Kelly, 2003). In a recent study by Brown-
Weinstock et  al. (2023), the authors performed in-depth qualitative inter-
views with youths in stepfather families that revealed how the lack of 
clear social norms for stepfathers actually allowed for flexible adjustment 
to complex family dynamics; thus fostering positive stepfather-stepchild 
relationships (Brown-Weinstock et  al., 2023). Compared to their prede-
cessors several decades ago, stepfathers today may also be more involved 
and effective in rearing stepchildren than their predecessors, possibly 
motivated by the increasing social valuation of men’s parental role and 
the strengthened recognition of stepfamilies. Both of which reduce the 
stigma and provide more supportive resources (Gold & Edin, 2021).

Meanwhile, the psychological perspective emphasizes the primacy of 
family processes involved in the formation and functioning of stepfather 
families as the key determinants of developmental outcomes (Ganong 
et  al., 2022; Marsiglio, 2008; White & Gilbreth, 2001). The instability and 
complexity involved in parent-child interactions (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 
1994; Papernow, 2018; Raley & Sweeney, 2020) throughout the family 
reconfiguration of a family, including factors such as: the children’s expe-
riences of their biological parent’s last relationship, experience of parental 
loss, and changes of SES level. These are important issues to consider 
when examining the effect of stepparents on their stepchildren (Belogai, 
2010; L. H. Ganong et  al., 2011; Jensen & Howard, 2015; Jeynes, 2006). 
On the other hand, the addition of a stepfather could serve as an addi-
tional caregiving resource, which can alleviate the mothers’ caregiving 
burden, provide additional financial support, offer extra socialization and 
control, and strengthen the connection between the family and the broader 
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community. Studies examining the quality of stepfather-child relationships 
have indeed shown that a close, positive tie with the stepfather is associ-
ated with adolescent well-being (Amato, 1994; Jensen, 2022; Johnson et  al., 
2018; King, 2006).

As the family is an integrated union built on interconnected relational 
ties and processes (Cox & Paley, 1997; Minuchin, 1988), a stepfather’s 
influence on his stepchildren may also be shaped by his relationship with 
his partner (i.e., the mother of the stepchildren) and his relationship with 
his stepchildren’s nonresidential biological father (L. H. Ganong et  al., 
2011; Papernow, 2018). Mothers may function as a “gate opener” or a 
“gatekeeper” who determines the quantity and content of stepfather involve-
ment (Ganong et  al., 2016; Yuan & Hamilton, 2006). As regards the bio-
logical father-stepfather relationship, the two fathers may augment one 
another and create an accumulative effect so that the child has two father 
figures (“the accumulation model”), or substitute one another in that the 
stepfather replaces the (nonresident) biological father in the child’s life 
(“substitute model”); alternatively, the child may lose both father figures 
as might occur in single-mother families (“loss model”) (Manning & 
Smock, 2000; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; White & Gilbreth, 2001). 
Overall, the psychological perspective is valuable in understanding how 
children’s interactions and relationships with multiple parental figures and 
the among-parent relationships may jointly shape child well-being.

All three theoretical perspectives above offer nuanced views on how 
stepfathers may influence child development and well-being. The evolu-
tionary and sociological perspectives focus more heavily on between-group 
comparisons contrasting stepfather families with other family structures, 
whereas the psychological perspective tends to investigate and reveal with-
in-group variances among stepfather families.

The developmental context of adolescence for stepfather-stepchild 
relationships

One important child characteristic that may shape the dynamic of a step-
father-stepchild relationship is the child’s age. Adolescence, starting with 
puberty (10–12 years of age) and ending with physiological maturity 
(approximately 19 years of age) (American Psychological Association, 2002), 
may bring unique opportunities and challenges for new or existing (step)
father-(step)child relationships. Although teenagers continue to rely on 
parents as their primary caregivers, providers, protectors, and supporters 
(Holden, 2010; Maccoby, 2000), the considerable physical, neurological, 
cognitive, and socioemotional changes during this stage (Berk & Meyers, 
2016; Holden, 2010) may transform the parent-child relationship. Specifically, 
the previously vertical relationship where parents possess more power, 



6 Y. CUI ET AL.

authority, and knowledge develops into a more horizontal relationship 
characterized by more equality and reciprocity in exchanges, power, and 
decision-making (Collins & Laursen, 2012). The developmental need for 
identity formation and autonomy may impel youth to test the boundaries 
set by their parents (Berk & Meyers, 2016; Brown & Rinelli, 2010), leading 
to more frequent and intense conflicts, especially from early to middle 
adolescence (Branje, 2018). Existing studies have consistently found that 
stepparents have more conflicts with adolescent stepchildren than with 
younger stepchildren (L. H. Ganong et  al., 2011; Hetherington & Kelly, 
2003; MacDonald & DeMaris, 1996). The renegotiation and reorganization 
of parent-child relationships might be more challenging in stepfamilies, 
especially if the relationships that have been formed when the children 
were older. In which case they may be more used to living alone with 
their biological parents and less eager to develop positive relationships 
with stepparents (Robinson, 1984). Several studies have shown that younger 
children under nine are more likely to accept a stepparent than older 
children between nine and 15 years of age, i.e., around the onset of ado-
lescence (Hetherington et  al., 1985; Hetherington et  al., 1982).

During adolescence, the father-child relationship can experience changes 
in different ways from the mother-child relationship, possibly due to the 
different parental roles that fathers and mothers play in the families and 
due to the different histories between parents and their children before 
adolescence (Hadiwijaya et  al., 2017; Laursen et  al., 2010). For example, 
a study by Paterson et  al. (1994) of 13- to 19-year-old New Zealand ado-
lescents found that father-child closeness tended to decline in adolescence 
while mother-child attachment remained relatively stable. Specifically, both 
adolescent boys and adolescent girls reported fewer positive feelings toward 
their fathers than their mothers from early to late adolescence (Paterson 
et  al., 1994). Therefore, stepfather-stepchild relationships may have a unique 
developmental trajectory and impact during adolescence.

Overall, existing theories and empirical findings have yielded a mixed 
image of stepfathers’ potential contribution to adolescent children’s devel-
opment and wellbeing. On the one hand, stepfathers may be motivated 
to care for their stepchildren (i.e., from an evolutionary perspective, as a 
mating strategy), and similar to resident biological fathers, their positive 
involvement could serve as an additional care resource in the family and 
benefit the child through direct engagement and by contributing to the 
couple’s relationships (i.e., psychological perspective). On the other hand, 
stepfathers may not devote themselves fully to raising biologically uncon-
nected children (i.e., evolutionary perspective) and could feel confused 
and uncertain about their expected roles (i.e., sociological perspective). In 
addition, stepfathers may confront parenting challenges, especially when 
facing adolescent stepchildren, which could compromise the quantity and 
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quality of their involvement. Such inconsistent predictions warrant a sys-
tematic investigation of existing evidence on the relation between stepfa-
thers’ involvement and adolescent adjustment.

The present study

This systematic review examines the impact of stepfathers (both married 
and unmarried/cohabiting) in two-parent families on the well-being of 
their typically developing adolescent stepchildren. The objectives of this 
review are twofold: 1) to present an integrated and evidence-based over-
view of existing research on the impact of stepfathers on adolescent 
well-being and 2) to identify potential gaps in the literature and offer 
recommendations for future research.

Methods

Eligibility criteria and strategy

A set of inclusion and exclusion criteria were established for selecting 
articles. For the initial screening, we chose (1) empirical peer-reviewed 
articles in scientific journals with available abstracts (2) published in 
English (language mastered by all authors); which (3) examined stepfathers 
and their impact on the wellbeing of adolescents. While degree disserta-
tions and book chapters offer valuable insights, this review only synthesizes 
peer-reviewed studies to prioritize scholarly rigor, in order to maintain 
consistency and comparability across the studies, and to enhance the 
transparency and reproducibility of our review process.

A hierarchical criterion of exclusion was created as follows:

1. The age range of the adolescents was restricted to nine to 19 years 
according to the definition of adolescence from American Psychological 
Association (2002) and the World Health Organization (WHO) (n.d.). 
See Table 1 (Eligibility Criteria) for specific details concerning the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria.

2. We defined well-being as broadly including the following: behavioral, 
psychological, and physical effects, such as psychological and emo-
tional well-being, internalizing and externalizing problems, substance 
use, and other risk behaviors, academic achievements, as well as ado-
lescents’ attitudes and perceptions of themselves. However, the chil-
dren’s perception of their relationship with their parents or their 
parent’s identity (e.g., how they label their stepfathers and how they 
perceive their mothers’ marriage) were excluded; these factors might 
correlate with children’s well-being but were not direct indicators of 
well-being.
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3. We focused on community samples in the general population. 
Adolescent children with special conditions and needs were excluded 
as their physical, developmental, behavioral, or emotional character-
istics and need of care differ considerably from their typically devel-
oping peers and should therefore be addressed in a separate review.

4. We selected studies that clearly identified stepfathers in their sample 
and included information on stepfathers’ influence on adolescent out-
comes. This meant excluding studies that did not differentiate between 
biological and non-biological parents, or those that labeled stepfathers 
in their sample without examining the impact of the fathers’ biologi-
cal relatedness on the measured well-being of the adolescents.

5. We only included stepfathers in heterosexual relationships in this 
review. Studies on sexual/gender minority families were excluded.

Study Selection

This study follows the general guidelines in the PRISMA 2020 expanded 
checklist (Page et  al., 2021). A systematic data search was performed in 
Web of Science and PsycINFO, using a combination of the following search 
terms. Table 1 displays the inclusion and exclusion criteria following the 
PRISMA 2020 checklist (Page et  al., 2021). Table 2 shows all search terms 
used for each search block.

Figure 1 presents the process of the identification, screening, and inclu-
sion of selected studies. The initial search identified 433 articles that fit 
the established inclusion criteria. After removing seventy-one duplicates 
and seventy ineligible studies following the judgment of the automation 
tools, 292 articles were assigned for further screening. Two hundred and 
twenty-three were excluded because they were irrelevant to stepfathers’ 

Table 1. eligibility criteria.
inclusion criteria exclusion criteria

Population adolescents, youth, teenagers, 
young adults

Studies that do not target the specified population 
(e.g., studies focusing on children younger than 9 
years old or adults older than 19)

Family Structure Stepfathers, non-biological fathers, 
stepfamilies, male cohabitating 
partners, Male Cohabitating 
Partner (MCP)

Studies that do not involve the specified stepfather 
or stepfather family type (e.g., studies focusing on 
biological fathers or unrelated male individuals)

Comparison Not applicable Studies with comparison groups or conditions that 
are not relevant to the research question

Outcomes Studies measuring psychological 
well-being, mental health 
outcomes, family dynamics 
related to stepfamilies

Studies that do not measure relevant outcomes or 
focus on unrelated aspects of family dynamics

Study type Quantitative and qualitative 
studies, empirical research

Non-empirical studies, opinion pieces, reviews, and 
theoretical papers

Note. This table shows the eligibility criteria in four categories (Population, Family Structure, Comparison, 
Outcomes, Study Type), following the PrSiMa guidelines.
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Table 2. Search terms.
Search block Keywords (titles, abstracts, subject headings)

Category 1: Population (adolescents) Or (youth) Or (young adults) Or (teens)
Category 2: Family
Structure

(Stepfather) Or (nonbiological father) Or (stepfamilies) Or (step-father) Or (non-
biological father) Or (step-families) Or (male cohabitating partner) Or (MCP)

Category 3: Outcome (Depression) Or (anxiety) Or (mental health) Or (psychological well-being) Or 
(academic performance) Or (academic achievement)

Category 4: Study Type (Peer-reviewed empirical studies)
Category 5: Context (Stepfamily) Or (blended family) Or (non-traditional family)
Final search Category 1 aND Category 2 aND Category 3 aND Category 4 aND Category 5

Note. This table shows the search terms used in the process of studies identification through databases, following 
the PrSiMa guidelines.

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the selection process.
Note. This figure illustrates the systematic search and selection process conducted in adherence to PriSMa guide-
lines. it encompasses identification, screening, and the inclusion of studies meeting predetermined criteria. 
**excluded articles were the ones with titles or research questions not relevant to the impact of stepfathers on 
adolescent well-being.
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impact on adolescent development. Sixty-nine articles were assessed for 
eligibility, and 52 articles were excluded after a full-text review. Among 
these 52 articles, 30 studies had other or unspecified stepfamily types, 12 
studies had the incorrect child population, five were not peer-reviewed 
empirical studies, and five examined unsuitable adolescent outcomes. 
Additionally, we also examined studies included in other published reviews 
related to stepparenting, such as Jensen (2022), to identify stepfather-rel-
evant data from studies that position themselves as generic. Ultimately, 
29 articles were found that met all the inclusion criteria and were selected 
for data extraction (see Figure 1; see starred citations in References).

Results

General descriptions of the study samples and methods

Sample characteristics
Table 3 presents the main information extracted from each article, includ-
ing the characteristics of the publication, the sample size, the study design, 
the independent variables of interest, and the outcome measures. Overall, 
of the total 29 studies, 25 were conducted in the U.S., one in England, 
one in Russia, one in Norway, and one in Germany. Twenty-seven studies 
included a large sample, ranging from 111 to 16, 684 adolescents, and 
only two had fewer than 100 participants (see Table 3). Four studies were 
conducted before 2000 and thirteen studies were conducted between 2001 
to 2010. Twelve studies were from 2015 to 2023 (see Table 3).

Study designs and methods
Seven studies (Forehand et  al., 2015; Gold & Edin, 2023; Jensen et  al., 
2018; Jensen & Harris, 2017a; Jensen & Harris, 2017b; Jensen & Lippold, 
2018; Walper et  al., 2015) used longitudinal designs. The study by Forehand 
et  al. (2015) investigated the interplay of childrearing involvement by the 
male cohabiting partners of the youth’s mothers and their parenting style 
on the change in adolescents’ internalizing and externalizing problems 
across 13 months among a sample of African American families. Gold and 
Edin (2023) used data on stepfathers from two waves of the Fragile 
Families and Child Wellbeing study in the U.S. The dataset included 
information on father-child closeness, active paternal engagement when 
the children were nine years old, and youth internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors, as well as school connectedness when the children were 15. 
Walper et  al. (2015) used two waves of data, collected two years apart, 
from the German Family Panel (“pairfam”). The studies by Jensen and 
Harris (2017a, 2017b, Jensen et al., 2018) focused on examining the changes 
and effects of relationship qualities between multiple members within 
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stepfather families (e.g., stepfather-child relationship, mother-child rela-
tionship, stepcouple relationship) on adolescents’ physical health, depres-
sion, and overall adjustment over time. These studies examined the effects 
of stepfather families by considering the changing nature of the stepfa-
ther-stepchild relationship and adolescent adjustment well-being. The 
remaining 22 studies were cross-sectional, assessing stepfathering and 
adolescent adjustment at the same time point (see Table 3).

Regarding the comparative designs, 19 studies (see Table 3) used with-
in-group comparisons. That is, they investigated the variations of stepfa-
thers’ behaviors (stepfather activities or involvement) or their relationships 
with stepchildren (closeness to stepchildren) within the stepfather-family 
population. Eighteen studies (see Table 3) compared stepfather families 
with other family types, such as two-biological-parent families and sin-
gle-mother families. Three of these studies compared stepfather families 
with only one other family type: Belogai’s study (Belogai, 2010) compared 
stepfather families (n = 22) with biological father families (n = 30). Barber 
and Lyons (1994) compared married two-biological-parent families (n = 758) 
and remarried stepfather families (n = 95). Collins et  al. (1995) focused on 
stepfamilies and included stepfather families (n = 41) and stepmother fam-
ilies (n = 37). Fourteen of the eighteen between-group studies collected 
data on parental and familial characteristics such as household income 
and the parents’ educational attainment as control variables when estimat-
ing the effects of family structures on child outcomes.

The adolescent outcomes examined were categorized into the following 
five domains: problem behaviors (internalizing and externalizing problems, 
delinquency, substance use), emotional well-being (self-relation, depressive 
symptoms, suicide ideation, life satisfaction), physical well-being (physical 
health and chronic illness), social relationships (friendship networks, 
schooling bonding), and academic achievement (GPA, failing grades, college 
expectations, academic motivation) (see Table 3).

Stepfathers and adolescent well-being: positive or negative?

Overall, compared to adolescents in two-biological-parent families, youths 
from stepfather families were more likely to have negative outcomes; 
however, among stepfamilies, active stepfather involvement and stepfa-
ther-stepchild closeness were associated with positive adolescent 
well-being.

Table 4 includes ten studies that compared adolescent outcomes by 
different family types. Table 5 displays the twenty studies that used regres-
sion or bivariate correlations to estimate the effect of stepfather family-re-
lated factors on adolescents’ well-being or the associations between them. 
There are also studies employing both between-group comparisons and 



MArrIAgE & FAMILY rEvIEw 15

regression models, such as Bronstein et  al. (1994), Carlson (2006), Collins 
et  al. (1995), Henry et  al. (2011), Merten and Henry (2011), Tillman 
(2007), Sweeney (2007), and Walper et  al. (2015).

Among the 18 studies that examined the effects of stepfathers using 
between-group comparisons, fourteen studies found negative effects of 
having a stepfather on adolescent well-being compared to adolescents living 
with two biological parents. Adolescents with a stepfather reported signifi-
cantly higher self-fixation than those with a biological father (Belogai, 
2010). The study by Breivik and Olweus (2006) found that, compared to 
teenagers from non-divorced two-biological-parent families, adolescents 
from stepfather families were more likely to demonstrate externalizing 
behaviors such as antisocial and violent behavior, smoking, or being sanc-
tioned by teachers (see Table 4). They were found to be more likely to 
engage in risk behaviors such as drinking, smoking, and committing crime 
than their counterparts from two biological-parent families (Apel & 
Kaukinen, 2008; Brown & Rinelli, 2010). In fact, adolescents with stepfa-
thers were reported to have the highest maladjustment levels, especially 
regarding externalizing problems, compared to those living with biological 
fathers and those living with their biological mothers only (Flouri, 2007; 
see Table 4). Adolescents from stepfather families were found to have lower 
emotional well-being than those from two-biological-parent families (Barber 
& Lyons, 1994; Carlson, 2006; Falci, 2006; King et  al., 2018; Merten & 
Henry, 2011; Sweeney, 2007) and those from single-mother families 
(Sweeney, 2007), although they did not differ from those in single-mother 
families as regards academic performance (Demo & Acock, 1996; Tillman, 
2007). The differences in mean levels of youth outcomes across family 
structures were not large (Falci, 2006), however, in Falci’s study (Falci, 
2006), family structure alone only explained two percent of the variations 
in adolescent psychological distress when race/ethnicity, household income, 
and family relationship variables were included in the model.

One study found no significant difference in adolescent outcomes 
between stepfather families and two-biological parents. The youths in 
stepfather families did not significantly differ from those in two-biological 
families in their satisfaction with family life, although their family satis-
faction decreased over time (Walper et  al., 2015; see Table 5). This finding 
echoes that of Collins et  al. (1995) which found similar patterns of asso-
ciation between (step)parent-child communication and adolescent well-be-
ing in stepfather and stepmother families, although Collins et  al. (1995) 
did not directly compare stepfather-adolescent communication and step-
mother-adolescent communication.

Meanwhile, the nineteen within-group studies identified parental engage-
ment and a close stepparent-stepchild relationship as factors that explain 
the benefits of having stepfathers. Gold and Edin (2023) found that shared 
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activities with stepfather at age nine explained the school connectedness 
of adolescents at age 15, and more active stepfather engagement was 
associated with a reduction in internalizing problems and an increase in 
school connectedness in the long term (Gold & Edin, 2023). Similarly, 
stepfathers’ supportive parental behaviors were found to positively associate 
with adolescents’ self-concept, classroom behavior, and negatively associate 
with psychological problems (Bronstein et  al., 1994). In general, father 
involvement from any father figure in a two-parent family was found to 
have positive effects on adolescent wellbeing. For instance, although a 
married stepfather family type was significantly linked with externalizing 
problems and delinquency, father involvement reduced both the size and 
significance of the effect of the family structure on youth behavior 
(Carlson, 2006).

When adolescents reported better relationships or improved closeness 
with their stepfathers, they also had fewer parent-reported problem behav-
iors and lower levels of depression (Gold & Edin, 2023; Jensen & Harris, 
2017b; Jensen et  al., 2018; King, 2006; White & Gilbreth, 2001; Yuan & 
Hamilton, 2006; see Table 5). While youth depression did not significantly 
differ among various interactional patterns between adolescents and their 
stepfathers, Jensen’s study (Jensen, 2019) found that youth delinquency 
was highest when youth reported having inactive and casually interactions 
with stepfathers; while youth self-esteem was highest when their interac-
tions with a stepfather was versatile and frequent. In the only study that 
examined the physical health of youths as an outcome, Jensen and Harris 
(2017a) found that the stepfather-child relationship quality was negatively 
associated with adolescents’ physical symptoms and also negatively pre-
dicted changes in adolescents’ physical symptoms over time. Specifically, 
an increase of one standard deviation unit in the quality of the stepfa-
ther-child relationship corresponded to a decrease of 0.12 standard devi-
ation in adolescent physical symptoms two years later (Jensen & Harris, 
2017a). Adolescents who felt that they are important to their stepfathers 
had significantly fewer self-reported internalizing behaviors and fewer 
externalizing behaviors; this was reported by both the adolescents and 
their stepfathers (Schenck et  al., 2009). Interestingly, Gold and Edin’s 
longitudinal study (Gold & Edin, 2023) revealed that, although stepfa-
ther-stepchild closeness was not significantly related to any indicator of 
youth well-being at age nine, being quite or extremely close to a stepfather 
was associated with higher school connectedness at age 15 (Gold & 
Edin, 2023).

In contrast, low involvement or negative parenting by stepfathers could 
have detrimental effects. In the study by Forehand et  al. (2015), black 
adolescents living with a male cohabiting partner (MCP) of their biological 
mother exhibited more internalizing problems when the MCPs were less 
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involved in daily childrearing activities and used high levels of firm con-
trol, compared to other combinations of MCP’s involvement and con-
trol level.

Consistently across the studies (Yuan & Hamilton, 2006; King, 2006; 
White & Gilbreth, 2001) stepfathers were found to provide a unique added 
value above and beyond the adolescents’ relationship with their biological 
parents. Adolescents who have closer relationships with both their step-
fathers and mothers tended to fare better than those who were not close 
or had conflictual relationships with their stepfathers and mothers. For 
example, in the study by White and Gilbreth (2001), the stepfather-step-
child relationship uniquely contributed to 33% of the variance in the total 
effect of parent-child relationship on child internalizing problems; this was 
in addition to the 21% contributed by the unique joint effect of stepfathers 
and mothers. The interaction effect in Yuan & Hamilton’s study (Yuan & 
Hamilton, 2006) indicated that adolescents who felt close to both their 
mother and stepfather had the lowest depression and problematic behavior. 
When the adolescent did not feel very close to their mother, an increase 
in the feeling of being separately close to the stepfather only slightly 
decreased depression and problematic behavior (Yuan & Hamilton, 2006). 
Among adolescents from stepfather families, closeness to stepfathers sig-
nificantly predicted low externalizing and internalizing problems and less 
failing grades, whereas closeness to nonresident biological fathers only 
significantly predicted receiving failing grades (King, 2006). Similarly, the 
involvement by stepfathers and noncustodial fathers in the stepfather 
households were both significantly correlated with positive youth outcomes 
such as fewer psychological problems and better classroom behavior, 
whereas the involvement level of the noncustodial father was not signifi-
cantly associated with youth psychological problems and self-concept, but 
with youth GPA and family income in single-mother households (Bronstein 
et  al., 1994).

The effect of other family members

Studies on stepfathers that included biological mothers and nonresident 
biological fathers showed the embeddedness of the relationships across 
different dyads on adolescent well-being in a network of family relation-
ships. In their study on stepfamily relationship quality and youth depres-
sion, Jensen and Harris (2017a) found both higher quality mother-child 
and stepfather-child relationships were directly associated with decreases 
in youth depression across adolescence; higher quality of mother-stepfather 
relationships (e.g., relationship happiness and harmony) were also directly 
associated with decreases in depression as adolescents grew older to emerg-
ing adulthood. While the stepcouple relationship quality was not directly 
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linked to youth internalizing and externalizing concurrently or longitudi-
nally, it correlated with the mother-child and the stepfather-child affective 
quality, which in turn significantly predicted better youth outcomes (Jensen 
et  al., 2018). In Jensen and Lippold’s study (Jensen & Lippold, 2018), 
youth adjustment in stepfather families was optimized longitudinally when 
the relationship quality was consistently high among mother-child, step-
father-child, and step-couple dyads, as well as when a good nonresident 
father-child relationship was included. The biological mothers of youths 
may complement the stepfather-stepchild relationship. In Yuan and 
Hamilton (2006) study comprising 1,812 youths, adolescents’ closeness to 
their stepfathers protected them against depression and problem behaviors 
(whereas the effect of adolescents’ relationship with their biological fathers 
was insignificant). However, the association between the stepfather-stepchild 
relationship on adolescent adjustment became insignificant once maternal 
involvement was included in the analysis, although nonresidential biological 
fathers’ involvement did not have such an effect (Yuan & Hamilton, 2006).

The evidence on the moderating effect of the stepfather-mother rela-
tionship was inconsistent. Some studies found a significant effect of the 
marital status of the biological mother and stepfather on adolescents. For 
example, adolescents from a cohabiting stepfather family were found to 
be the most likely to engage in drinking, smoking, and other risk behav-
iors (Apel & Kaukinen, 2008; Brown & Rinelli, 2010). White and Gilbreth 
(2001) found that the detrimental effect of poor stepfather-child relation-
ships on internalizing and externalizing problems was particularly strong 
among adolescents whose stepfathers are cohabiting rather than married 
to their mothers. Adolescents in married stepfamilies or single-mother 
families had approximately 1.3 times higher odds of smoking, while youth 
in unmarried, cohabiting stepfamilies had nearly double the chances of 
smoking compared to those in families where adolescents had two bio-
logical  parents that were married (Brown & Rinelli, 2010). However, Gold 
and Edin (2023) detected no significant effect of the mother and stepfa-
ther’s marital status on adolescent well-being.

Discussion

The main goal of this study was to systematically review current research 
on the impact of heterosexual stepfathers on adolescent well-being, which 
has been tested empirically in the extant scholarship but not often syn-
thesized and conceptualized despite the growing diversity of family formats 
(Jensen & Sanner, 2021). The results of the 29 selected empirical studies 
suggest that 1) the well-being of adolescents in stepfather families was 
generally lower than their counterparts in other family structures, especially 
those in two-biological-parent families, that 2) the involvement and 
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relationship of stepfathers with their adolescent children, rather than just 
biological relatedness, contributes to adolescent well-being; and 3) the 
influences of stepfathers are contextualized in the complicated family 
network with its resident and nonresident members.

Main findings

Our review found that compared with adolescents living with two biolog-
ical parents, teenagers living with stepfathers tended to fare worse socio-
emotionally and academically. Such a pattern is in line with three theories: 
the evolutionary perspective that expects stepparents to have lower parental 
motivation; the sociological perspective that portrays stepfathers as dis-
oriented about their roles, and the psychological perspective that hypoth-
esizes a higher likelihood of past or current family conflicts in stepfather 
families. Admittedly, there remains a paucity of systematic comparisons 
between stepfather and stepmother families, those comparing stepfa-
ther-child and nonresident biological father-child dyads, and those com-
paring different children (i.e., stepsiblings) in the same stepfamily. In 
addition, there has been less discussion on the effect of remarried step-
father families following divorce or widowhood (e.g., biological father 
passing away) and potential differences in youth outcomes with distinctive 
experiences. This makes it difficult to come to conclusions on adolescent 
outcomes as regards the following: the relative importance of biological 
relatedness, role expectation, and psychological and familial processes. 
More research on comparing adolescent outcomes between single-mother 
families and stepfather families is warranted to disentangle the multifaceted 
nature of the effect of different family structures (Jeynes, 2012). To better 
understand stepfamily dynamics and its effects on the wellbeing of children 
and adolescents, attention needs to be paid to controlling for context-re-
lated variables such as years living in stepfamilies, parental divorce or 
pass-away, and income (L. Ganong & Coleman, 2018). The findings of 
this study indicate the need for further consideration being given to the 
potential challenges faced by the increased number of adolescents growing 
up in stepfather families.

Nevertheless, biological relatedness is not necessarily the only factor 
that determines the effectiveness of fathering. All the included studies that 
identified between-group differences were cross-sectional in nature, and 
one of the very few longitudinal studies that included stepfathers found 
no between-group differences between adolescents in stepfather families 
and those in two-biological-parent families (Walper et  al., 2015). In the 
studies that attended more closely to family processes, stepfathers were 
found to actively talk to their children about schoolwork and academic 
achievements (Beckmeyer & Russell, 2018; Jensen, 2019). In some families, 
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they shouldered responsibilities for teaching, disciplining, and attending 
school activities with their children, much like biological fathers in two-bi-
ological-parent families (Flouri, 2007). Although it is unclear whether 
stepfathers have done this to please their partners (i.e., evolutionary per-
spective, as a mating strategy), such effort proved to be effective as most 
adolescents reported having close relationships with their stepfathers (Gold 
& Edin, 2021; King, 2006). Adolescents have also been found to benefit 
from their stepfathers’ presence, involvement, and a positive stepfather-child 
relationship (Beckmeyer & Russell, 2018; Gold & Edin, 2023; Jensen & 
Harris, 2017a, 2017b; Sweeney, 2007). These findings suggest that motivated 
stepfathers can become effective parents and that they may influence the 
well-being of their children through mechanism similar to those found in 
biological fathers. The active involvement of stepfathers and the prevalent 
close relational ties between stepfathers and their children may reflect a 
shifting of cultural norms in contemporary Western societies toward greater 
paternal participation (Gold & Edin, 2023).

When situated in family systems, stepfathers appeared to provide an 
additional positive effect on adolescent well-being above and beyond that 
from either their biological fathers (King, 2006; Yuan & Hamilton, 2006) 
or biological mothers (King, 2006; White & Gilbreth, 2001; Yuan & 
Hamilton, 2006); this positive effect supports the accumulation model 
(White & Gilbreth, 2001). As Yuan and Hamilton (2006) demonstrated, 
when the necessity arises, stepfathers could substitute not only nonresident 
biological fathers but also the biological mother, in providing support for 
their adolescent stepchildren. These different mechanisms of support 
demonstrate how the family is “a complex, integrated whole” (Minuchin, 
1988, p.8), with each family member– even nonresident ones– “necessarily 
interdependent, exerting continuous and reciprocal influence on one 
another” (Cox & Paley, 1997, p. 246). Further research on stepfamilies is 
needed to explore family processes, dynamics, and relationships in more 
detail and their impact on child well-being (Coleman et  al., 2018). It could 
help generate contextual and nuanced findings that can inform programs, 
practices, and policy to better support the well-being of children and 
youths within various family structures.

One notable consideration arising from our review is the variability in 
sample sizes across the studies included. While the reviewed literature 
provides valuable insights into the associations between stepfathers and 
adolescent well-being, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations imposed 
by small sample sizes in some studies. Most studies conducted in the U.S. 
used nationally representative samples drawn from national projects (e.g., 
NICHD, NSFH, and Add Health). Studies with small sample sizes under 
100 (e.g., Belogai, 2010; Collins et  al., 1995), which could result from 
limited data availability, are susceptible to sampling biases and may lack 
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statistical power to detect meaningful associations or differences accurately. 
Consequently, caution is warranted when interpreting the findings from 
studies with limited sample sizes, and a meta-analysis could be attempted 
when relevant evidence continues to accumulate in the future.

Limitations and future directions

This review has several limitations that provide opportunities for future 
explorations. First, most of the included studies focused on one adolescent 
child in the stepfamily, whereas many stepfamilies are liable to have more 
than one co-resident child (Ganong & Coleman, 2004), and some may 
also have nonresident children (e.g., stepfathers’ noncustodial biological 
children from previous relationships). We observed that three of the 29 
studies included a question on the number of siblings (e.g., Flouri, 2007; 
Jensen, 2019; Yuan & Hamilton, 2006) without examining sibling effects. 
(Half-) Siblings living in or outside of the adolescent’s current household 
can divide the attention of stepfathers and resources between their resident 
and nonresident stepchildren (Manning et  al., 2003). A growing body of 
literature has provided evidence on the effect of the relationship quality 
between siblings and stepsiblings on individual child well-being in step-
families in comparisons with two-biological-parent families (Sanner et  al., 
2018). It may be helpful to consider the influences of siblings and half-sib-
lings on both the behaviors of stepfathers and stepfather-stepchild rela-
tionships to compare stepfathers’ treatment of and impact on children 
with different status of biological relatedness.

Second, due to the small number of studies included, we were unable 
to systematically compare the influence of stepfathers on adolescent boys 
and girls. In Carlson’s study (Carlson 2006) focusing on father involvement 
across family structures, youth gender was tested as an interaction term 
with the degree of father involvement and the results showed little differ-
ence in how father involvement affected boys and girls in all families. 
However, two of the 29 selected articles revealed that girls in stepfather 
families may be in a more disadvantaged situation than boys. One study 
found general similarities between boys’ and girl’s adjustment associated 
with family relationship quality in stepfather families, with girls reporting 
higher initial levels of internalizing problems than boys in stepfamilies 
with low-quality relationships (Jensen & Lippold, 2018; see Bronstein et  al., 
1994 for an exception) Among the 29 articles reviewed, there was also 
one study particularly focusing on the population of adolescent girls 
(Merten & Henry, 2011), emphasizing the heightened risk for girls in 
mother-stepfather, single-mother, and nonresident mother families com-
pared to biological mother-father families. This is consistent with the 
empirical findings of adolescent-parent relationships in general; these 
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findings indicate that adolescent girls perceive less availability from fathers 
than younger girls, while their perception of their mothers’ availability 
does not vary with their age, in contrast, boys’ perception of paternal and 
maternal availability did not change over time (Lieberman et  al., 1999). 
Moreover, given the special association found in research between father 
involvement and outcomes for girls as regards female dating, violence, and 
risky sexual behaviors (Alleyne-Green et  al., 2016), it would be meaningful 
for stepfather research to further explore this area. Future research could 
consider how differently girls might be influenced by stepfathers from boys.

Third, despite our effort to include studies from worldwide research, 
all studies in this review came from European and North American coun-
tries, despite the increase of stepfamilies in non-Western societies (Hu, 
2020; Oritz & Roser, 2020). The four non-U.S. studies placed little weight 
on discussing country-specific economic, cultural, social, or legal back-
grounds that may have important impact on children or stepfamilies 
adjustment; nor did they offer information on within-country diversities 
across race, ethnicities, and social class. In their study conducted in 
Germany with a nationally represented sample, Walper et  al. (2015) men-
tioned the link between single parenthood and the higher likelihood of 
income poverty and downward mobility, which were common in most 
counties although had a weaker effect was observed in Scandinavian coun-
tries compared to the U.K. and the U.S. It has long been recognized that 
family processes relevant to step-parenthood may vary according to the 
following factors: parents’ characteristics such as racial/ethnic identity, 
income, education, and social support (Jensen & Sanner, 2021; Ryan et  al., 
2015), and that parenting styles, behaviors, and beliefs can be greatly 
influenced by cultural norms and societal expectations (Bornstein, 2012; 
Harding et  al., 2017). For example, Zhang (2020) pointed out that, unlike 
in western societies where divorced single motherhood were often asso-
ciated with worsened educational outcomes in children, children of divorced 
single mothers in China performed better, as better educated women are 
more likely to seek divorce and then remain single afterwards in a hyper-
gamous society. Changing attitude toward divorce and remarriage and the 
consequent normativity of stepfather families might influence both the 
resources (e.g., availability of support group) and stress level (e.g., stigma) 
faced by family members. It is therefore imperative for researchers to 
understand the stepfather families from diverse and changing sociocultural 
contexts through culturally sensitive investigation.

Conclusions and Implications

This systematic review synthesized major themes and findings concerning 
the effect of stepfathers on the well-being of adolescents. We observed a 
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trend toward poorer youth outcomes in stepfather families especially com-
pared to those in two-biological-parent families. However, comparisons 
between adolescents from stepfather families and those from single-mother 
or stepmother families did not consistently support the disadvantage of 
having a stepfather. Our findings also suggested that positive parental 
involvement (e.g., shared activities, helping with homework, and talking 
about school) and a close stepfather-child relationship could benefit ado-
lescents from stepfather families who might have disadvantages after expe-
riencing parental divorce and family instability. However, this positive 
association may vary due to other familial conditions such as the involve-
ment of the adolescent’s biological mother. These findings call for more 
systematic inclusion in investigations of factors related to family processes 
(e.g., mother-child relationship, the presence of (half)siblings, years of living 
in stepfamilies, and divorce experience). As families continue to diversify, 
our review encourages future studies to examine the subtlety and nuance 
in stepfather families to better understand how parents and stepparents 
around the world can contribute positively to their children’s well-being.

Our findings also have practical implications. The overall disadvantage 
of adolescents in stepfather families calls for greater attention on the 
potential challenges faced by adolescents, their stepfathers, and their fam-
ilies. For example, role clarification of the stepfather, possibly in discussion 
with the children’s biological parents and other key childrearing agents 
(such as grandparents), may help stepfathers better perform their parental 
roles. Practitioners could also assist stepfather families in allocating appro-
priate time for adolescents to bond with both their biological parents and 
their new stepfather (Papernow, 2018). Findings from this review on the 
potential benefits provided by high-quality stepfathering provide evidence 
for interventions that encourage persistent efforts to identify effective 
strategies for supporting the involvement of stepfathers and cultivating 
positive stepfather-child relationships. Practitioners working with stepfam-
ilies should be mindful of individual and contextual characteristics that 
might influence stepfather-child relationship quality, including the stepfa-
ther-mother dynamic and the family transition history and use such aware-
ness to guide their assessments and interventions.
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