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I. Aim of the thesis, outline of the topic 

The focus of this dissertation is on the increasingly widespread family type, the „white spot” 

of family sociology (Harcsa – Monostori 2018, 2020), the stepfamily; and its life 

organisation, its composition and the diverse internal functioning resulting from the family 

structure. For the purposes of this research, a mosaic/step is defined as a family in which a 

couple living together (biological parent and stepparent) jointly raise at least one child who is 

the offspring of a previous relationship of one of the partners (Mirnics – Terék 2019). 

In line with the Hungarian literature (Vörös – Kovács 2013, Bogár 2017, Mirnics – 

Terék 2019, Harcsa – Monostori 2020), the dissertation uses the terms stepfamily (and the 

synonymous multinuclear family) to describe the family structure while the term stepparent 

(stepmother and stepfather) is used to describe the new partner who appears in the family and 

takes on parental roles. 

The relevance of the topic is that as a result of the diversity of family relationships 

today, and the pluralisation of couple relationships (Jensen 2009, Albert 2022, Huszti 2022, 

Adler – Lenz 2023a), stepfamilies, also known as multinuclear families, are gaining 

increasing importance in the research focus of family sociology. The number of this 

rearranged, unconventional family type is increasing in all societies but currently it is 

underreported or miscategorised in official statistics (Adler – Lenz 2023b). Researches which 

are specialised for family structure remain scarce – as the focus of research is currently on the 

nuclear family (Baxter et al. 1999). Relevant studies on the stepfamily deal exclusively with 

the steps, boundaries and difficulties that arise from the interlocking family structure. Even 

today, there is much less data available on the internal functioning of stepfamilies than on 

traditional families (Kocsor et al. 2022). 

The actuality of the subject area is that the analysis and evaluation of family 

rearrangements is a relatively new field of study in family demography (Vörös – Kovács 

2013). This new field also allows research of the complex system of stepfamilies which have 

diverse structural and dynamic characteristics (Mirnics – Terék 2019). In order to group these 

diverse characteristics, a number of typologies have been applied to the family form – both 

domestically and internationally (Krähenbühl et al. 2007, Vörös – Kovács 2013, Ganong et al. 

2021, Ganong – Sanner 2023). However, during the construction of early typologies, 

stepfamily researchers focused on intra- and interpersonal dimensions rather than structural 

elements (Ganong – Sanner 2023). 
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The aim of the thesis is thus to examine the changes in family structure, function and 

role in stepfamilies which are analised according to the following research questions: 1) How 

does the stepfamily fulfil family functions? 2) How does the stepfamily shape new family 

dynamics and roles (family, partner and child roles)? 3) How do narrower and wider kinship 

relations reorganise after the formation of a stepfamily? 

The doctoral thesis covers four main theoretical approaches. Based on the 

interactionist theories, it contains theses on family roles and their duplicability (cumulation), 

on the interactions between family members (Burgess 1926 cited by Cseh-Szombathy 1979, 

Neményi 1988, Albert – Farkas – Leveleki 2002, Ambrus – Gergely 2009, Földházi 2008, 

2018, Husz 2022). According to the developmental approach, taking into account the life 

cycles of the family, the thesis presents the rearrangements of linear stages (Carter – 

McGoldriek 1989, Goldenberg – Goldenberg 2008, Haley 1973 cited by Papp – Lovász 

2004), the cyclicality of family life (Combrinck – Graham 1988 cited by Goldenberg – 

Goldenberg 2008). On the basis of structural-functional theory, it also examines the family as 

a social subsystem – reassessing the functions outlined in the theories (their existence, their 

addition or their marginalisation) (Parsons 1955 cited by Földházi 2008, 2018, Cseh-

Szombathy 1979, Ambrus – Gergely 2009, Czibere – Molnár 2015). And based on systems 

theory, it addresses the blurring of family boundaries by describing the specific internal 

features of families (Parsons 1971, Czibere – Molnár 2015, Bronfenbrenner 1979; 1994 cited 

in Koltói 2019, Molnár 2019). 

Overall, the thesis contains both a description of the changes of  the structure of the 

family and an interpretation of the internal processes of the new family (how it develops, what 

changes it undergoes). 

II. The methods used 

The initial database of the research was provided by the research programme „Mobility and 

Immobility in Rural Spaces”, conducted at the Department of Sociology and Social Policy of 

the University of Debrecen, in the framework of the Mobility Research Centre of Excellence 

Cooperation Programme of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. During the research, 40 

semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2020. The interviews were recorded during the 

first wave of the coronavirus outbreak but the recording of the interviews was not affected by 

the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic. Research team members recorded interviews primarily 

by telephone or online (Skype, Messenger or Google Meet) while face-to-face meetings were 

conducted in accordance with epidemiological standards. 
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The set of questions for the qualitative semi-structured interview survey included 7 

main dimensions: 1) personal profile of the subject; 2) roles within the family and division of 

labour within the family; 3) living conditions, financial management and consumption issues 

of the family; 4) family and non-family relationships; 5) situation of children; 6) difficulties 

and conflicts; 7) use of time. 

Using the qualitative, non-probability sampling method, the research asked for 

information about people in the mosaic family based on linkages or personal relationships. 

Accordingly, we used the snowball method and purposeful, theory-driven sampling. 

The target group for the survey consisted of people living in a stepfamily at the time of 

the survey who met the following criteria: 

1) people who had been living in a stepfamily for at least 2 years, and 

2) these people have at least one child in the newly formed family who was born in 

a previous relationship of one of the parties.  

In order to study stepfamilies, it is not only necessary to study the newly formed households 

but also the change of position of the biological parents of the children in the new family 

structure (e.g. their family integration), their new family relationships (which may also affect 

their relationship with their children).  

Over the set of criteria defined, no other criteria were specified for the inclusion to the 

sample such as education, geographical location, age, stepfamily type. In terms of territory, 

respondents are also not concentrated in a single, geographically well-defined location. 

The target group was interviewed anonymously and the interviews were recorded by 

dictaphone with the consent of the participants. Verbatim transcripts of the audio recordings 

were made. The interviews were processed in several phases. In order to obtain the overall 

results of the interviews, the primary task was to define the family context – whether the 

subject was part of a stepfamily with a stepmother, a stepfather; a complex, a part-time 

stepfamily or stepfamily with joint children. In all cases, the interviews were conducted 

according to whether the person concerned had his/her own biological child in the relationship 

or whether his/her partner had a biological child and was raising him/her jointly, and whether 

they also had a child in common. 

The analysis was carried out along the 7 main blocks of the interview schedule. The 

content analysis of the semi-structured interview narratives was supported by page-edge 

coding and highlighting throughout. Reading the verbatim transcripts, as well as making 

separate notes, also helped to identify mosaic families with the same characteristics (e.g. 

„reported alcoholism, gambling addiction or suicidal tendencies of previous partner” or 
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„attended counselling”). Categories were constructed based on latent and manifest content. 

The lists thus generated helped subsequent analytical work. 

The research covered several counties – the subjects lived in the counties of Csongrád-

Csanád, Hajdú-Bihar, Békés, Komárom-Esztergom, Pest and Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg at the 

time of the interviews. Thus, interviews were conducted in a total of 6 counties. 

The vast majority of interviewees in the sample were graduates, according to their 

level of education. 

III. List of results in thesis form 

As the summarizing result of this dissertation, it can be concluded that the stepfamily 

structure is more open compared to the nuclear family, its roles and functions can be diverse 

(Bognár – Telkes 1986, Neményi 2000, Mirnics – Terék 2019). Determining the 

interconnectedness of its members can involve a variety of methods and approaches. Some 

(including Satir 1999, Vörös – Kovács 2013, Ganong et al. 2021) use a threefold definition 

while others (e.g. Krähenbühl et al. 2007, Mirnics et al. 2020, Kocsor et al. 2022) use a 

fivefold classification as the most common definition – both domestically and internationally. 

Figure 1: Types of stepfamilies 

 

Resource: Own editing. 

According to the threefold categorisation, families can be stepfater, stepmother or complex 

type (Satir 1999, Vörös – Kovács 2013, Czibere et al. 2022). According to the fivefold 

typification, which also includes stepfater, stepmother and complex types, families with joint 

children and part-time stepfamilies are also separate categories (Krähenbühl et al. 2007, 

Eisingerné 2012, 2013, Rosta – Ádám 2014, Homoki 2019, Mirnics et al. 2020, Czibere et al. 
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2022, Kocsor et al. 2022). In this dissertation, the research results are presented focusing on 

the five, more complex types. 

However, typing is both a complex and complicated task – you can observe as many 

stepfamilies as family structures, as a chain of different events in the personal life course. For 

this reason, in most cases it was not possible to categorise the subjects into a single clear 

stepfamily type. At the time of recording the interviews, 1 interviewee was living in a 

stepmother family, 4 in a stepfather family and 1 in a complex family. None of the 

interviewees were living exclusively in a part-time family due to the screening criteria 

(minimum of 1 child in the household). There were also no interviewees living in a joint 

family with a stepmother whilst 8 interviewees were living in a joint family with a stepmother 

and 2 in a joint family with a complex stepfamily with a child. A total of 16 interviews with 

women can be categorised as pure types (i.e. only 1 type). 19 additional interviews show the 

interchangeability of types which reinforce the colourful and complex character of living in a 

stepfamily that cannot be described by a single schema (Kukucska 2020b, 2022). 

Research question 1: How does the stepfamily fulfil family functions? 

It can be concluded that the family functions presented in the literature (Minuchin 1974, 

Cseh-Szombathy 1979, Andorka 2006, Földházi 2008, Ambrus – Gergely 2009, Somlai 2013, 

Czibere – Molnár 2015, Nádasi 2016) have been transformed in the stepfamily structures to 

such an extent that some functions have remained passive (such as the production function) 

while others have emerged as prominent functions in the life of families. 

As a consequence of the rearrangements of the linear life stages defined by family life 

cycles (i.e. the phasing of the life cycles of the stepfamily), economic, reproductive and 

socialisation functions have become more prominent in the life of multinuclear families 

(Cseh-Szombathy 1979, Andorka 2006, Ambrus – Gergely 2009, Czibere – Molnár 2015). 

Furthermore, the results presented in this dissertation show a congruence with the trends of 

overlapping life course stages outlined by Andorka, supporting the problematic of the 

developmental theory; the difficulty of accommodating remarried families with children in 

developmental models (Cseh-Szombathy 1979, Andorka 2006). 

In terms of economic function, the subjects presented their specific situation by 

characterising their financial management and decision-making dynamics. Based on their 

money management patterns, the research subjects could be a) joint money managers; b) 

complex decision makers or c) individual money managers. The results show that the more 

areas of family units of are 'merging' (for example, through the integration of a new partner 
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and relative network), the more joint financial management and joint decision-making are 

achieved. In contrast, financial issues in complex family forms can be significantly 

determined by inheritance issues or the payment of alimony and can be seen as potential 

sources of conflict. 

The reproductive function can be identified with the issue of having a child together. 

And joint children also point to a less researched phenomenon in the life of stepfamilies: the 

special nature of their situation. Joint children may have different attitudes to their nuclear 

peers, adapting for example to the regular, intermittent or irregular presence of siblings. 

According to it, with regards to the relationships between paternal and maternal half-siblings, 

the dissertation also supports the findings of national and international research that maternal 

half-sibling relationships are more common (Pollet 2007, Gyuris et al. 2020, Kocsor et al. 

2022). Overall, the dissertation also points to factors that influence the relationship between 

siblings. 

Figure 2: Factors affecting the relationship between siblings 

 

Resource: Own editing. 

Based on the narratives, three main factors have been outlined that can affect the relationships 

between blood, half and step-siblings: 1) age, 2) the presence of family structure and 3) the 

different personalities of the children. 

The socialisation function is fulfilled through the definition of child-rearing attitudes 

and entitlements. The psychological protection associated with socialisation can be provided 
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by common events such as shared meals, family traditions and celebrations which are also 

defined as a cohesive force in the family structure (Baxter et al. 1999, Hutchinson et al. 2007, 

Ganong et al. 2021). Thus, in stepfamilies, the psychological well-being of both parents and 

children is ensured if the new multinuclear family structure is fully accepted by relatives and 

the concerned family members (parent – stepparent – children). 

Research question 2: How does the mosaic family shape new family dynamics and 

roles (family, partnership and child roles)? 

It can be concluded that family dynamics can be influenced by a number of factors. Initially, 

the intermingling of family parts is related to the type of divorce which according to the 

dissertation can be: a) neutral (unemotional); b) non-conflictual (promoting a balanced 

division), and c) conflictual divorce (also impeding litigation). 

Table 1: Types and characteristics of divorce based on interviews 

 Neutral divorce 
Non-conflictual 

divorce 
Conflictual divorce 

Emotional state Coldness/Emotionless Reconciled Upset 

Material 

involvement 
Agreed Balanced 

Financially 

restrained 

Consideration of 

children 
Accepting Supportive Rejecting 

Resource: Own editing. 

On the other hand, there is also a correlation with the strategic goal of psychological 

adjustment after divorce (Bognár – Telkes 1986) – in what extent, how and when the 

individual was able to process the divorce.  

The new family dynamics may also be influenced by the complex process of partner 

selection (Bereczkei 2012) – who chose whom when choosing a new partner and what 

influenced the decisions of individuals. They then act as a factor influencing individual 

choices: 

1) the places of acquaintance which showed similarities with Kalmijn's definition of 

marriage markets (Kalmijn 1998, Földházi 2008, Szél 2008, Czibere – Molnár 2016). 

The vast majority of the subjects met through acquaintances (i.e. in their socialisation 

environment) or at work (according to their educational level); 
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2) the views of the family of origin, in the light of which, in order the new relationship to 

work, their interactions and attachments in the family of origin must be unravelled 

(Bowen 1976, Weiszt 2015); 

3) individual characteristics (such as age, education or existential background); 

4) ex-post conclusions drawn from the previous relationship (Fáber 2019); 

5) the new partner's previous relationship status (whether he or she was married, has 

children or is a childless member of the new family). 

Overall, in relation to the mating choices that contribute to the formation of the stepfamily, it 

can be concluded that homogamy in the relationship is identifiable among the interviewees. 

This confirms the importance of psychosocial similarity between the parties; both consciously 

and unconsciously, based on the narratives, they strived for similarity in the dimensions of 

residence, existential and educational attainment (Buda 2013). The findings of previous 

research on stepfamilies that divorced women have difficulties in forming a new relationship 

(due to their age and maternal role) do not applicable to the research subjects. The vast 

majority of women interviewed had formed a new relationship within 1-2 years of their 

divorce. The subjects also confirmed that they start to form relationships for the „second” (or 

more) time on the basis of realistic ideas (Cseh-Szombathy 1983). 

The evaluation of the blurring of family boundaries following the system-theoretical 

criteria is emotional and subjective; when subfamilies are joined, it is basically determinative 

how the new partner is capable to integrate into the new family structure. In terms of 

stepparent integration, the stepparent may play the role of the merged partner or the role of 

the difficult-to-connect parent. Thus, the individual who had previously been a parent could 

integrate more easily into the new family unit. 

In answer to the second research question, it can be further concluded that the new 

family dynamics are always determined by the parent-child-stepparent triad, complemented 

by the blood parent living separated (and his/her possible new family), the kinship and 

friendship networks. The definition of the roles of the multinuclear child and parent depends 

on the age of the child (the younger the child at the time of becoming a multinuclear family, 

the more intensively he or she can relate to the new parent) and depends on the previous 

marital status of the stepparent (depending on whether he or she was involved in the parent-

child relationship with a child or without a child, he or she can participate in family life with 

different intensity). 

In this dissertation, four main dimensions of child-rearing issues were considered: a) 

the effects of changing family situations, b) parental entitlements, c) the relationship with the 
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surrogate parent, and d) the effects and characteristics of the relationship systems between 

siblings. 

Stepfamilies, like nuclear families, hold essentially traditional views on the division of 

household labour (Csurgó – Kristóf 2012) but their difficulties are twofold. On the one hand, 

it is more difficult for stepfamilies where the mother performed all the tasks herself in the 

previous relationship to exercise a joint, family division of labour. On the other hand, it is also 

difficult for new family members who previously lived as unmarried, childless people to 

accept this new type of division of labour (for them, this may also require adjustment). 

Stepfamilies following a smooth divorce are also able to plan their family activities 

more smoothly, compared to families where the ex-partner tries to override or prevent 

planned activities. And in all cases, the valuation of holidays and family traditions is related to 

the individual's position in the family and the relationships between the stepfamily members. 

The harmoniously cooperating family members are solution-oriented whilst the conflicting 

family members are forced to meet tight deadlines. The research also confirms Durkheim's 

(2003 [1912], Neulinger – Mitev 2017) finding that family rituals are also a provider of 

family unity and cohesion. At the same time, however, these family celebrations may be an 

indicator of the problematic nature of the open mosaic family structure (Fischer 2005, Bognár 

– Telkes 1986). Development of a common set of customs may provide a way to overcome 

these difficulties. 

In conclusion, the process of becoming a multinuclear family can influence children's 

development, their attachment (e.g. loyalty) to their parents, and thus family dynamics are a 

the function of the adaptive capacity of the family (Czibere – Molnár 2015); how sub-families 

can cooperate, how stepfamilies develop their particular division of labour or family 

traditions, how they define their roles and how they are able to deal with difficulties arising 

from family coexistence. 

Research question 3: How do narrower and wider kinship relations reorganise after 

the formation of a stepfamily? 

It can be concluded that the system of family relations is closely related to the internal 

dynamics of the family. The relationship system of the stepfamily also depends on the 

personality of the new partner – how well he or she has integrated into the family unit, how 

well he or she is accepted – and on the behaviour of the former partner. Thus, for example, the 

interdependency as defined by systems theory was supported by the narratives of the research 
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subjects. Family members constantly influence each other and changes in the lives of family 

members can affect the life of the whole family. 

The evaluation of kinship systems is always emotional and subjective. The common 

intersection of individual thinking is the child. Family relationships can also be driven by 

grandparents who can influence the dynamics of family relationships through their opinions 

and behaviours. Both birth- and new grandparents can react with both acceptance and 

rejection. 

Figure 4: The issue of grandparental adoption and 

inclusion

 

Resource: Own editing. 

Overall, however, in addition to the kinship network, the social relationships of the members 

of the stepfamily are also changing. 
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Figure 5: Social relationships of mosaic family members in the 

sample

 

Resource: Own editing. 

Both the kinship network and the group of friends are characterised by the turning away or 

persistence of the „old” and the bringing in of the „new”. In other words, the caravan of the 

individual – such as its size and composition – is constantly changing (Albert 2022, Czibere et 

al. 2022). The research also covered the definition of intimate relationships. The results 

suggest that interviewees in both stepparents and complex stepfamilies rated their partners as 

more trusting than non-confidents (Czibere et al. 2022). In several cases, in addition to 

couples, parents (in Dunbar's category of close friends) and then friends (the group of best 

friends) provide the trusting background (Dunbar 2018 cited in Albert 2022, Windzio 2023). 

As a summarizing result, the dissertation also included a subjective assessment of 

living in a stepfamily and a description of the advantages and disadvantages of the family 

structure. The multinuclear family, according to the narratives, provides both positives and 

negatives for the involved parents and children (according to the parents' responses). The 

main negativity is the lack of a unified family picture – despite the fact that even in 

stepfamilies the interactions of family members are interrelated. Struggles between family 

members (as a result of conflictual divorce) can make life difficult for both adults and 

children and can increase the difficulties of reconciling different life situations (who and how 

became a member of the mosaic family – for example if he/she previously lived childless, 

unmarried or married). However, the openness and strong adaptability of both adults and 
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children were highlighted as positivity in all cases. The widening network of relationships 

may contribute to a broader view of the world for children (and a more complex appreciation 

of what is going on in it). Furthermore, by becoming a multinuclear family, there is a re-

balancing that ensures harmonious coexistence. 

The summarising result of the dissertation is that a person who breaks up a previous 

relationship with a „nice divorce” (a type of neutral or non-conflictual divorce);  who 

successfully chooses a couple according to his/her realistic ideas; who is child-centred in 

his/her thinking and who develops a close relationship with the new family unit;  is able to 

develop and operate a balanced stepfamily dynamic. 
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