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The 19th and 20th centuries saw a dramatic shift in the role of children in American society 
and families. Families are organizationally complex emotional systems that may comprise at 
least three- and increasingly today, as a result of longer life expectancies-four generations. 
Whether traditional or innovative, adaptive or maladaptive, efficiently or chaotically organized, a 
family inevitably attempts, with varying degrees of success, to arrange itself into a functional or 
enabling a group as possible so that it can meet its collective or jointly defined needs and goals 
without consistently or systematically preventing particular members from meeting their 
individual needs and goals (Kantor & Lehr, 1975).  

          All families face challenges during their life cycle; some are expectable strains (brought on 
by such potential crises as retirement or divorce or remarriage), while others are sudden and 
untimely (an unforeseen job loss, the unexpected death of a key family member, the threat of a 
terrorist attack). The 20th century parents exhibit a new level of anxiety concerning their children 
as well as their own parenting (Sterns, 2003). The concerning parents have come to believe that 
they are participating in a culture of neglect and diminishing standards. 

      A daunting challenge for a member in the family is parenting. Rosenberg (1983) summarizes 
the structural position succinctly when he concludes that ‘when a family runs into difficulty, one 
can assume that it is operating within a dysfunctional structure’ (p. 160). Perhaps the family, 
proceeding along normal developmental lines, has hit a snag in entering a new developmental 
stage or in negotiating a particular life cycle crisis such as the birth of another child, children 
leaving for college, or retirement. Perhaps the family members have become over involved or 
enmeshed with each other (parental behavior that seems supportive and loving to a preadolescent 
is experienced as suffocating and intrusive by a teenager). Or, at the other end of the continuum, 
perhaps we are dealing with the dilemma of disengagement (parent’s detachment permits growth 
and encourages children’s resourcefulness, but at the same time represents parents’ unavailability 
and lack of support in time of crisis). Dysfunction suggests that the covert rules that govern 
family transactions have become (perhaps temporarily) inoperative or inappropriate and require 
renegotiation (p.223). 
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         A dysfunctional family is defined as one which failed to fulfill its purpose of nurturing the 
growth of its members (Colapinto, 1991). In the Wiltwyck families (Minuchin et al., 
1967,p.223), typically burdened by severe external stressors brought about by poverty, five 
dysfunctional family structures were differentiated: (a) enmeshed families; (b) disengaged 
families; (c) families with a peripheral male; (d) families with noninvolved parents; and (e) 
families with juvenile parents. A sense of feeling overwhelmed and helpless was common to 
these families, often led by single mothers, who struggled to control or guide their delinquent 
children. 

      More challenges of the 21st century are those in families which are poor and belonging to 
different ethnicity.  Poor African American families, embedded in a context of chronic 
unemployment and discrimination, are particularly limited in their abilities to function in ways 
that permit family members to thrive. The decline in marriage rates among African Americans, 
coupled with the increased number of teenage mothers, had added to their family crises. Edelman 
(1987), founder of the Children’s Defense Fund, argues that the interrelated factors of poverty, 
male joblessness, and poor, female-headed households operate together to perpetuate generations 
of membership in America’s underclass. In a seemingly endless circle, the loosening of family 
structure has led to increased out-of-wedlock births and, correspondingly, increased child 
poverty; joblessness and its resulting poverty have led to decline in the number of marriageable 
males and the further weakening of the family structure. Thus children are poor, according to 
Edelman’s analysis, not only because many live in fatherless homes but also because the single 
parents with whom they live are likely to be unemployed or, if employed, earn low wages.( p. 
67).  

     Life cycle progression among the poor is often accelerated by teenage pregnancy. Most 
vulnerable are teenage girls with low academic ability from poor female-headed families. As 
Coley & Chase-Lansdale (1998, p. 153) observe: Life experiences associated with poverty, such 
as alienation at school, prevalent models of unmarried parenthood and unemployment, and lack 
of educational opportunities and stable career prospects all serve to lower the perceived costs of 
early motherhood(p.67). Such early childbearing adds to these girls’ already limited prospects for 
financial security, steady job expectations, educational attainment, and marital stability (p. 68). 

       Cultural diversity is increasingly a part of American life, and family therapists have widened 
their focus from the family to include larger socio cultural contexts that influence behavior. A 
multicultural emphasis urges therapists to be more culturally sensitive before undertaking 
assessments, forming judgments, or initiating interventions with families whose backgrounds are 
different from theirs. Otherwise, therapists risk misdiagnosing or mislabeling unfamiliar family 
patterns as abnormal. Gaining greater awareness of their own culturally based values, 
assumptions, and beliefs should help therapists work more effectively with ethnic families. A 
culturally specific emphasis asserts the importance of learning about culturally based family 
patterns of specific groups(p.69). 
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       Ethnicity and social class considerations also influence family lifestyles. Ethnic heritage 
may help determine how families establish values, behavior patterns, and modes of emotional 
expression, and how they progress through the family life cycle. Living in poverty, whether 
temporarily or as part of poverty patterns extending over generations, may erode family structure 
and create under organized families(p.69). 

          It is quite intriguing that regardless of the challenges in the many American families, 
which also seem to be common around the world and consistently found in other societies, the 
successful adaptation to stepfamily life calls for the ability to recognize and cope with a variety 
of problems. These problems can include stepparents assuming a parental role, rule changes, 
jealousy and competition between stepsiblings as well as between birth parents and stepparents, 
loyalty conflicts in children between the absent parent and the stepparent, and financial 
obligations for child support while entering into a new marriage, to name but a few. Remarriage 
itself may resurrect old, unresolved feelings, such as anger and hurt left over from a previous 
marriage(p.372). 

      Children and adults alike come with expectations from previous families, and a major task 
for most stepfamilies is coming to terms with these differences. Stepfamilies must deal with 
losses and changes, must negotiate different developmental needs of their members, must create 
a parental coalition, and must establish new traditions of their own (Visher & Visher, 1988; 
1996). Parenting and step parenting are particularly stressful aspects in most stepfamilies, both 
during the early years of remarriage and in stepfamilies of longer duration (Bray, 1995b). 

         Psycho-educational programs designed to help family members understand common 
stepfamily relationship patterns, and especially their differences from life in intact families, are 
frequently effective ways to cement a compatible and united stepfamily life. Knowing that other 
families are dealing with the same issues is often comforting. For example, Michaels (2000) has 
described a pilot stepfamily enrichment program aimed at early intervention for recently formed 
stepfamilies. Working with groups of such families, she uses didactic presentations, group 
discussions, and experiential exercises to familiarize them with stepfamily life. Her goal is to 
normalize the stepfamily experience, strengthen the marital bond, and help nurture both the step- 
and biological parent-child relationship, making certain that the newly formed family makes a 
place for the non-custodian biological parent (p.372). 
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