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abstract

Examining 33 indicators of well-being from the National Longitudinal
Study of Adolescent Health, we conclude that stepchildren’ s inferior out-
comes are not entirely explained by sample selection. Using sibling com-
parisons to control for unobserved family characteristics, we identify step-
parent effects by comparing half-siblings in families in which one child
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has both parents and the other a parent and stepparent. Most estimated ef-
fects retain their sign after differencing across siblings, and a third re-
main statistically signi� cant. The estimates’ sensitivity to the choice of in-
dicator suggests that studies based on a single measure of child well-
being may be misleading.

I. Introduction

Most studies of family structure and child well-being conclude that
children from stepfamilies “have outcomes very similar to children who grow up
with only one parent, and worse than children who are raised by both of their biologi-
cal parents” (Case, Lin, and McLanahan 1999, p. 234). One explanation, patterned
on the folk model of medieval fairy tales, and rationalized by evolutionary psycholo-
gists (Daly and Wilson 1988, for instance), is that stepchildren fare poorly because
stepparents stint them. An alternative view, supported by the work of Gennetian
(1999), Ginther and Pollak (2002), and Hofferth and Anderson (2000), is that the
observed correlations between family structure and children’s well-being arise not
from discriminatory treatment (or other stepfamily dynamics) but from the unob-
served process by which people self-select into stepfamilies. The evidence presented
in this paper suggests that the truth lies somewhere in between.

Drawing on the rich array of measures of child well-being in the National Longitu-
dinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), this study seeks to reduce selection
bias by using sibling comparisons to control for unobserved parental and household
characteristics. The effect of living with a stepparent is identi� ed by differences
between half-siblings in families in which one child has both biological parents pres-
ent and the other has their common parent and a stepparent. These within-family
comparisons suggest that the poorer outcomes of stepchildren cannot be attributed
solely to sample selection. Despite a radical reduction in sample size as we move
from between-family to within-family estimates, a third of the stepparent effects
remain statistically signi� cant. Over four-� fths of the point estimates retain their
sign after differencing, and as many increase as shrink. Furthermore, the estimates’
sensitivity to the choice of indicator suggests that studies that focus on only one or
two indicators of child well-being may be misleading.

II. Background and Signi� cance

How family structure matters to children’s well-being has become
an area of active research (see the surveys in McLanahan 1998 or Ginther and Pollak
2002, for example). The attention is warranted. Only a minority of American children
spend their entire childhood with both biological parents (Dawson 1991).1 A third
of children live apart from one biological parent, and 5 percent apart from both
(Evenhouse and Reilly 2003). Thirty percent spend time in a stepfamily (Bumpass,
Raley, and Sweet, 1995). One goal of recent welfare reforms is encouraging mar-

1. In the 1994 data used in this study, only 47 percent of seventeen-year-olds live with both parents.
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riage, and many marriages that could result would be to stepfathers rather than to
fathers.2 The past decade has also seen a wave of legislative efforts to tighten state
divorce laws. The most commonly offered motivation has been a desire to bene� t
children, suggesting a belief by legislators and advocates that children do better with
both biological parents than with a single parent or a stepparent.

While most research on family structure has contrasted one- with two-adult families
(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994, for example), a growing strand of the literature compares
children who live with both parents to those who live with a parent and stepparent (usually
a stepfather). These studies usually � nd that stepchildren have signi� cantly worse out-
comes. For example, they score six to eight percentage points lower on standardized high
school entrance exams at age 14 (Dronkers 1994), complete six months less of schooling
(Sandefur and Wells 1997), and are 8 percent less likely to � nish high school (Garasky
1995). They are nearly three times as likely to be incarcerated by age 18 (McLanahan
and Harper 1998), and � ve times as likely to leave home due to con� ict (Mitchell 1994).
In the extreme, young children are 40 times as likely to suffer abuse (Daly and Wilson
1985), and 70 times as likely to be killed by the man in the household (Daly and Wilson
1988). By many criteria, children with stepfathers fare no better than the children of single
mothers (McLanahan 1998).

Stepparent effects are mismeasured, however, if selection bias arises from the
omission of variables that affect children’s well-being and that are also correlated
with being in a stepfamily. Unobserved maternal characteristics are one possible
example—the same factors that helped separate a woman from her child’s father
may also handicap her as a mother. Heritable paternal traits are another.

A common remedy for selection bias is to use instrumental variables. For instance,
in analyzing the link between a male youth’s odds of incarceration and his stepchild
status, McLanahan and Harper (1998) use his state’s 1975 divorce rate, an indicator
that his mother’s education exceeds his father’s, and several demographic controls
to create an instrument for family type. Noting the low correlation between the error
terms of the equation predicting incarceration and of the equation predicting step-
child status, they conclude that selection bias is negligible.

A drawback of the instrumental variable approach is the dif� culty of � nding suit-
able instruments. For the question at hand, an ideal instrument is highly correlated
with family structure but uncorrelated with the error term of the outcome equation
being estimated, and such a variable is hard to � nd. The higher the correlation be-
tween the instrument and family structure, the less plausible the claim that it is uncor-
related with the disturbances. The weaker the correlation between instrument and
family structure, the less useful the approach. The latter consideration is particularly
relevant, as researchers typically can explain only a very small fraction of the varia-
tion in individuals’ marital status or living arrangements (6 to 10 percent in Even-
house and Reilly 1997, 2003, for example).

An alternative to instrumental variables is a � xed-effects approach. Longitudinal
data, for example, allow one to incorporate parent or child � xed effects. Cherlin et

2. By counting the income of resident fathers but disregarding much or all of the income of unrelated
male cohabitors, welfare eligibility rules give low-income mothers an incentive to live with unrelated men
rather than with the fathers of their children. See Evenhouse and Reilly (2003) or Mof� tt, Reville, and
Winkler (1998) for discussion of these rules.
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al. (1991), studying the impact of divorce, � nd that controlling for a child’s test
scores at age seven reduces the signi� cance and size of the estimated effect of divorce
on test scores at age 11. In contrast, Painter and Levine (2000) � nd that controlling
for parent and child characteristics measured when the child is in 8th grade does not
signi� cantly reduce the estimated effect of a subsequent divorce or, more pertinent
for this study, a subsequent remarriage on the child’s outcomes four years later.
Such before-and-after comparisons, however, control only for omitted factors that
are constant over the intervening period.

Sibling data permit the use of a family � xed effect. Geronimus and Korenman
(1992), for example, studying the consequences of teen childbearing, compare sisters
who had their � rst births at different ages and conclude that cross-sectional studies
tend to overstate the consequences. Sandefur and Wells (1997) look at the educa-
tional attainment of stepchildren. They compare pairs of siblings in the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), relating each sibling’s family structure at
age 14 to his or her eventual educational attainment, and conclude that controlling
for common family background lowers by half the educational disadvantage associ-
ated with being in a stepfamily at age 14, to roughly six months. A drawback of
their approach is that important omitted variables may diverge between two siblings,
because “family structure at age 14” is observed in a different calendar year for each
sibling, and because the educational outcomes are observed years later.

This study, like Gennetian (1999), Ginther and Pollak (2002), and Hofferth and
Anderson (2000), controls more fully for time-varying unobserved variables. All
variables are measured at the same time. Pairwise sibling comparisons eliminate
parental factors or household conditions, observed or not, that affect two siblings
equally and that therefore cannot explain differences in their well-being. Stepparent
effects are identi� able because, in some families containing half-siblings, one sibling
has both biological parents present while another has a parent and a stepparent.
Retrospective data are used to control for family structure transitions that were not
experienced by both siblings. Such controls are vital because having had these expe-
riences is strongly correlated with being the stepchild in a half-sibling pair.

Also like Gennetian (1999), Ginther and Pollak (2002), and Hofferth and Anderson
(2000), we focus on half-siblings in blended families. Our data, from the National Longi-
tudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), offer several advantages, however.
Ginther and Pollak (2002) and Gennetian (1999) are limited by a dearth of measures
in the NLSY-Child survey that are amenable to a sibling comparison approach, as the
survey contains only a few questions asked of all children regardless of age.3 Hofferth
and Anderson (2000) use the Child Development Supplement (CDS) to the Panel Study
of Income Dynamics (PSID), which has more measures that are comparable between
siblings but many fewer half-sibling pairs. In contrast, Add Health contains more half-
sibling pairs than either the PSID or NLSY, the respondents are in a narrower age range,4

all respondents are asked the same questions, and the questions cover a wider range of

3. Both studies examine children’s Peabody Individual Achievement Test (PIAT) scores in math and
reading. In addition, Gennetian examines the cognitive subscore of the Home Observation for Measurement
of the Environment (HOME) assessment, and Ginther and Pollak examine the NLSY’s behavioral problem
index (BPI).
4. Ninety-seven percent are teenagers in the 1994 wave.
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topics. We exploit Add Health’s richness by examining 33 different measures of child
outcomes or parental investment.

III. Estimation strategy

The link between family structure and children’s well-being can be
modeled as operating through parental effort and productivity. A parent makes a
constrained choice of the effort to invest in a given child. Parents are constrained
by their resources (health, wealth, and time, for example). Effort may take many
forms, but most are dif� cult to measure (expenditures of patience or thought, for
example). Observable effort consists of reported investments of time or money in
the child. Effort depends not only on a parent’s own characteristics, but also on those
of the child (Lundberg and Rose 2002, for example, � nd that a child’s gender affects
fathers’ earnings and labor supply).

The productivity of a parent’s effort depends on the characteristics of the parent
(such as age or education), the child (such as age, sex, or physical attractiveness),
and the child’s environment (such as school quality or the local crime rate). The
question motivating this research is whether a parent’s effort or productivity depends
on the parent’s biological relationship to the child.

As indicators of child well-being, we use parental investment measures as well
as child outcome measures. Parental investment measures are particularly germane to
the differential-treatment hypothesis, as adults have more control over their parenting
inputs than over child outcomes. They may also be more closely related to current
variables than are child outcomes, making it less vital to control for differences in
siblings’ past experiences. The Add Health survey contains many more outcome
than investment measures, however. Furthermore, adolescents have say, too, and it
may be the child who resists participating in extracurricular programs or sharing
activities with the stepparent.

Given the dif� culty of observing important aspects of parenting behavior and the
many theoretically plausible interactions among the observable characteristics of a
family, we estimate two reduced-form models of child well-being. We � rst estimate
a between-family model:

(1) Wih 5 b0 1 b1 Mih1 b2Fih 1 b3Cih 1 b4 Eih 1 eih

where i indexes the child and h the household; W is a measure of child well-being;
M, F, and Ci are vectors of characteristics of the male adult, female adult, and child;
E is a vector of environmental characteristics (such as school and neighborhood); and
eih is the error term. Estimating this model for each measure of well-being provides a
benchmark for the size and signi� cance of stepparent effects in the absence of a
family � xed effect.

The error term is assumed to consist of a man-speci� c error, mih, a woman-speci� c
error, wih, a child-speci� c error, gih, an environment-speci� c error, hih, and a random
error, vih:

(2) eih 5 mih 1 wih 1 gih 1 hih 1 vih.

In estimating Equation 1, selection bias arises if any of the person- or environment-
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speci� c error terms are correlated with family structure. If family structure is largely
independent of children’s characteristics, most of the bias will result from parent-
or environment-speci� c errors.

We then estimate a sibling-difference, or within-family, model. By � rst-differenc-
ing between two siblings, the portion of the bias that is due to adult or environmental
characteristics that are constant across the siblings is eliminated. This second model
is given by:

(3) DijWh 5 b1 Dij Mijh 1 b2 Dij Fijh 1 b3 Dij Cijh 1 b4 Dij Eijh 1 Dij Eijh

with the subscript h indexing the household and ij denoting a comparison between
sibling i and sibling j. The vectors of differenced variables for the man and woman,
DMijh and DFijh, contain zeros except in cases when two siblings do not have identical
relationships to an adult (for instance, when they are half-siblings). These are the
cases that identify the effect of living with a stepparent. This speci� cation allows
the estimation of distinct stepfather and stepmother effects. Comparing the within-
family estimates from Equation 3 to the between-family estimates of Equation 1
gives an idea of the magnitude of selection bias present in the former.

Eliminating parental factors would leave only differences between siblings to pre-
dict differences in the dependent variable. Differences between siblings are potential
sources of bias if they are omitted. For example, if eldest children have better out-
comes on average, then it is important to control for birth order, as being an eldest
child is highly correlated with being the stepchild in a half-sibling pair. The inclusion
of sibling pairs from intact and single-parent families helps in this regard. It is also
important to control for differences in the siblings’ past experiences, as a sibling
who is a stepchild may have had dif� cult experiences that a half-sibling has not.

Sibling differencing cannot remove all selection bias. Indeed, if explanatory vari-
ables are mismeasured, differencing may actually exacerbate the selection problem
(Griliches 1979). Although family structure can be determined more reliably than
many variables, there is nonetheless room for error.5 In addition to measurement
error, any unobserved differences between siblings that are correlated with family
structure remain as sources of bias. A child’s dif� cult personality, for example, may
raise the odds that parents separate, as well as the child’s odds of having poor out-
comes. With personality largely unobserved, sibling differencing would lead one to
overstate the causal importance of stepchild status. Similarly, if a stepchild’s poor
outcomes are due to unobservable genetic traits inherited from the absent parent,
and those traits were a factor in the parents’ separation, then the poor outcomes may
be wrongly attributed to having a stepparent. Bias can go in the other direction, too.
For example, efforts by a biological parent to compensate for the de� ciencies of a
stepparent may mask the stepparent effect.

A. Data

The data, from the � rst wave of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health), are well suited to the purposes of this study. In 1994, Add

5. For instance, some families that we label “intact” may actually include an older stepchild who no longer
lives at home and is therefore omitted from the Add Health survey.
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Table 1A
Which parents do children live with?

Both Mother Mother and Stepmother and Father
parents only stepfather father only

Whole sample
Number 8,961 4,409 2,978 571 503
Percentage 53.0 23.8 17.3 3.1 2.8

Sibling sample
Number 1,964 927 745 186 96
Percentage 50.1 23.7 19.0 4.7 2.5

Note: Data from the � rst wave of the Add Health survey. Percentages incorporate weights. The 13.2 percent
of the sample who are adopted, are foster children, or live with neither biological parent are excluded.

Health began following more than 20,000 adolescents. Among the 2,734 pairs of
adolescent siblings are 442 pairs of half-siblings. Information on the adolescents
comes from the children themselves, from their parents, from their network of school
friends, and from school administrators.

Besides educational outcome measures, Add Health has information about the
adolescents’ sexual activity, their drug and alcohol use, the characteristics of their
social networks, and their emotional health. It also contains proxies for parental
investment, such as the number of activities shared by parent and child, the level
of the child’s extracurricular activities, whether the child attends a good school,
whether the child attends private school, how often the parent is home when the
child goes to bed, the fraction of evening meals eaten together, parent involvement
in the child’s schoolwork, the child’s weekly allowance, and the hours the child
spends watching television. In addition, the survey contains enough retrospective
information to allow the construction of variables that capture aspects of a child’s
path into a stepfamily, such as “years spent living with a stepparent,” “years spent
with both parents,” “years spent in a one-parent household,” “child never lived with
other biological parent,” “child has experienced zero, one, or two or more residential
moves,” and “frequency of contact with absent biological parent.”

Tables 1A and 1B summarize the family structures of Add Health children. Table
1A reports on the whole sample and, for the sake of comparison, the sibling sample.
Table 1B reports on family types in the sibling sample, using the � ner categories
that surveying a child’s sibling allows. Thus Table 1B differentiates among stepfami-
lies that we label as “pure” (one adult is the parent of all the children), “blended”
(the adults also have a mutual child), and “Brady Bunch” (each parent brought chil-
dren from a previous relationship and there may or may not be a mutual child). We
de� ne a “stepfamily” as one in which the biological parent reports living with a
partner (married or unmarried) who is not the child’s parent. Because we rely on
half-siblings in blended families to identify stepparent effects, Table 1B also re-
ports the distribution of family type within that subgroup. Table 1B shows nearly
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two-thirds of half-siblings in mother-only or pure stepfather families.6 Thus the iden-
ti� cation of stepparent effects hinges on the 35.2 percent of half-siblings who are
in blended stepfather or blended stepmother families.

IV. Empirical Results

The Add Health survey contains many more indicators of adolescent
well-being than the 33 presented here, which are intended as a representative assort-
ment. Some are subjective measures of the sort that economists usually avoid, but
that we include because we think they contain valid information about adolescents’
emotional and psychological well-being.7

For the sake of brevity, our discussion of results does not focus on individual
indicators and their point estimates. The size or signi� cance of a particular effect
may be sensitive to the choice of regression technique, but our general conclusions
are not. For ease of interpretation, all coef� cients reported below are from OLS
regressions.

As a precursor to regression analysis, Tables 2A and 2B present differences in
unadjusted means, between families and between siblings, respectively. Table 2A
reports, for all 33 indicators, the mean difference between children in stepfather,
stepmother, or mother-only families and children in intact families.8 Looking at the
coef� cients’ signs, we see that, by 30 measures, children living with stepfathers fare
worse than children living with both parents and, by ten measures, worse even than
children in mother-only families. Similarly, children living with stepmothers do
worse than those living with both parents by 27 measures and worse than children in
mother-only families by 17 measures. Thirty of the stepfather effects are signi� cantly
different from zero, as are 26 of the stepmother effects.

When stepchildren are compared to the half-siblings they live with, their disadvan-
tages look much less pronounced. Table 2B presents, for the same indicators, the
difference between (a) the average differential between two siblings (full or half)
who have the same relationship to the adult(s) in the family, and (b) the average
differential between two half-siblings who do not (namely, when one of the adults
is parent to one and stepparent to the other).9 The � gure of -0.289 for a child’s

6. Eleven half-siblings are reportedly living in an intact family. While these apparent inconsistencies in
family type may result from survey errors, they may also be cases of children who divide their time between
two residences, an arrangement not captured well by Add Health’s questions.
7. In medicine there is increasing recognition that individuals’ subjective assessments of their physical
health are good predictors of subsequent morbidity and mortality, as good as and often better than the
objective assessments made by doctors (see Epstein 1990). Clinical assessments of mental health are often
based on self-reported measures.
8. Recall that the classi� cation by family type is child-based, with each child classi� ed by his or her
relationship to the household’s adult(s). Thus two half-siblings in the same household may be classi� ed
differently. Sample size varies by indicator, and is typically around 16,800 observations, except for indica-
tors concerning fathers or stepfathers speci� cally, when it is around 9,900 observations.
9. Each differential is a sibling comparison made by subtracting an indicator’s value for the younger
sibling from that for the elder. While it may seem more logical at � rst glance, a “stepchild minus biochild”
rule for calculating sibling differences will work neither for full siblings nor for all half-siblings (for
example, when only their common parent is present. The “older minus younger” rule can be applied to
any sibling pair.)
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four-subject grade point average (GPA), for example, implies that the average GPA
differential between two siblings is roughly three-tenths of a point smaller when the
man is the stepfather, rather than the father, of the older sibling. For two-thirds of
the measures, the sign on the difference is consistent with worse outcomes for the
stepchild. The stepfather effect is statistically signi� cant for only 14 of the 33 indica-
tors, however, and the stepmother effect for only nine.

The picture given by unadjusted means is suggestive, but only a beginning. Fami-
lies differ in many ways that matter to child well-being and that are correlated with
family structure, and half-siblings may differ from each other in ways correlated
with their stepchild status. Adding controls for family and child characteristics, we
estimate for each indicator the between-family regression—Equation 1—and then
the within-family regression—Equation 3. Table 3 lists these controls and their aver-
ages by family type. Most of the controls are ones that can differ between siblings,
because in sibling comparisons, family-level characteristics such as the income-to-
needs ratio will drop out.

Two representative between-family regressions are presented in Table 4A, the � rst
predicting a child’s grade point average and the second whether a child has had sex
yet. Table 4B presents the corresponding within-family regressions, in which the
unit of observation is not an individual but a pair of (half-)siblings and the dependent
variables and most explanatory variables are measured as differences between the
two siblings. Age is treated nonparametrically in both types of regression.10 The
within-family regressions also use separate dummy variables for “older boy/younger
girl” and “older girl/younger boy” comparisons (the default being same-sex compari-
sons).

As the two examples in Table 4A suggest, the estimated stepparent effects in a
between-family regression are consistent with, if a bit smaller than, the simple differ-
ences in unadjusted means reported in Table 2A. Compared with children living
with both biological parents, stepchildren tend to have lower grades (by 0.15 to 0.35
grade points, or by a � fth to a half of a standard deviation) and are more likely to
have had sex (by 11 to 13 percentage points).

For the within-family model, in contrast, the differences in unadjusted means (Ta-
ble 2B) are poorer predictors of the differences in regression-adjusted means. Look-
ing at Table 4B, stepfather and stepmother effects on the probability that the child
has had sex both become insigni� cant. The stepmother effect on the child’s GPA
also becomes insigni� cant. The stepfather effect on GPA, however, remains signi� -
cant, and the point estimate rises slightly (from -0.254 in Table 2B to -0.288).

Taking all our indicators as a whole, the between-family stepparent effects are
broadly consistent with the results of previous studies. Judging by the estimates
summarized in Table 5A, children living with a parent and stepparent fare worse
than children living with both parents by every single measure. Stepfather effects
are statistically signi� cant for 25 of the 33 indicators, and stepmother effects for 20.
Moreover, stepchildren fare worse than children in mother-only families by 12 of
the 28 measures computed for mother-only families.

Table 5B summarizes the estimates from the within-family model. These effects
should be interpreted in the context of much reduced sample sizes, which are around

10. Between-family regressions use age dummies, and within-family regressions use a dummy for each
possible age combination. Age is measured in years.
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Table 4A
Two examples of between-family regressions

Outcome

Self-reported Has child had
Covariates GPA sex yet?

Child lives with stepfather 2 0.154 (0.034) 0.127 (0.019)
Child lives with stepmother 2 0.351 (0.065) 0.113 (0.038)
Child lives in mother-only family 2 0.084 (0.031) 0.087 (0.018)
Number of pre-teen years in a 2 0.008 (0.003) 0.000 (0.002)

one-adult family
Number of pre-teen years in a 20.003 (0.004) 0.001 (0.003)

stepfamily
Child has lived with two or more 0.025 (0.035) 0.002 (0.021)

stepparents
Child is female 0.213 (0.016) 2 0.017 (0.009)
Child is African-American 2 0.158 (0.020) 0.155 (0.012)
Child is Asian 0.118 (0.039) 2 0.040 (0.022)
Child is Hispanic 2 0.185 (0.026) 0.004 (0.014)
Child was born in United States 2 0.073 (0.035) 0.085 (0.020)
Eldest child 0.065 (0.016) 20.005 (0.009)
Low birth weight 0.020 (0.039) 2 0.050 (0.019)
Child looks younger than actual 2 0.108 (0.027) 20.016 (0.014)

age
Child looks older than actual age 20.032 (0.024) 0.116 (0.014)
Income-to-needs ratio 0.055 (0.004) 2 0.009 (0.002)
Income-to-needs ratio, squared 2 0.695 (0.101) 0.100 (0.032)

(31023)
Child has an alcoholic biological 2 0.107 (0.025) 0.067 (0.014)

parent
Age dummies Yes Yes
Number of observations 16,365 16,343

Notes: Table reports OLS coef� cients. Standard errors (in parentheses) adjusted for within-family correla-
tion. Bold font denotes signi� cance at the 10 percent level or higher.

1,350 for indicators that relate to fathers or stepfathers and roughly 2,000 for other
indicators. Stepparent effects are identi� ed by a much smaller number of half-sibling
pairs. Recall that most half-siblings are not in a blended stepfamily, but in mother-
only or pure stepfather families (Table 1B). Thus, stepfather effects are identi� ed
by about 90 half-sibling pairs, and stepmother effects by only � fteen.

Comparison of the within-family to the between-family estimates suggests that it
would be wrong to interpret stepchildren’s poor outcomes as largely a product of
sample selection. Consider � rst the 28 measures that pertain speci� cally to (step)fa-
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Table 4B
Two examples of regression using within-family differences

Outcome

Has child had
Self-reported sex yet?

Differenced covariates GPA

Child lives with stepfather 2 0.288 (0.171) 0.110 (0.126)
Child lives with stepmother 20.005 (0.306) 20.053 (0.228)
Number of pre-teen years in a 0.001 (0.020) 20.005 (0.014)

one-adult family
Number of pre-teen years in a 0.014 (0.015) 0.015 (0.009)

stepfamily
Child has lived with two or 0.094 (0.151) 20.089 (0.084)

more stepparents
Child was born in United 20.083 (0.303) 2 0.142 (0.085)

States
Eldest child 0.068 (0.052) 0.033 (0.030)
Low birth weight 0.023 (0.085) 0.005 (0.054)
Child looks younger than ac- 0.032 (0.067) 0.004 (0.041)

tual age
Child looks older than actual 0.068 (0.063) 0.100 (0.038)

age
Child is retarded 0.017 (0.360) 0.351 (0.188)
Dummy indicating boy-to-girl 2 0.201 (0.068) 0.079 (0.045)

comparison
Dummy indicating girl-to-boy 0.284 (0.077) 20.001 (0.045)

comparison
Dummy for each combination Yes Yes

of ages
Number of observations 1,907 1,922

Notes: Except for last three explanators, each variable measured as differential between two siblings. Table
reports OLS coef� cients, with standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors adjusted for within-family
correlation (multiple pairings in some families). Bold font denotes signi� cance at the 10 percent level or
higher.

thers. For all but two of the measures, the sign on the between-family estimate indi-
cates a worse outcome for stepchildren than biological children. The within-family
estimate has the same sign for all but six of the measures. Repeating the comparisons
for stepmother effects, we see that the sign on the between-family estimate indicates
a worse outcome for stepchildren than biological children in every case; the within-
family estimate has the same sign for 15 of the 28 measures. Looking at the relative
sizes of the point estimates before and after differencing, we � nd that stepparent
effects tend to get slightly smaller. If we compute the ratio of each within-family
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estimate to its corresponding between-family estimate, the median value of those
ratios is 0.74. Finally, it is striking that, despite the smaller samples for the within-
family estimates, almost a third of the stepparent effects remain signi� cant.

While these results suggest that selection bias does not fully explain stepchildren’s
poor outcomes, they do not constitute evidence that stepparents mistreat stepchildren.
Of the stepparent effects that persist after differencing, the majority are in the “Rela-
tionship quality” category. Poor stepchild-stepparent relationships need not imply
differential treatment by stepparents. They could also arise from, say, teenaged step-
children’s own hostility toward stepparents, or notions of loyalty to an absent biologi-
cal parent.

V. Discussion

In this paper we examine 33 indices of child well-being for evidence
of selection bias in the measurement of stepparent effects. Consistent with the results
of most studies, we � nd negative effects for virtually every measure when children
are compared across families. When sibling comparisons are used to control for
unobserved family factors, the signs of two-thirds of the point estimates are un-
changed, and a third of the estimates remain statistically signi� cant. Comparison of
the within-family estimates to the between-family estimates suggests that many more
of the within-family effects, particularly stepfather effects, would be signi� cant if
the sample were larger.

These results stand in contrast to those of Gennetian (1999), Ginther and Pollak
(2002), or Hofferth and Anderson (2000), who � nd little evidence of stepparent ef-
fects when they compare half-siblings. Their � ndings may re� ect both the small
number of outcomes that they examine and their smaller samples of blended families.

Our results suggest that being a stepchild does lead to unfavorable outcomes.
Sample selection may indeed bias the measurement of stepparent effects based on
between-family estimates, but we conclude that stepchildren’s unfavorable outcomes
are not entirely attributable to sample selection. The estimates’ sensitivity to the
choice of indicator also suggests that studies based on a single indicator of child
well-being may be misleading.

Given the proportion of American children who spend time in stepfamilies, step-
family functioning deserves more investigation. Better studies might explain � ndings
that children derive little or no bene� t from having stepfathers. A clearer understand-
ing of the disadvantages faced by stepchildren might shift policymakers’ focus from
promoting legal marriage to helping parents stay together. For example, perhaps
welfare programs, and Transitional Aid to Needy Families (TANF) in particular,
should be redesigned to stop privileging unrelated men over fathers. Perhaps “wed-
fare” and other pro-marriage measures targeted at single mothers should be given
less priority, and child-support enforcement more. Perhaps family courts should not
view a stepparent as an asset in making custody decisions. Almost certainly, more
resources should be devoted to helping stepfamilies function better.

Half-sibling comparisons are not a panacea for measurement problems, and may
mismeasure stepparent effects for a number of reasons. Bias is introduced by unob-
served differences between siblings that are correlated with family structure. Thus
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stepparent effects may be overstated as a result of unobserved heritable paternal
traits, for instance, or inadequate controls for a child’s prior history. Even if unob-
served differences between siblings are not correlated with family structure, they
may still reduce the sibling-difference model’s explanatory power, as Duncan and
Raudenbusch (1998) note.

On balance, however, we view the stepparent effects in this study as conservative
estimates. One reason is that the families that permit us to identify the effects—
families with half-siblings and an adult who is parent to one child and stepparent
to the other—may themselves be a select group. Hofferth and Anderson (2000) sug-
gest that the stepparents who go on to have children with a partner who already has
children from a previous relationship are those with better parenting or relationship
skills. If this is the case, one might expect more equal treatment of half-siblings.

Our data support the idea that stepparent effects measured in blended families
may be smaller than in pure stepfamilies. Looking at all children who live with both
biological parents, we � nd few signi� cant differences between those in intact fami-
lies and those in blended stepfamilies. By half of our 33 measures, children from
intact families fare a bit better, and by the other half, they fare worse. Moreover, only
a handful of the differences are statistically signi� cant. By contrast, if we compare
stepchildren in blended families with stepchildren in pure stepfamilies, we � nd that
the former do better by 28 of the 33 measures, and for eight of those 28 measures
the difference is statistically signi� cant. Stepchildren in blended families do worse
than other stepchildren by only � ve measures, and the difference is signi� cant for
only one of those.

Another reason half-sibling comparisons might understate stepparent effects is
that a biological parent may try to compensate children for the shortcomings of a
stepparent. If this were the case, one might expect children in a stepfather family
to report better relationships with their mother, or to participate in more activities
with her, than children in an intact family. The signs of the � ve mother-speci� c
measures in Table 5B are all consistent with this hypothesis, and two of the estimates
are statistically signi� cant.

Half-sibling comparisons may also understate stepparent effects if overt parental
discrimination between two children living under the same roof violates social
norms. If some stepparents respond by stinting neither child, or both, the measured
effects will be smaller. Differential treatment may be more apparent in data from
countries where discriminatory treatment of siblings is more permissible, or in data
from poor countries where parents face much harsher constraints in the intrahouse-
hold allocation of food, education, or health care (see, for instance, Case, Lin, and
McLanahan’s 1999 study using South African data).

To the extent that differential treatment involves illicit behavior like abuse or
neglect, it is bound to be underestimated. There are reasons to suspect that step-
children are very disproportionately the victims of abuse (Daly and Wilson’s 1988
report that children are 70 times as likely to be murdered by a stepfather as by a
father is a much more pronounced stepparent effect than any in our data). To the
best of our knowledge, however, no large-scale surveys, including Add Health, ask
questions about parental neglect or abuse. Reasons for this omission include the
fear that parents would forbid participation in the survey, and concern over legal
requirements to report known or suspected child abuse. We inject here a plea that,
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given the serious impact of neglect and abuse on children’s well-being and life out-
comes, greater efforts be made to collect such data in the context of large surveys,
if only by asking retrospective questions of respondents once they reach adulthood.

Finally, there are three aspects of Add Health’s design that are likely to lead one
to underestimate negative stepparent effects. First, the survey’s school-based design
means that there are no dropouts in the initial sample. If, as research suggests, step-
children are more likely to drop out of high school than children who live with both
parents (Garasky 1995, Bogess 1998), then the children with the worst relationships
with their stepparents may be the most likely to drop out. Furthermore, youths in
juvenile detention are not surveyed, but are disproportionately from stepfamilies
(McLanahan and Harper 1998) and can be presumed to have poorer outcomes in
general. Second, the 10 percent of respondents who live with neither biological par-
ent11 are excluded from our analysis because too much family history information
is missing. Stepchildren are more likely than other children to leave home because
of con� ict (Mitchell 1994), and it is reasonable to suppose that the homeleavers,
omitted from our sample, had worse-than-average relations with their stepparents.
Third, when biological parents separate, which parent houses the child is not random.
Teenaged children often have a voice in custody determination, and their preferences
are affected by the behavior of parents’ new partners. Even if children had no voice
in the matter, stepparents’ sentiments toward their spouses’ children would in� uence
custody arrangements. Hence, children observed in stepparent households are likely
to be living with the most successful among potential stepparents.

To sum up, our results cast doubt on the argument that stepchildren’s poor out-
comes mostly re� ect sample selection bias. Whether their poor outcomes are attribut-
able to differential treatment by stepparents, however, remains an open question.

Appendix 1

De� nitions of measures of child well-being in AddHealth data

Number of child’s extracurricular activities

Number of activities child participates in (from 30-item list). Topcoded at ten, which
corresponds to the 99th percentile.

Child shares few activities with (step)mother

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child participates in two or fewer of ten possible
activities with parent during preceding month (true of 23 percent of children).

Child shares few activities with (step)father

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child participates in one or none of ten possible
activities with parent in preceding month (true of 25 percent of children in two-adult
families).

11. Even among adolescents 17 and younger, the proportion is 8 percent.



Evenhouse and Reilly 273

Child’s self-reported four-subject GPA

Grade point average can range from 1.0 to 4.0. Child reports letter grades for four
subjects (mathematics, science, history or social studies, and language arts).

Child getting in trouble at school

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child admits to two or more of four possible types
of trouble at school (true of 10 percent of children).

Child reports having used “hard” drugs

“Hard” does not include marijuana.

Child’s percentile rank for delinquent behavior

Children are asked about 15 types of delinquent behavior (other than use of tobacco,
alcohol, or illegal drugs). Each type is scored zero to three (three corresponds to
most frequent) and the scores summed. The raw scores are converted into percentiles.

Number of children naming child as friend

Number of fellow students who include child in their own list of friends.

High alcohol/tobacco/marijuana use by best friends

Child is asked how many of three best friends (a) smoke one or more cigarettes per
day, (b) drink alcohol at least once a month, or (c) use marijuana at least once a
month. Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child’s answers sum to six or more (true
of 16 percent of children).

“My (step)mother is mostly warm and loving”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks four or � ve on a scale of one (strong
disagreement) to � ve (strong agreement) (true of 84 percent of children).

“My (step)father is mostly warm and loving”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks four or � ve on a scale of one (strong
disagreement) to � ve (strong agreement) (true of 83 percent of children in two-adult
families).

“My (step)mother cares for me”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks � ve on a scale of one (strong disagree-
ment) to � ve (strong agreement) (true of 82 percent of children).
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“My (step)father cares for me”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks four or � ve on a scale of one (strong
disagreement) to � ve (strong agreement) (true of 82 percent of children in two-adult
families).

“I feel close to my (step)mother”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks four or � ve on a scale of one (strong
disagreement) to � ve (strong agreement) (true of 83 percent of children).

“I feel close to my (step)father”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks four or � ve on a scale of one (strong
disagreement) to � ve (strong agreement) (true of 80 percent of children in two-adult
families).

“Have a poor relationship with (step)mother”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks one, two, or three on a scale of one
(very dissatis� ed) to � ve (very satis� ed) (true of 16 percent of children).

“Have a poor relationship with (step)father”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks one, two, or three on a scale of one
(very dissatis� ed) to � ve (very satis� ed) (true of 18 percent of children in two-adult
families).

“I badly want to leave home”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks four or � ve on a scale of one
(doesn’t want to leave home) to � ve (badly wants to leave) (true of 16 percent of
children).

“Child often feels depressed”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child marks three, four, or � ve on a scale of one
(rarely feels depressed) to � ve (always feels depressed) (true of 15 percent of chil-
dren).

“Child has poor self-image”

Dummy variable coded “Yes” if child is below the 20th percentile for positive self-
image. Children are asked about 11 indicators of positive self-image. Each indicator
is scored one (strongly disagree) to � ve (strongly agree) and the scores summed.
The raw scores are converted into percentiles.
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