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Lesbian Stepfamilies: 
A Unique Family Structure 
by Pauline I. Erera & Karen Fredriksen 

Abstract 
This conceptual article examines the structure and dynamics of the lesbian stepfamily. It argues for adopting a strengths perspective by 
considering the lesbian stepfamily as a distinctive family style in its own right Drawing upon the research literature on heterosexual 
stepfamilies, the article reviews the similarities and differences between these family styles. These include: parents‘ gender: family vari- 
ations: stereotypes and social attitudes toward nontraditional families: formal marriage: previous losses: residential and nonresidential 
family members: parenting: and ambiguous role expectations. The article advocates culturally-appropriate practice tailored to the 
needs of lesbians within their family systems and considers implications for social work research. 

THE SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION acknowledges di- 
versity, the strengths of nontraditional lifestyles, and the 
need for culturally-appropriate practice. Nevertheless, 
lesbian families have been considered primarily from the 
standpoint of sexuality and gender while being com- 
pared, implicitly if not explicitly, to the traditional het- 
erosexual, first-married family. From that perspective, a 
lesbian family is seen as a cohabiting couple that may or 
may not raise a child and as deviant from the two-parent, 
first-married heterosexual family. 

A strengths perspective recognizes the capacities, 
competencies, possibilities, and hopes of lesbian family 
members and facilitates the understanding of how raising 
a child together alters the lesbian family’s structure. 
Recognition of the unique characteristics and strengths of 
the lesbian family - as a family structure in its own right 
- is both long overdue and potentially empowering. 

Earlier studies of lesbian families have focused on the 
more-pressing issues of oppression, coming out, and liv- 
ing in a homophobic society (Rothblum, 1985; Wis- 
niewski & Toomey, 1987). Adverse social stereotypes and 
attitudes have led some scholars to address such issues as 
the rights of lesbian mothers to have legal custody, visita- 
tion, and adoption (Brienza, 1996; Duran-Aydintug & 
Causey, 1996; Egerton, 1990; Rubenfeld, 1994). Studies 
examining the influence of lesbian mothers on their birth 
children’s sexual, psychological, and social development 
(Belcastro, et al., 1993; Falk, 1989; Gibbs, 1988; Golom- 

bok & Tasker, 1996; Victor & Fish, 1995) have been of 
paramount importance in disproving the negative as- 
sumptions about lesbian mothers. 

In addition, the literature often links lesbians with 
gay men, stressing the shared sexual orientation rather 
than focusing on the uniqueness of the lesbian lifestyle. 
Mothering and the family dynamics of lesbian family 
members are rarely addressed, and lesbian families are 
often considered “temporary” not “real” families. In- 
deed, it is only in recent years that a significant number 
of lesbian families have come out of the closet; that les- 
bian couples are claiming the right to live as a family; and 
that lesbian couples have given birth to, adopted, and fos- 
tered children, all within the lesbian family unit. 

Family scholars have examined a number of alterna- 
tive heterosexual family styles. These styles include step- 
families, cohabiting families, single-parent families, and 
adoptive families, to mention a few. Lesbian families, 
however, have not received the same attention. As with 
the stepfamily in the literature two decades ago, the les- 
bian family is often seen as “less than,” or deviant from, 
the two-parent, first-married heterosexual family. 

Applying Messinger’s (1984) pioneer conception of 
the stepfamily to the lesbian family, “a new definition of 
family has to be created . . . [with] its own range of nor- 
mality” (pp. 160-163). Although the family context into 
which a child is born or adopted may have important im- 
plications, lesbian families have rarely been acknowl- 
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edged. Yet lesbians become parents through a variety of 
means, such as having or adopting a child while in a het- 
erosexual relationship, or through adoption or donor in- 
semination as a single parent or as a lesbian couple (Pies, 
1989; Rohrbaugh, 1998). In most lesbian families to 
date, the child is born into a heterosexual relationship 
and the birth mother later establishes a relationship with 
another women (Lewin, 1993). In such families, the 
mother’s partner tends to function as a stepparent. In ad- 
dition, the number of lesbian couples having children 
within the context of their relationship is steadily in- 
creasing (Flaks, et al., 1995; Pies, 1989). In the event 
there is a separation between the lesbian couple, and the 
mothers eventually establish relationships with other 
partners, these partners will also likely function as step- 
parents. 

Law and public policy have yet to catch up with the 
reality of the lesbian family. To date, lesbian couples are 
not entitled to formal marriage in the United States. Un- 
able to marry, they are often regarded as temporary, and 
the bond between the couple is expected to be less stable 
than a heterosexual one. The lesbian family tends to be 
viewed as a cohabiting arrangement rather than as a fam- 
ily (Gallagher, 1993). Furthermore, without the protec- 
tion of formal marriage, lesbian partners are denied such 
basic rights as community property, inheritance, and de- 
pendent social security benefits. In addition, the lesbian 
co-parent may be denied parental rights, custody, and vis- 
itation rights in the event of separation (Pies, 1989; 
Rohrbaugh, 1992). 

This article draws upon the research literature on 
heterosexual stepfamilies to explore the dynamics of the 
lesbian stepfamily and to examine the similarities and dif- 
ferences between these two family types. By examining 
the research on heterosexual stepfamilies for conceptual 
insights that may be applicable to the lesbian stepfamily, 
this article suggests some directions such theory might 
take. It may also serve as a heuristic to guide future re- 
search and generate hypotheses in the emerging field of 
lesbian family studies. 

Families Created by the 
Disruption of Previous Families 

All stepfamilies, both heterosexual and lesbian, are 
created on the basis of the disruption of previous families 
- in the form of separation, divorce, and/or widowhood. 
This loss sets stepfamilies apart from first-married fami- 
lies. Studies of heterosexual stepfamilies have dealt with 
the issue extensively, focusing mostly on the residential 
parent’s perspective (Ahrons & Wallish, 1987; Crosbie- 

Burnett, 1991). By contrast, the literature on lesbian fam- 
ilies, although addressing the issue of separation, does not 
treat the history of loss as an issue that the lesbian step- 
family members deal with. It is possible that the issue of 
loss is overlooked because the lesbian family is perceived 
as a cohabiting couple rather than as a family. Regarding 
the disengagement of a lesbian couple as simply the break 

The limited reference to parenting 
ambiguity in the literature on lesbian 

families may result from failure to acknowl- 
edge the lesbian family as a real family. 

up of a relationship rather than the equivalent of divorce, 
implies that the disruption of the lesbian family is not as 
serious as a “real” divorce. 

Families Created by the Joining 
of an Additional Family Member 

Both lesbian and heterosexual stepfamilies are sys- 
tems created by the joining of a stepparent. Sometimes 
the stepparent brings to the new family system his or her 
birth children as well. Both the joining stepparent and the 
“absorbing” family have their own family connections, 
rituals, and habits. At least in their early stages, stepfam- 
ilies are comprised of two distinct subsystems: the “ab- 
sorbing” or “veteran” family members and the “new- 
comer( s).” In both heterosexual and lesbian stepfamilies, 
the residential birth parent - usually the birth mother - 
may form a coalition with “her” children, “protecting” 
them from the stepparent, hence excluding the stepparent 
(Hobart, 1987; Kirkpatrick, 1987; Visher & Visher, 
1988). 

Residential and Nonresidential Family Members 
Stepfamilies generally include two residential par- 

ents: a birth parent and stepparent. Having one residen- 
tial parent that is not a birth parent is unique. 
Rohrbaugh (1998) argues that this situation is even more 
complicated in lesbian families, where one parent experi- 
ences both the issues of being a stepparent and the issues 
of being lesbian. 

In addition, most stepfamilies include nonresidential 
family members. In the heterosexual stepfamily, the non- 
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residential members are often the noncustodial birth par- 
ent, at times an additional stepparent (the current spouse 
of the noncustodial parent), and birth and step-siblings. 
In lesbian stepfamilies, the nonresidential family member 
is usually a previous spouse of the birth parent or a pre- 
vious partner. At times, lesbian stepfamilies also include 
an additional nonresidential stepparent (the current part- 
ner of the noncustodial birth parent or ex-partner). In les- 
bian stepfamilies, the nonresidential parent is sometimes 
an inaccessible or an unknown donor. Although seeming- 
ly nonexistent, children may develop fantasies and ideal- 
ize this nonresidential birth father, viewing him as a “par- 
ent in the shadows,” or a ghost member of the family. 

Residential parents may share parental responsibili- 
ties and authority with the nonresidential parents. This 
interdependence may lead to conflict, especially if the res- 
idential and nonresidential parents have different goals or 
priorities (Ahrons & Wallisch, 1987; Ambert, 1986). In- 
deed, studies on heterosexual stepfamilies have indicated 
that such relations are often charged with tension and 
feelings of threat (Hobart, 1988; Messinger, 1984), as 
well as with conflicting and ambiguous expectations 
(Ahrons & Wallisch, 1987; Ambert, 1986). 

Research has demonstrated that lesbian mothers 
often tend to consciously “adopt” male friends as male 
role models for their children and usually have more men 
participating in the lives of their children than single, het- 
erosexual mothers (Hare & Richards, 1993; Kirkpatrick, 
1987). Furthermore, in comparison to divorced hetero- 
sexual mothers, lesbian mothers often tend to have more 
congenial relations with their previous husbands (Hare & 
Richards, 1993; Kirkpatrick, 1987). Nevertheless, docu- 
mentation of custody and visitation trials involving les- 
bian mothers suggests that in some cases, the noncustodi- 
al birth parent tries to prevent the lesbian birth mother 
from having custody over her children or even from hav- 
ing visitation rights (Brienza, 1996; Duran-Aydintug & 
Causey, 1996; Egerton, 1990; Rubenfeld, 1994). Such 
conflicts suggest that as with other stepfamilies, visitation 
and custody are a prevalent arena for mutual antagonism, 
tension, and competitiveness between the lesbian mother 
and her previous partner. Lesbian mothers are likely to be 
additionally vulnerable in this type of conflict due to so- 
cietal discrimination. 

Because of the stigmatization and oppression experi- 
enced by lesbians, the lesbian community is often a vital 
source of support, solidarity, and collegiality (Aronson, 
1996; Lott-Whitehead & Tully, 1993; Pies, 1989). Les- 
bians frequently have a close network of both fellow les- 
bians and supportive men, often regarded as an extended 

family (Ainslie & Feltey, 1991; Aronson, 1996; Hare, 
1994; Lott-Whitehead & Tully, 1993) and actively in- 
volved in the lesbian family’s life. Some of its members 
may assume familial roles toward children of the lesbian 
couple. In contrast with heterosexual stepfamilies, the 
“extended family” of fellow lesbians generally provides 
lesbian families with support, often without engendering 
conflicts over sharing familial responsibilities. 

Ambiguous Role Ekpectdons and Parenting 
The literature on heterosexual stepfamilies suggests 

that stepparents have no clear behavioral guides, norms, 
or models to turn to for assistance in their performance 
of the stepparental role (Ahrons & Wallisch, 1987; Erera, 
1996). Several studies suggest that like heterosexual step- 
parents, lesbian stepparents lack clearly defined behav- 
ioral guides about their relationship with their partner’s 
birth children, and they are often regarded as “invisible” 
and “shadowy” figures (Muzio, 1993; Rohrbaugh, 
1998). In contrast to heterosexual stepfamilies, there is 
no agreed upon term for the stepparent in lesbian families 
(Hare & Richards, 1993; Muzio, 1993; Pies, 1989). In 
addition, whereas in heterosexual stepfamilies the birth 
and stepparent differ also by gender, in lesbian families 
both the birth and the stepparent are mothers. This 
shared gender may add to the stepparents’ uncertainty 
and role confusion (Rohrbaugh, 1992). 

The limited reference to parenting ambiguity in the 
literature on lesbian families may result from a failure to 
acknowledge the lesbian family as a real family. Left to 
their own devices, some will attempt to follow the par- 
enting models of first-married heterosexual families. To 
do so, however, may place them in a bind. Extrapolating 
from the literature on heterosexual stepfamilies, if lesbian 
stepparents act like the birth parents, they may experience 
conflicts with the child (Erera, 1996; Ganong & Cole- 
man, 1994; Mills, 1984); if they don’t, they are likely to 
experience role ambiguity. Furthermore, following the 
clinical observations of Pies (1989), we expect that the 
shared gender of lesbian parents arouses questions in the 
community as to which of the two is the “real” mother. 

As in all families where one parent is not the birth 
parent, parenting may be a different experience for les- 
bian birth and stepparents. Due to unevenly distributed 
responsibilities for the children, birth parents may feel 
overburdened, perceiving themselves as single parents 
who are living in a two-parent family (Hare & Richards, 
1993; Muzio, 1993; Pies, 1989). Indeed, studies on het- 
erosexual stepfamilies indicate that the birth mother 
tends to form coalitions with her children and to over- 
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protect them from her husband’s care (Erera, 1996; Vish- 
er & Visher, 1989). She might even regard the stepparent 
as a threat to the exclusive bond with her child, a bond 
established prior to the remarriage. This parent-child 
coalition may restrict or prevent stepparendstepchild in- 
timacy and eventually interfere with integration of the 
stepparent into the family (Giles-Simes, 1984). 

From the stepparent’s perspective, their role is often 
highly demanding and problematic (Erera, 1996; Fursten- 
berg, 1987; Ganong & Coleman, 1994; Schewebel, et al., 
1991). Such step-role complexities can result from lack of 
clear norms and behavioral standards that stepparents 
can turn to for guidance (Ahrons & Wallisch, 1987; 
Clingempeel, et al., 1987). These complexities include un- 
clear expectations of their spouses (the birth parents) to- 
ward the children (Witsett & Land, 1992) and hostile at- 
titudes of the stepchildren toward the stepparent. The 
children’s animosity is usually caused either by their view- 
ing loyalty to the stepparent as disloyalty to the nonresi- 
dential birth parent (Ahrons & Wallisch, 1987; Ambert, 
1986) or by their idealization of the nonresidential parent 
(Kompara, 1980). These different parenting experiences 
may lead to a sense of conflict between the couple sub- 
system (with the current partner) and the parental sub- 
system (with the step- or birth children) (Erera, 1996). 

Although the literature on lesbian families does not 
address the issue of role ambiguity among lesbian step- 
parents, it does suggest that lesbian mothers may choose 
from a wide variety of parenting styles ranging from pa- 
triarchal norms that they tend to reject, to egalitarian par- 
enting styles (Kirkpatrick, 1987; Muzio, 1993; Pies, 
1989; Rohrbaugh, 1998). 

Gender of Parents 
The difference in gender composition of the parental 

dyad between lesbian and heterosexual stepfamilies may 
impact these families in several important respects. In the 
majority of heterosexual couples, the division of labor has 
been found to occur predominately along gender lines. 
For example, research has consistently demonstrated that 
women are primarily responsible for child care and house- 
hold maintenance (Hochschild, 1989; Weiss, 1987). Even 
when mothers and fathers are both employed, women 
tend to retain primary responsibility for homemaking and 
basically assume a “second shift” to meet their various fa- 
milial responsibilities (Hochschild, 1989). 

The mothers in heterosexual stepfamilies also tend to 
spend more time with their children than the fathers do. 
This greater involvement may stem from traditional gen- 
der expectations and from the relative centrality of the 

mother in the home vs. the father’s relative marginality 
(Hobart, 1988). It may also be the effect of biological ties 
between mother and children, as in most cases the non- 
shared children in stepfamilies are the mother’s, not the 
husband’s. Still, it has been suggested that stepmothers 
assume more responsibilities toward their stepchildren 
than stepfathers assume (Ambert, 1986; Hobart, 1987; 
Kompara, 1980). 

Studies of lesbian couples found that they tend to 
have a more egalitarian division of labor than most het- 
erosexual couples, regardless of whether they do or do 
not raise children together (Hare & Richards, 1993; Kur- 
dek, 1993; Sullivan, 1996). Despite the tendency of the 
lesbian couple to share household tasks and decision 
making, the birth mother is often more involved in child 
care than the nonbirth mother (Hare & Richards, 1993; 
Kirkpatrick, 1987; Patterson, 1995; Rohrbaugh, 1998; 
Sullivan, 1996). This unequal involvement in child care 
has been attributed to financial considerations, resulting 
in the tendency of the higher-earning mothers to spend 
more time in paid employment and less time with the 
children (Sullivan, 1996); to internalized heterosexual 
cultural norms by which only one parent serves as a pri- 
mary caregiver (Pies, 1989; Rohrbaugh, 1998); and fi- 
nally, to biological ties between mother and child, result- 
ing in the tendency of birth mothers to assume more 
parental responsibilities (Hare & Richards, 1993; Kirk- 
patrick, 1987). 

The greater involvement of the birth mother has also 
been associated with the context of the child’s birth. 
Specifically, it has been suggested that mothers of chil- 
dren born in previous heterosexual marriages tend to as- 
sume more parental responsibilities than when lesbian 
mothers have children within their relationship. For chil- 
dren born in the context of the lesbian relationship, par- 
enting tends to be more equally shared, regardless of who 
is the birth mother or how the child was conceived (such 
as using a known or unknown male donor) (Hare & 
Richards, 1993). 

Stereotypes and Social Attitudes 
Toward the Family 

Lesbian families experience stigma, homophobic 
stereotypes, discrimination, and prejudice (Rothblum, 
1985). These are expressed in the legal system that denies 
lesbian mothers child custody and visitation rights (Brien- 
za, 1996; Duran-Aydintug & Causey, 1996; Egerton, 
1990; Rubenfeld, 1994) and in persistent beliefs, contrary 
to empirical evidence, that being raised in a lesbian fami- 
ly may adversely affect the social, psychological, or sexu- 
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a1 and gender role development of the child (Belcastro et 
al., 1993; Falk, 1989; Gibbs, 1988; Golombok & Tasker, 
1996; Victor & Fish, 1995). 

Discrimination is also reflected in assumptions that 
due to their sexual orientation, lesbian mothers are unfit 
parents, emotionally unstable, or unable to assume a ma- 

While focusing on concerns that may be 
unique to lesbian families, social workers 

should also recognize that lesbian stepfami- 
lies share issues common to most families. 

ternal role (DiLapi, 1989; Falk, 1989; Gibbs, 1988; 
Henry, 1993 vs. Reske, 1994; Robson, 1992), or that a 
lesbian couple is less stable than a heterosexual one, 
therefore providing less stability to the child (Gallagher, 
1993). While some studies have indicated that lesbian 
families tend to break up more frequently than hetero- 
sexual families ( Gallagher, 1993), other studies have 
found lesbian families to be deeply committed to creating 
strong family environments, emphasizing emotional 
closeness, love, and security (Hare, 1994; Rothblum, 
1985). 

Heterosexual stepmothers also face a powerful nega- 
tive stereotype - the wicked stepmother myth as con- 
veyed through such fairy tales as Cinderella and Snow 
White. Studies have found that stepmothers tend to react 
against this stereotype by overcompensating (Coleman & 
Ganong, 1987; Erera, 1996; Ganong & Coleman, 1994; 
Radomisli, 1981), by doubting their own parenting abili- 
ties, or by failing to assert their rights and needs 
(Radomisli, 1981). As with homophobic stereotypes of 
lesbian mothers, this stereotype assumes these mothers’ 
adverse influences on their children. 

The negative stereotype not withstanding, there is a 
tendency to project positive attributes to heterosexual 
stepfamilies. Since these families consist of both a mother 
and a father who raise the children, they are viewed as 
representing the rehabilitation of the single-parent family 
(Visher & Visher, 1988; Wald, 1981). This positive 
stereotype can also take its toll by encouraging hetero- 
sexual stepfamilies to develop the unrealistic expectation 
that they should behave the same as first-married fami- 
lies. When these expectations are not realized, the fami- 
lies may feel that they are falling short in some respects 

and are inadequate. 

Implications for Policy, 
Practice, and Research 

I 
267 

The of the heterosexual stepfamily by 
scholars is a reminder of how different a phenomenon 
may appear when viewed through a new lens. This com- 
parative analysis of lesbian and heterosexual stepfamilies 
is a first step toward including lesbian families among 
other family styles. Bringing lesbian stepfamilies within 
the purview of social work opens the way for the exami- 
nation of this unique family structure and facilitates the 
provision of culturally-appropriate practice that pays due 
regard to family diversity. 

An individual’s or group’s responses to stressful situ- 
ations may be influenced by membership in a particular 
community (Saleebey, 1996). Lesbians often face discrim- 
ination, and lesbian families have few guidelines for how 
to negotiate their unique family life. They are therefore 
likely to be in need of information and social support 
from other lesbian families and knowledgeable social 
workers (Pies, 1989). Social workers can provide useful 
information directly and can also facilitate mutual ex- 
change through group interventions. Likely topics for 
such groups are issues pertinent to adult lesbians, includ- 
ing lesbian identity development, homophobia, relation- 
ships, parenting, and family concerns (Morrow, 1996). 

Lesbian birth parents, stepparents, ex-partners, and 
their children may need assistance in clarifying their rela- 
tionships and expectations of each other. The residential 
family members (birth parent, stepparent, children) may 
also wish to openly acknowledge their respective feelings 
toward any nonresidential parental figures. These may in- 
clude involved fathers as well as unknown donors, who 
although not functioning as parents, may be part of the 
family’s and/or children’s identity. Addressing expecta- 
tions and feelings toward nonresidential parental figures 
may bring forth unresolved feelings of loss, anger, aban- 
donment or rejection, divided loyalties, and the psycho- 
logical splitting between the good birth parent and the 
bad stepparent. In addition to this mutual role clarifica- 
tion, lesbian stepparents and their nonbirth children 
should be encouraged to develop and strengthen the par- 
ent-child dyad, if this has not already occurred. A reper- 
toire of shared activities may facilitate the bonding be- 
tween stepparents and nonbirth children. 

Studies on heterosexual stepfamilies suggest that 
while some co-parenting styles seem inherently more ef- 
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fective than others, different styles may suit different 
circumstances (Erera, 1996). Social workers can discuss 
alternative parenting styles with lesbian families, helping 
the parents avoid the least beneficial alternatives. Such dis- 
cussions can be most effective with support groups for les- 
bian couples, where the facilitator can use modeling, role- 
play, simulation, and the processing of real-life situations. 

For many lesbian families, a major source of social 
support is their own lesbian community that tends to 
function as an extended family, providing legitimacy as 
well as tangible, emotional, and social support (Ainslie & 
Feltey, 1991; Aronson, 1996; Hare, 1994; Lott-White- 
head & Tully, 1993). In cases where the lesbian’s “ex- 
tended family” is involved in raising a child, it would 
likely be helpful to assist members in clarifying their var- 
ious expectations and roles. Heterosexual stepfamilies do 
not usually have such a sense of community, although 
they too would likely benefit from such support. It is pos- 
sible that heterosexual stepfamilies do not have such 
strong and effective support systems because they are not 
as clearly oppressed, and because they prefer to not call 
attention to the fact that they are step- rather than first- 
married families. This desire to remain in disguise, or at 
least not to “make waves” was particularly true two or 
more decades ago when divorce and remarriage rates 
were considerably lower and stepfamilies did not enjoy 
the same social acceptance that they do today 
(Messsinger, 1984; Visher & Visher, 1988). Support net- 
works and shared activities would likely reduce the isola- 
tion that may be experienced by some stepfamilies. 

While focusing on concerns that may be unique to 
lesbian families, social workers should also recognize that 
lesbian stepfamilies share issues common to most fami- 
lies. These include, for example, communications, par- 
enting issues, finances, sex, division of household tasks, 
and use of leisure time. They may need help with negoti- 
ation and conflict resolution skills in addressing these 
common couple and family issues. Similarly, the dissolu- 
tion of a lesbian family may bring forth issues of custody, 
visitation, and child support. These may be especially dif- 
ficult to resolve in view of the failure of the legal system 
to adequately address the issues posed by the increasing 
prevalence of lesbian families. 

The law about stepparenting is, in general, confusing 
and contradictory (Bernstein & Haberman, 1981). Step- 
parents in heterosexual, marital relationships have nei- 
ther a legal right nor obligation to parent or support their 
stepchildren. Visitation rights and child support obliga- 
tions are decided on a case by case basis, with consider- 
able variation among the fifty states. There is also much 

ambiguity and inconsistency among states and in federal 
policy with regard to the rights of stepchildren to legal 
benefits such as worker’s compensation, inheritance, in- 
surance, and social security benefits. 

Lesbian families are generally disadvantaged in re- 
solving such issues since they lack the legal sanction of 
marriage and often confront unsympathetic, homopho- 
bic judicial and administrative bodies. However, in a 
groundbreaking decision, an Ocean City, New Jersey Su- 
perior Court ruled that a lesbian partner could share cus- 
tody and must share support costs for their child even 
though the other partner was the biological mother. The 
couple had decided together to have the child, had cho- 
sen a sperm donor, had jointly sent out birth announce- 
ments, and shared parenting. The court decision, howev- 
er, was not binding in other jurisdictions and was in fact 
at odds with another New Jersey court ruling (Westfeldt, 
1998). Furthermore, in most cases the rights and respon- 
sibilities taken for granted by other families are not 
granted by lesbian families in general or to lesbian step- 
families in particular. 

Recommendations 

In order to provide appropriate services to lesbian 
stepfamilies, social workers themselves may need sup- 
port, direction, and training to confront their own sexu- 
ality and reexamine their attitudes and beliefs about les- 
bians and homosexuality. 

We would hope that research on lesbian families 
moves beyond issues of custody, visitation, adoption, and 
the impact of lesbian mothers on their children’s develop- 
ment, to examine the dynamics of the lesbian family. Such 
research might examine the impact of different methods 
of impregnation on the family; the differences in parental 
styles between lesbian stepfamilies (where the stepparent 
is the newcomer to an existing mother-child dyad) and in- 
tact lesbian families (where the child is the newcomer to 
an existing couple); the role of the stepparent vis-a-vis the 
child and the birth parent; and the dynamics between the 
birth- and the stepparent. Research is also needed to ex- 
amine other lesbian family structures such as adoptive 
families and single-parent families. Only then will we 
begin to understand and appreciate the complex family 
lives of lesbians. 

Finally, social workers should support policies and 
programs that promote the acceptance of the lesbian fam- 
ily. First and foremost, is the enactment of state statutes 
to provide legal sanction for marriage or an equivalent 
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contract so that parental, partner, and child rights and 
responsibilities can be specified and enforced in a 
predictable, consistent manner. Through such practice, 
research, and policy developments it is hoped that the 
lesbian stepfamily will come to be acknowledged and 
recognized as a family structure in its own right. 
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Interviewing for Solutions, July 2 1-24, 1999 
Advanced Seminar Solution- Focused Brief Therapy 

July 28-3 I ,  or October 15- 18, 1999 

New Releases 

Treating Domestic Violence Offenders 
(Sebold & Uksen with Berg, ‘99) audiotape 

Over the Hump: Family & couple Treatment (Berg & DeJong. ‘99) 

Condensed version of two videotapes with the same title 
Wittgenstein for Therapists (Miller & deShazer, ’98) audiotape 
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