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Stepfamilies have always been a part 
of Canada’s family landscape, but the
circumstances leading to their formation
have changed across generations. Similar
to a shift that has occurred among 
one-parent families, stepfamilies used to
typically form after the death of a spouse
or partner. In today’s context of relatively
higher divorce rates and lower mortality
(particularly maternal mortality), 
they now usually form after divorce 
or separation.1

The 2021 Census data showed there 
were more than 500,000 stepfamilies in
Canada.2 A stepfamily is a couple family
with children that contains at least one
child (biological or adopted) of only one 
of the spouses/partners whose birth 
or adoption preceded the current
relationship. The spouses/partners in
stepfamilies can be married or living
common-law.

In 2021, 8.4% of all couple families with
children of any age were stepfamilies,
down slightly from 9.0% in 2011.2 Nearly
four in 10 (39%) same-gender couples
with children of any age in 2021 were
stepfamilies, compared with 12% of
different-gender couples with children.3

Stepsiblings are defined in the Census as
siblings who live in the same household
but do not have the same birth or adoptive
parents. Half-siblings, on the other hand,
are siblings who live in the same household
and share one common birth or adoptive
parent.a In 2021, approximately two-thirds
(65.2%) of children aged 0 to 14 in
stepfamilies had at least one half- or
stepsibling.4 The remaining 37.5% 
had neither.

Among couples with children, those living
in a common-law relationship in 2021 
were more than four times as likely to 
be stepfamilies (31.0%) as their married
counterparts with children (7.3%).2 This
suggests that parents may prefer to live
common-law when they re-partner.  

Why this matters
Becoming a stepfamily is a significant life
change that affects all family members.
Spouses or partners take on the role of
stepparents, children gain new siblings,
and a relocation to a different home 
often occurs. As the family adapts,
responsibilities and relationships undergo
transformation, and it may take several 
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years for the stepfamily to identify as 
a unified family.

In the past, stepparents were often
depicted negatively in popular culture and
folklore, portraying them as wicked figures
who mistreated their stepchildren. The
image of the stepparent has undergone a

significant transformation over the years,
evolving from a negative stereotype to
being recognized as a valued second parent.
Despite this shift, policy makers and courts
are still grappling with the complexities that
stepfamilies present, especially around the
rights and responsibilities of stepparents.

a In this context, adoptive children are treated the same as biological children.
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Families Count 2024 is a publication of the Vanier Institute of the Family that provides accurate and timely
information on families and family life in Canada. Written in plain language, it features chapters on diverse
topics and trends that have shaped families in Canada. Its four sections (Family Structure, Family Work,
Family Identity, and Family Wellbeing) are guided by the Family Diversities and Wellbeing Framework.
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