
EXPLAINED:
STEP-RELATIVES, 
HALF-RELATIVES AND 
BLENDED FAMILIES

The relationship between step-relatives and half-relatives sometimes causes confusion. 
Here is a reference guide to the most common step and half relatives.

A stepfamily is formed when two people get married and one or both of them 
has children from a previous marriage (or relationship). Some people are happy 
to use the term stepfamily when the couple cohabit without getting married. 
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A phrase you occasionally hear is ‘simple stepfamily’ 
This is when just one partner in a marriage has a child 
or children from a previous relationship.
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Word of advice:

A blended family, patchwork family or bonus family is always a 
stepfamily! These phrases are more commonly used when both 
partners in a relationship have children from former relationships.

If both partners in a marriage have children 
from previous relationships, the children 
become stepsiblings (stepbrothers or sisters) to 
each other. They are not blood relatives. 

A stepfather or stepmother is the non-biological parent in a relationship.

A half-brother or sister who shares one biological parent with you (can be the mother or 
the father). Half-brothers and half-sisters are very common in blended families when 
the adult couple go on to have children of their own. They are blood relatives.

Other phrases you will hear include step-grandparents, step-cousins, 
step-uncles and so on. You also get half-cousins. It can get very complicated.

Be advised that some people can be very sensitive about how they are 
referred to. Some stepchildren call their stepparent mum or dad, others give 

them a nickname or call them by their first name. Many half-brothers and 
half-sisters refer to their half-siblings as brother and sister. If you are unsure 

what phrase to use, always politely ask.

A stepmum or stepdad may provide a lot of day-to-day care and become very 
close to their stepchild(ren). In many jurisdictions, including the United Kingdom, 
they have no legal parental responsibilities or obligations for their stepchildren 
unless they have been granted rights by a family court. Decisions regarding 
medical treatment, schools etc. generally rest with the biological parents.
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