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INTRODUCTION

The nature of the American family has changed significantly.  A century ago, divorce was uncommon.  Families were usually only “broken” by death from accident or disease.  Children went to orphanages, were adopted or taken into families of surviving relatives.  There were problems and unhappiness in such outcomes, but the economic realities of the time required that individuals in thrown-together families make it together because other alternatives were few or none.

Today, however, more than half of all first-time marriages with children end in divorce.  Most divorcees than go on to second or third unions with new partners, bringing together children of previous marriages and forming “blended” families.

Such mergers can be the most challenging of all family arrangements.  Not only does the new marital couple have to establish a harmonious relationship with each other, but each also must build relations with his or her stepchildren.  Furthermore, the children must find ways to make it together, hopefully, with the love, support, guidance and nurture of the parents/stepparents.

Obviously, no two blended families are alike, but there are some common concerns to which couples considering merging their families should be alert.  In fact, many potential pitfalls can be anticipated and prepared for, including: role expectations of one another, the nature of joint careers, division of labor, views on discipline, special concerns about each child, money, sex, in-laws, religion, health care, dispute resolution and more.  In other words, a serious look ahead at the complexities of a marriage involving two sets of children is wise.
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Not all attempts to blend families are successful.  However, many of them, with resulting close ties, offer rewarding relationships, rich memories and the satisfaction that comes from challenges met and survived.  The more thoroughly the families prepare for the merger, the more manageable the inevitable surprises and the greater the likelihood of success.

                                                                                      Carle F. O’Neil, M.A., M.S.W.

                                                                                      Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                     William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT DOES “BLENDING” FAMILIES MEAN?
“Blending” families means forming a new family unit through the union of two parents, each of whom brings children of earlier relationships to the union.  The result is a new relationship for the adults and their offspring, with each parent becoming the stepparent of the other’s children, and the respective children becoming stepsiblings.

WHEN DOES ONE START PLANNING TO BLEND FAMILIES?
Obviously, as with any marriage, blending starts when a couple feels drawn to one another and begins to consider marriage.  When a couple feels right for each other, they must then think about and discuss the implications of the pending union, not only for themselves, but also for the children.  This process may start automatically in the early stages of being acquainted, but it should become more deliberate as the relationship blossoms.  Before marriage, no potential problems, pitfalls or implications that might harm the union should be ignored.
ISN’T LOVE ENOUGH?

The magic of love is wonderful but, while love is basic to any marriage, it is not enough.  Love requires nurturing and nourishment.  However much a union may appear to be made in heaven, there is no guardian angel who faithfully keeps things going.  That is up to the partners.  When combining families, a marital couple has much more to consider than just their own relationship.  They must form a “team” for whom the major purpose is the blending of a new family and the rearing of the children that each brings to it.
WHAT IS INVOLVED IN BUILDING A TEAM?
Many factors are basic to teamwork: love, respect, loyalty, commitment and really wanting a successful team.  Especially significant is COMMUNICATION, the process of talking things out.  The basic elements of communication are: 1) the statement of one’s views or feelings as clearly and non-defensively as possible, 2) the careful, empathic, supportive listening to the statements of one by the other, and 3) the clarification of what is said and heard, followed by negotiating solutions to differences.  Improved with practice, this process enhances love and teamwork.
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WHAT ISSUES SHOULD BE RESOLVED BEFORE MARRIAGE?
No topic is exempt from examination and discussion by a potential or actual marital pair.  It is quite likely that the more “touchy” a topic, the more important it is to review.  Examples of vital points for resolution are: other family relationships (in-laws, grandparents, former spouses), shared custody and visitation rights of children, behavioral differences among children, discipline, money, careers, division of labor, religion, sex, expectations of one another and the children, housing (including room “assignments”), holidays (especially Christmas), dispute resolution, special needs of each child and feelings of insecurity.  As much as possible, such issues should be discussed and resolved before marriage.
WHICH IS MORE IMPORTANT, THE COUPLE OR THE CHILDREN?

This question at first may seem harsh.  Both, of course, are important, but the well-being of the couple is basic to the well-being of the entire family.  Love for one’s spouse is different from love of one’s children or stepchildren.  No child should have an “inside track” to the favor or affection of one of the pair, leaving the others feeling “shut out.”  When the marital union is strong and loving, the resulting teamwork will encompass the children, facilitating their growth toward maturity and individuality.

WHAT DOES “COMMITMENT” MEAN?
“Commitment” means the willingness of partners to work together through thick and thin, to learn more about themselves and one another, to grow, change and adjust, meeting new situations and working through difficulties, rather than ignoring or fleeing them.  Commitment and love can be mutually enhancing, both are strengthened by sensitive communication.  Commitment is re-enforced not only by love but also by economic, religious, legal and sense-of-duty considerations.  Legal marriage is a step toward firmer commitment than is “living together.”  The blending of two families with children is, at times, likely to severely test commitment.
WHY SO MUCH TALK ABOUT THE DIFFICULTIES OF BLENDING FAMILIES?

In any relationship between two people, there are some stresses, some difficulties, requiring a sharing of ideas and the resolution of differences.  In a marriage involving the blending of children from previous unions, the number of relationships increases.  Stepparents must relate to stepchildren.  Stepsiblings must adjust to one another.  Ex-spouses of the new marital pair may have emotional and custodial ties to their children.  Grandparents may be involved.  Such a multiplicity of relationships imposes stressful responsibilities on the new marital couple, at times challenging their love, commitment, energy and resourcefulness.  It is best not to enter the relationship with fairy-tale illusions.
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HOW DOES ONE BECOME ACQUAINTED WITH THE PARTNER’S CHILDREN?
As the partners see more of one another before marriage, they have natural opportunities to become acquainted with the other’s children.  Friendships may develop immediately.  Conversely, some children may be guarded about getting close, feeling strongly attached to the “absent” natural parent or resentful of their parent’s new relationship.  The potential stepparent should not try to replace the natural parent.  Rather, it is desirable to build new emotional ties with each of the stepchildren.  This requires patience.  Build the new relationship on kindness, respect, fairness and firmness.  The parents need to be understanding and supportive of one another.  The process can take a long time, and the children need to feel safe, secure and loved – faults and all.
WHAT NAMES SHOULD CHILDREN USE FOR STEPPARENTS?

Understandably, stepparents hope to win the affection of their stepchildren right off.  Stepchildren, however, may be slow to bond, feeling hurt or let down by their parents’ divorce, being resentful of the newcomer and maintaining strong ties to the absent biological parent.  Therefore, stepparents should not expect to be welcomed as “mom” or “dad.”  Instead, the stepparent may say, “My name is Jim.  You can all me that if you like.”  As the relationship develops, the child may decide upon a name or nickname that fits.  It may be mom or dad, or “daddy Jim” or “mommy Jane.”  Whatever the name, it should be the child’s choice and comfortable to everyone.
WHAT ARE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES OF BRINGING CHILDREN TOGETHER?

Just as the parents must work out their relationship with one another and their stepchildren, the children of each parent must adjust to one another and the stepparents.  Rivalry among children of a nuclear family is a fact, one requiring the understanding and patience of the parents.  Two sets of children in a single household further increase the potential for rivalry.  The new couple must acknowledge such rivalries and establish ways to resolve disputes with love, patience and fairness.  Some families hold weekly discussions to express their feelings and resolve conflicts.

WHAT ABOUT DIVIDED LOYALTIES?
The parents in a blended family need to recognize the potential for divided loyalties, where each may feel closer to his or her biological children than to stepchildren.  Parents are apt to be more protective of their own children, more critical of the stepchildren and more inclined to spend time with their own children.  Jealousies naturally arise out of such differences.  These issues require open and constructive discussion, so that small problems do not grow into big ones.
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WHO DISCIPLINES WHICH KIDS?
It is usually easier and more natural for the biological parent to discipline his or her own children.  However, some couples do share responsibility for discipline.  REMEMBER: each child is unique and will react to discipline in different ways, whether applied by the parent or stepparent.  Be kind and patient when applying discipline, but not indulgent.  Set firm limits without anger or spite.  Make sure to let the child know that he or she is valued, but misbehavior is not.  Even in a nuclear family, children will test limits, so when a stepchild says, “You can’t tell me what do; you’re not my parent,” try to avoid an angry power struggle.  State your position and stick to it, preferably with the support of your partner.
WHAT DOES “DISCIPLINE” MEAN?

Discipline means “training” or “setting limits,” not “punishment.”  Since training is a primary responsibility of parenting, children feel more secure when clear expectations are set and maintained for them.  Training should not be harsh or vengeful.  Expectations should be set clearly and when met, rewarded with praise and affection.  Discipline rests firmly on a foundation of love for the child.  REMEMBER: children learn not only from what they are told but also from their observation of parental attitude and behavior.  The parenting couple must agree on discipline.  When they disagree, they should try to resolve their differences through rational, private communication.

HOW DOES ONE ARRANGE LIVING SPACE?

 When blending two sets of children into one family, the arrangement of living quarters is essential; space may be at a premium.  If possible, move into quarters new to the entire family, thereby removing the problem of pre-established “territorial rights.”  Have a family discussion about the new quarters before making the move.  If children are to share bedrooms, there has to be some planned give-and-take.  Similarly, discuss the use of closets, bedroom furniture and bathroom space.  Agree on chores and TV privileges.  If there are adolescents of the opposite sex, basic dress “codes” should be set to prevent provocative nudity.
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HOW DOES ONE DEAL WITH VISITS?
A frequent stipulation of a divorce settlement is joint custody of the children or shared visitation rights.  In a blended family, this can become quite involved, with children living as part-time residents in two homes with two sets of parents/stepparents.  The adults must learn to communicate and cooperate so that there is a continuity of discipline, expectations and schedules.  When visits occur, parents need to “blend” the visiting child into the regular family routine, avoiding special, lavish or excessive treatment.  Expect the visiting child to do homework and have chores like other family members.  Some of his or her toys should be available.  It may also be wise to help the visitor become acquainted with other neighborhood children.

WHAT ABOUT THE OTHER BIOLOGICAL PARENTS?
A potential difficulty for blended families is the absent natural parents who have a continuing affection and legal interest in their children, but who are not part of the new family.  When a couple contemplates combining families, they must understand the legal rights and obligations, as well as the sentimental interests, of the biological parents of the stepchildren.  The new couple should clearly explore and discuss such concerns to minimize surprises and assure mutual support.  It is natural for the stepparent to feel guarded and ill at ease with the “other” natural parent.  Ideally, though, the adults should develop ways to get along “for the sake of the children.”

WHAT ABOUT GRANDPARENTS?

Divorce upsets grandparents, creating uncertainty about their continuing contact with grandchildren.  REMEMBER: just as grandparents contribute to the development of children’s self-worth and general well-being, so do grandchildren offer satisfaction and fulfillment to grandparents.  Honoring these relationships may pose a challenge to the blended family, but making time for them is important for everyone.
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WHAT HAPPENS IF A CHILD AND STEPPARENT CANNOT GET ALONG?

If sometimes happens that a stepchild adamantly refuses to accept or causes an irreconcilable conflict with the stepparent.  Should this difficulty occur, arrange for the other natural parent to have the child full-time.  If the child is older, consider helping him or her into independent living.  Adult children sometimes refuse to accept a parent’s remarriage.  In this case, the new couple, certain of their commitment to one another, must accept the situation and hope that the stepchild will eventually reconsider.

HOW ABOUT HAVING MORE CHILDREN?
Surveys show that a baby of the new union can strengthen a blended family.  This does not mean, however, that a couple should have a baby as a hoped-for solution to serious problems.  However, many blended families do find themselves more unified with the addition of a new child.  The mother and father, without the questions and strains of YOURS and MINE, think of such a child as OURS.  Feeling more confident, the parents may experience greater psychological comfort.  A closer all-around family can result.

WHERE DOES ONE TURN FOR HELP?

Succeeding with a blended family can be a great satisfaction, but there are bound to be times when the task seems overwhelming.  REMEMBER: even the most successful parents make mistakes.  Do not expect perfection of yourself or your spouse.  When you do encounter seemingly insurmountable problems, seek help.  For example, many communities have support groups for stepparents, where members share experiences and lend emotional support to one another.  There is also an increasing number of counselors and therapists who special in family problems.  They may be available through a church, mental health organization, United Way Agency or physician.  Helpful information is available in books and articles at the public library or on the Internet.
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RELATIONSHIPS IN A
BLENDED FAMILY

A traditional family with children typically consists of parents, children, grandparents and other “blood” relatives.  However, a blended family with children involves generally involves an increased number of relationships, as illustrated by the following diagram.
PLACE DIAGRAM HERE

BIOLOGICAL PARENT – The natural mother or father of a child.

STEPPARENT – The wife or husband who in the new marital union who becomes the stepfather or stepmother of his or her spouse’s children.

-11-

BIOLOGICAL CHILDREN - The natural children brought to the new marital union by the biological parent.

STEPCHILDREN – The children of the biological parent for whom the new spouse assumes a parenting role.
ABSENT BIOLOGICAL PARENTS – The divorced or otherwise departed mother or father of the children.

BIOLOGICAL GRANDPARENTS – The biological parents of the natural mother or father of the children.

STEP-GRANDPARENTS – The biological parents of the stepparent in the new marital union.

OTHER BIOLOGICAL RELATIVES – The aunts, uncles, cousins and other “blood relatives in the new marital union.

OTHER STEP-RELATIVES – Individuals who, by virtue of their blood relationship to the stepparent in the new marital union, become “non-blood” relatives of the biological children of the stepparent’s new spouse.
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WAYS TO FACILITATE RELATIONSHIPS IN
BLENDED FAMILIES
A challenge for a newly blended family is the accommodation of, and adjustment to, the increased number of relationships that are involved.  The ability of the new partners to communicate with each other and give mutual support is basic to establishing and maintaining “bridges” with other family members.  Here are a few suggestions for building blended-family relationships.

· Be aware of and limit your feelings of rivalry with the absent biological parents, grandparents and other new relatives.

· Be patient, facilitating relationships in blended families can take time and effort.

· Think about the possible reactions of relatives BEFORE forming the new marital union, and take steps to limit negative reactions.

· DO NOT use children as “go-betweens”; communicate directly with relatives.
· Help the other stepparent to deal effectively with his or her spouse’s relatives.

· Give grandparents and others in the family time to accept the new marital union.

· List and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of various extended family relationships; determine your spouse’s and each child’s attachment to other family members.

· Make opportunities for new in-laws to become acquainted; birthday, holidays and special events can promote “get-togethers.”

· Moderate the problems or disagreements that may arise between your spouse and your relatives, not taking sides, but seeking to find a mutual understanding and acceptance.

· Provide opportunity for open discussion and reconciliation when extended family relationships become strained.

· REALIZE - Although the increased number of relationships resulting from blending two families with children may seem overwhelming, the potential benefits of an extended family can be a powerful asset for everyone.

· REMEMBER - The open, supportive relationship of the new marital pair is fundamental to successful, healthy blending.
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PROBLEMS FREQUENTLY ENCOUNTERED
BY BLENDED FAMILIES

With the involvement of so many individuals, blended families likely encounter more and even greater challenges than nuclear families.  It is wise, then, for the marital couple to consider what problems may arise and to anticipate how to deal with them.  Problems frequently encountered by blended families include the following
· Complying with the visitation and other custodial rights granted by a court to absent biological parents

· Conflicting ideas concerning discipline and expectations of children

· Continuing legal battles over child custody or support payments

· Disagreement over expenses and how family financials are used

· Divided loyalties

· Feelings of anger, hurt, mistrust, resentment or guilt regarding ex-spouses that may be unduly transferred to new mates

· Financial realities related to feeding, clothing, housing, health care and providing for the wants and desires of children
· Inability of family members to communicate in healthy ways
· Insensitive interferences by in-laws who may claim an interest in the children

· Acknowledging and adjusting to multiple attitudes and personalities
· Reduced space, privacy and personal time
· Reluctance of the children to accept the stepparent, with outright rejection as a possibility

· Reluctance or refusal of the stepchildren to submit to the rules or wishes of a stepparent

· Rivalry among blended children for affection and attention

· Unresolved problems of the children arising from earlier experiences and the great changes in their lives
· Unresolved personal problems that may accompany individuals into the new union: alcoholism, drug use, psychological or behavioral problems
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WAYS FOR STEPPARENTS TO BUILD TRUST AND

ACCEPTANCE WITH THE STEPCHILDREN

However disappointing to parents, stepchildren may be unable to accept, trust or love a stepparent immediately.  This may be especially true for older children with confused emotions and those who have a strong relationship with the absent biological parent.  Children often maintain the hope that their natural parents will reunite.  This is natural and does not necessarily mean they dislike the stepparent.  Patience, commitment and resourcefulness are necessary in building a relationship with the stepchildren.

· Avoid competing with your spouse for the affection of the stepchildren.

· Avoid pressing for shows of affection or loyalty.

· Be firm, fair and consistent in the use of discipline agreed upon with your spouse.
· Be steady and consistent with your own behaviors.

· Develop mutual interests, activities and hobbies with the stepchildren.

· DO NOT tamper with the affection of the stepchildren for the absent biological parent.

· Help with homework and household chores, guiding and encouraging, but not doing the stepchildren’s tasks.

· Let stepchildren who are not comfortable calling you “mom” or “dad find their own special name for you.

· Let the stepchildren know they are loved and valued members of the family: through words, gestures and deeds.

· Meet the stepchildren’s friends and teachers.

· Refrain from criticism of the absent biological parent.

· Support and encourage the stepchildren’s positive activities, interests and goals.

· Take time to talk with each child, listening attentively.

· When bewildered, frustrated or angered by an inability to “connect” with stepchildren, you may wish to seek professional help.  A family therapist or counselor can help you deal with troubling emotions and offer potential solutions.  DO NOT project your frustrations on the members of the blended family; this is counterproductive to building trust and respect with stepchildren.
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WAYS TO BUILD

A STRONG BLENDED FAMILY
Building a strong blended family is an on-going, creative process that reflects the unique circumstances, personalities, abilities and interests of the marital partners and children.  Consider the following suggestions for the development of your own blended family.

· Carefully plan and frequently review the building of positive relationships with each stepchild.

· Create and maintain a stable home environment in which all family members feel safe and secure, physically and emotionally.

· Develop good communications between family members and learn to COMMUNICATE CLEARLY.

· Discuss and agree upon rules of conduct.

· Give the children age-appropriate responsibilities.

· Develop and maintain cooperative relationships with absent biological parents who still have legal rights to the children.

· Make a commitment to talk about and resolve disagreements.

· Master those personal problems that may adversely affect the family.

· Openly express love and affection.

· Include ALL family members in at least one sit-down meal a day.

· Plan family entertainment and recreation.

· Respect individual privacy.

· Seek professional help if family conflicts seem irreconcilable, or if the behavior of a child poses serious problems.

· Support one another’s interests, hobbies and goals.

· Try not to react defensively to criticism; instead, put it to constructive use.

· Try not to overreact when things do not go as expected; instead, consider having family meetings when everyone may express his or her views and suggest solutions.
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SOURCES OF HELP FOR
BLENDED FAMILIES

Blended families generally encounter greater challenges than natural families.  Some of these challenges may prove rather difficult and require special attention or knowledge.  The following local and national sources may be contacted for help or information related to blended families.

LOCAL SOURCES

LIBRARY – Libraries have access to a wealth of information.  Although information about the topic of “blended families’ is not yet extensive, valuable materials can be found under the headings “stepfamilies” and “child care.”  Ask the reference librarian for help.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Blending families with children can be stressful.  Psychologists, counselors, therapists and other mental health professionals can help to identify and resolve individual and family problems.

Telephone #

SUPPORT GROUPS – Many communities have support groups for parents and families.  Members meet regularly to share their problems, concerns, knowledge and support.  Call the United Way or Children & Youth Services for information about local support groups.

Telephone #

NATIONAL SOURCES

The Step Family Foundation, Inc

www.stepfamily.org
Stepfamily Association of America

www.saafamilies.org
Family Support America
www.familysupportamerica.org
Parents Anonymous

www.parentsanonymous.org
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