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INTRODUCTION

Stepfamilies are commonplace in the United States and their number continues to grow.  While stepfamilies vary widely in their make-up, they are all comprised of a parenting couple and children, one or more of whom is of a previous union.  Such combinations of his kids, her kids, and then, possibly, kids of the new union make for complicated and often trying difficulties, more challenging than those of traditional families.
Since stepfamilies involve more people and, consequently, more potential problems from the start than do childless new marriages, it is wise for the couple to do some careful planning prior to marriage.  Not only do the prospective marital partners need agreement about their own careers, life goals, finance and special interests, they must also prepare for new relationships with the children and attempt to accommodate their individual needs and feelings.  Furthermore, there are often the rights of other relatives to consider.

As for any family, the basic ingredients of a successful stepfamily are affection, kindness and mutual respect.  However, love alone is not enough.  Certainly love is the cornerstone upon which the foundation of any family is built, but there are also many other important ingredients involved in building a successful stepfamily.

Surveys reveal that successful families regard the ability to communicate openly as the most important factor in their success.  Communication is what keeps families on track and functioning as a unit.  Although healthy communication is easier for some people than for others, this skill can be learned and improved.  Healthy communication involves speaking clearly and listening carefully.
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By their very nature, stepfamilies often are complicated by past events that give rise to ambivalent loyalties, lingering hurts, fears, feelings of guilt and unrealistic dreams.  The difficulties that arise within the stepfamily are human and understandable.  However, there are ways to confront and resolve them.  For example, support groups and professional counselors are available in most communities to provide help and guidance when communications bog down and problems seem overwhelming.

Planning and building a stepfamily is not a responsibility to take lightly.  It can be a very trying and, at times, seemingly impossible endeavor.  Many potential pitfalls can arise and threaten to destroy the stepfamily.  Nonetheless, meeting and mastering these special challenges can bring unanticipated satisfactions and rewarding depths of family closeness and affection.  It is toward helping stepfamilies reach their full potential that the following information is offered.
                                                                                      Carle F. O’Neil, M.A., M.S.W.

                                                                                      Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                     William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS A STEPFAMILY?
A stepfamily is a family in which an adult couple agrees to establish and maintain a household for themselves and the child or children of one or both of them from previous relationships.  Over 50% of the families in the United States are stepfamilies.

IS MARRIAGE A REQUIREMENT?

It used to be customary for two adults making a commitment to live together to get married.  Over the past few decades, however, it has become common for consenting couples, with or without children from previous relationships, to establish households without getting married.

WHAT ARE THE COMMON STEPFAMILY PATTERNS?

The most common stepfamily pattern occurs when a single adult becomes a stepparent by marrying another adult who has one or more children from a previous relationship.  More challenging unions occur when each of the remarrying adults brings children to the new relationship from a previous relationship.

WHAT ARE SOME TYPICAL STEPFAMILY DIFFICULTIES?

A stepfamily is more complicated than a traditional family where a man and a woman marry and have children whom they raise together.  For example, the children and the stepchildren are initially “strangers” to one another.  Similarly, when two sets of children come together they must learn to relate to one another as well as to the new stepparent.  Furthermore, the children of one or both of the new partners may have to be “shared” with the absent natural parent, either by agreement or because a court has ordered joint custody or visitation rights.  It is a fact, too, that the children of divorced parents seldom stop hoping that their natural parents will re-unite.  Another complication is the likelihood that there will be several sets of in-laws, especially grandparents, who may have a close attachment and continuing concern for their loved ones.
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WHAT ARE SOME SPECIFIC PROBLEMS FACING STEPFAMILIES?
The partners of a new stepfamily will likely have to deal with such problems as 1) “hangover” feelings from a previous marriage or relationship; 2) the new partners’ necessary adjustment to each other’s individual personalities; 3) the new stepparent’s adjustment to the stepchildren and the development of a relationship with them; 4) feelings of the children about the great change in their lives, accompanied by a sense of loss, jealousy, resentment and fear growing out of the death of a parent or the divorce of natural parents; 5) the challenging mixture of attitudes toward one another if two sets of children are brought together in the same household; 6) questions about limit-setting for the children, when and how to discipline them, with the potential for sibling rivalry, conflict and anger; and 7) negotiating with a previous partner and then responsibly following through on the details of visitation and discipline of joint custody children.
WON’T LOVE SOLVE THESE PROBLEMS?

Love, alone, will not solve these problems.  Certainly, if the new couple cares deeply for one another they stand a better chance of resolving differences because of their love; however, they will still have to work at solving the many potential problems that can face a stepfamily.
HOW SHOULD THE CHILDREN BE HANDLED DURING THE DATING PROCESS?

It is normal for the children of a parent who is dating one person steadily to ask questions about the relationship.  Parents should answer such questions patiently and truthfully.  It is important that the children understand that their parent has a “special friend.”  It is also important to reassure the children that they are loved and secure within the parent/child relationship.  Dating is not only a time for potential partners to become acquainted; it also gives the children a chance to know the person whom their parent is dating and to prepare for the possibility of a deeper relationship.

WHAT ABOUT SEXUAL INTIMACY AND STAYING OVERNIGHT?

Children of different age levels have varying understandings of sexuality.  Adolescents typically are working on their own sexual adjustment and may be very sensitive and critical about parental sexual behavior.  Family counselors generally agree that if a single parent’s lover does spend the night, the intimacy should be discreet and private; passionate displays of affection and petting should NOT be made in front of the children.
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WHEN SHOULD PLANNING FOR A STEPFAMILY BEGIN?
There is a close link between deciding to unite and planning a stepfamily; each directly affects the other.  It is usually wise to be tentative until the many aspects of forming a stepfamily have been considered.  In this way, major decisions and potential pitfalls are resolved in advance of the union.  This cautious approach allows the couple an opportunity to find out how well they are able to communicate, resolve differences and cope with problems.  Thus, when a couple decides definitely to unite, the decision is based on successful “tests” of compatibility.  Should the planning process turn up seemingly impossible problems, it may be wise to postpone or call off the union.
SHOULD THE CHILDREN BE TOLD OF PLANS FOR A NEW STEPFAMILY?

When parents separate, divorce or die, it is common and natural for children to feel guilt, anger, resentment, fear and loss.  Even though a child may seem to adjust to such events, these feelings may surface at the prospect of a new marriage and having a stepparent.  It is therefore important that, once firm plans for a stepfamily are made, the children be told of them and made a part of the decision-making process.  This does not mean the children should have veto power; rather, that they are allowed to ask questions and express their thoughts and feelings.
SHOULD THE CHILDREN ATTEND THE WEDDING?

Depending on the age and attitude of the children, there can be definite advantages to their attendance at the wedding.  The event can be important to the children, serving as a powerful validation of the new union.  When children are included as members of the wedding, their feelings of self-worth may be enhanced and they may gain a special sense of being an important part of the new stepfamily.  For example, a little girl may feel especially valued to be included as the flower girl at her father’s or mother’s wedding.  On the other hand, a child who is having trouble accepting the new union should NOT be forced to participate.  When children cannot or do not attend the wedding, there is wisdom in having some type of family celebration (small reception, dinner party, picnic) which honors the event and which they do attend.

HOW SHOULD THE STEPPARENT/STEPCHILDREN RELATIONSHIP BE HANDLED AFTER THE WEDDING?

Many parents “push” for a quick relationship between the new partner and the children.  This is understandable but can be a mistake.  The children and the stepparent each need time to define and develop their relationship.  Getting to know one another is a delicate process that should happen naturally.  It is usually wise for the parent to be patiently supportive of the newly forming relationship, allowing trust to grow between the children and the new stepparent.  Some stepparent/stepchildren relationships form quickly, while other can take a long time.
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HOW DO STEPPARENTS DEVELOP TRUST?
The growth of trust between the stepparent and the children usually takes time.  The children may be slow to “warm up,” remaining suspicious, resentful, even rejecting, of the new stepparent.  If this happens, patience is required of the stepparent while the child adjusts to the new relationship.  Experts agree that it is nearly impossible for a stepparent to displace a child’s affection for the natural parent, and should not try.  Rather, with time and patience, a new relationship can be formed (somewhere between natural parent and friend) which can be rich, rewarding and meaningful.

WHEN SHOULD THE STEPPARENT BEGIN DISCIPLINING THE CHILDREN?

Disciplining the children is one of the most difficult parental functions facing a new stepfamily.  The stepparent walks a thin line between sharing responsibility for discipline and building a relationship with the children.  Experts generally agree that (with the approval and support of the natural parent) the stepparent should early on become involved with disciplining the children.  Firm, fair and consistent discipline can actually help build trust between the stepparent and the children.  However, discipline should NOT be harsh, abusive or rejecting.
WHICH IS MORE IMPORTANT, THE MARRIAGE OR THE CHILDREN?

This question may seem cruelly blunt.  However, it is a fact that a stepparent may feel “left out” if the natural parent continually puts the children and their concerns first.  Family counselors generally agree that the primary relationship in a stepfamily must be between the partners.  This in no way implies rejection of the children or diminished concern for them; rather, it means that when the partners are “together,” and the relationship is strong, the children will adjust better and feel more secure.

SHOULD THE STEPPARENT ADOPT THE STEPCHILDREN?

Since both legal and emotional considerations are involved, it is wise to consult an attorney and perhaps a family service agency before making this important decision.  The act of adoption signals a commitment by the stepparent to assume a parenting role.  Infants may not be consciously affected by this decision, but it can strongly impress children who are old enough to realize that they are really wanted by the new parent.  Like marriage itself, adoption is not a decision to be taken lightly.  It is usually best for the new stepfamily members to “get to know” each other for at least a year before making a decision.  Furthermore, in some states, the court may require the consent of a child before granting an adoption.
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HOW SHOULD ONE HANDLE PROBLEMS RESULTING FROM JOINT CUSTODY AND VISITATION ISSUES?
Joint custody and visitation are some of the most difficult problems facing a stepfamily, because they involve both legal questions and emotional issues.  Natural parents commonly have heated and prolonged battles over the children.  The children suffer, stepfamily relationships are strained and stepparents find themselves in the midst of a controversy that is not of their doing, beyond their control, emotionally stressful and financially expensive.  When there is a serious conflict between the natural parents, consider professional help.  For the legal questions, secure the services of an attorney experienced in child custody issues.  Particularly around visitation issues, a trained mediator may be able to bring both sides to mutual agreement.  For related emotional stresses and problems, individual or family counseling is often helpful.  Support groups are helpful in sharing concerns with others who are experiencing similar challenges.
WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF COUNSELING?

Building a strong stepfamily requires tact, and the process can be frustrating.  Many problems can (and often do) arise.  This is especially true during the early stages of building a stepfamily.  At times of stress, stepfamilies are most vulnerable to failure.  Counseling is a positive way of dealing with and resolving frustrations and problems that arise within the stepfamily.  A skilled counselor can impartially help get to the root of individual and family problems and propose potential solutions.  Counseling has helped many stepfamilies stay together and discover a new richness of family life.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF A SUPPORT GROUP?

A support group is a gathering of people who share common problems (such as those encountered by stepfamilies), and is usually under the guidance of a trained leader.  Some of the benefits of a support group include 1) meeting others who are beset with the same or similar problems, 2) unloading pent-up feelings in a “safe” and supportive atmosphere, 3) sharing solutions to problems and ways to survive, 4) offering encouragement and hope, 5) validating one’s own self-worth and 6) receiving and providing friendship, empathy and support.
WHAT ARE SOME TRAITS OF HEALTHY FAMILY LIFE?

Although families (“step” and “natural”) differ in many ways, there are also similarities.  Of particular importance are traits that experts regard as essential for healthy family life.  First is good COMMUNICATION.  Surveys indicate that good communication is the most important ingredient of successful family life.  Other important traits include mutual support and respect, a sense of responsibility and opportunities for privacy.  Shared religious faith or philosophical attitudes are also important.
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PLANNING AND BUILDING A STEPFAMILY
The following is an “idealized” approach to planning and building a stepfamily.  Reality, unfortunately, renders total conformity to this approach unlikely.  No two stepfamilies develop in precisely the same way.  Nonetheless, the points that follow present a guide for couples who are considering forming (or have formed) a stepfamily.  Remember that, at every step, open and honest communication based upon kindness and respect is vital.

PLANNING

DATING – Two people, at least one of whom has children by a previous relationship, begin seeing each other.  They enjoy each other’s company, share some common interests and decide to spend more time together.  The children and non-parent are introduced and initial impressions are formed.

ACTIVITIES WITH CHILDREN – The dating couple begin to include the children in their activities.  The parent formulates opinions about how the non-parent and children respond to one another.  The children formulate opinions about the non-parent.  A relationship with the children begins.
THOUGHTS OF MARRIAGE – As dating continues, the couple’s relationship grows, as does the non-parent’s acquaintance with the children.  Observations about the children are shared, along with other questions and concerns.  One or both of the couple entertain thoughts of marriage.  Mental assessment is made of the potential for a permanent relationship.  Included in this internal thought process are questions about the children.

DISCUSSION OF MARRIAGE – Along with the “romantic” prospect of marriage, practical considerations are discussed openly and honestly.  This involves not only questions about income, careers, where to live, mutual interests and how to resolve differences but, also, matters related to the care and discipline of the children and the rights and obligations of the ex-spouse to the children.  Opinions and feelings must be discussed in detail.  If agreement prevails, the potential is favorable for the new stepfamily.  A proposal of marriage may follow.
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INFORMING THE CHILDREN OF PLANS TO MARRY – When the plans for marriage are quite certain, tell the children in a way appropriate to their age level.  Patience and considerate listening may be required, as the children digest and adjust to the news.  The prospect of the children’s actual involvement in the wedding ceremony may be introduced.

THE WEDDING CEREMONY – The wedding date is set.  The marriage occurs, with the stepchildren and other relatives participating in or attending the ceremony.  The new stepfamily is now a legal reality.

BUILDING

ESTABLISHING THE STEPFAMILY HOUSEHOLD – The new stepfamily members take up residence together.  There is much for the new stepfamily to do as its members “settle in;” for example, routines to establish, household duties to assign, rules of conduct to follow and disciplinary approaches to set up.  Family dynamics undergo flux and adjustment.  Members learn new things about one another.  The children (and perhaps the adults) may rebel or test the limits of their behavior.  Unforeseen reactions, including “second thoughts,” may surface.  The strength of the couple’s love for one another – and their ability to acknowledge problems and constructively discuss related thoughts, feelings and solutions – may be challenged.
ENHANCING ON-GOING STEPFAMILY RELATIONSHIPS – The initial phase of “settling in” blends into a family pattern wherein individual goals, needs and interests are defined and accommodated.  Individual relationships deepen and family cohesion grows with resulting mutual respect, trust and loyalty.  Inevitably, some problems will arise.  They may be medical or financial, or they may be behavioral, psychological or interpersonal.  Those problems which stepfamily members are unable to resolve between themselves may benefit from appropriate professional help from carefully selected community services.  A commitment to making the stepfamily relationship work is essential.
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PROBLEMS FREQUENTLY ENCOUNTERED
BY STEPFAMILIES

Stepfamilies generally encounter greater challenges than do childless couples.  Just the fact that more than two people are involved poses potential problems; for example, how to provide for everyone’s physical, financial and emotional needs.  Before marrying, carefully consider what problems may arise and how to deal with them.  Here are just a few of the problems frequently encountered by stepfamilies.

· Adjusting to multiple viewpoints, attitudes and personalities

· Arranging to comply with visitation and other custodial rights granted by a court to the absent natural parent (holidays and vacations can pose special problems)

· Conflicting ideas concerning discipline and expectations of the children

· Continuing legal battles over child custody matters

· Disagreement over expenses and how family finances are to be used

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

· Financial constraints related to feeding, clothing, housing, health care and providing for the many economic needs and desires of children

· Inability of family members to communicate in healthy ways

· Interference by in-laws (especially grandparents) who may have an interest in the children

· Reduced space, privacy and personal time

· Refusal of the children to follow the rules and wishes of the stepparent

· Reluctance of the children to accept the stepparent, with outright rejection a possibility

· Rivalry between the children for attention and affection, especially when two sets of children are involved

· Unresolved emotional problems of the children arising from the great changes in their lives

· Unresolved personal problems which may accompany individuals into the new union (alcoholism, drug use, psychological or behavioral problems)
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FACTORS TO CONSIDER WHEN
PLANNING A STEPFAMILY

When a couple (one or both of whom has children by a previous relationship) begins to seriously discuss marriage, it is wise for them to consider factors fundamental to family living and childrearing.  By discussing these factors BEFORE marriage, they can assess their potential compatibility and reduce the chances for later problems.
· ABSENT NATURAL PARENT – How do the children feel about the absent natural parent?  What is his or her relationship with the children?  What are his or her legal rights and obligations?  Are there custody and support conflicts?  How will visitations be handled?

· CAREERS – Will one or both parents work?  Whose career takes priority?

· CHILDCARE – How will the children’s daycare, schooling or supervision affect employment or where the family lives?

· CHILDREN – Does the childless partner like children, want children or, more specifically, like or want the children of the new union?  How do the children feel about the new union?  What problems may arise?  What standards of behavior are expected?  Do the children have special physical, psychological or behavioral problems?  Is there a desire for more children of the new union?

· CONFLICT RESOLUTION – How do the partners resolve differences between themselves, with the children and between the children?
· DISCIPLINE – Who will discipline the children?  What forms of discipline will be used?  How will the partners coordinate and support one another on discipline?

· FINANCES – What assets or debts do the partners bring to the relationship?  Who controls the finances?  What types of financial accounts are to be maintained?  Who balances the checkbook?  What about buying on credit and using credit cards?

· IN-LAWS – Who are they?  What kind of people are they?  What is their involvement with the children?  What are their expectations with regard to the children?  How will their expectations be met?

· LIVING ARRANGEMENTS – Where?  House or apartment?  Buy or Rent?

· RELIGIOUS VIEWS – Does either partner have strong religious beliefs?  Of what faith(s) are the partners?  Are the partners’ religious viewpoints compatible?  What kind of religious training will the children receive?
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WAYS FOR STEPPARENTS TO BUILD TRUST AND
ACCEPTANCE WITH THE STEPCHILDREN

Building trust and acceptance with the stepchildren often requires time and effort.  This may be especially true with older children, children with confused emotions and children who have a strong relationship with (or remain loyal to) the absent natural parent.  It is important to remember that children often maintain the hope that their natural parents will get back together.  Patience, commitment and resourcefulness are necessary ingredients 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 frustration on the members of the stepfamily; this is counterproductive to building trust and respect with stepchildren.
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WAYS TO BUILD A STRONG STEPFAMILY

Building a strong stepfamily is an on-going and creative process that reflects the unique circumstances, personalities, abilities and interests of the partners and children.  The following suggestions offer reference points for stepfamilies to consider as they develop their patterns of living together.

· Agree upon and follow set rules of conduct.
· Attempt to develop and maintain a cooperative relationship with an absent natural parent who still has legal rights to the children.
· Create and maintain a stable home environment in which all family members feel physically and emotionally safe and secure.
· Develop good communication between family members and COMMUNICATE CLEARLY.
· Give the children age-appropriate responsibilities.
· Make a commitment to talk about and resolve disagreements based on mutual respect and kindness.
· Master those personal problems that may adversely affect the family.
· Openly express love and affection.
· Plan at least one sit down meal per day that includes ALL family members.
· Plan family group entertainment and recreation.
· Respect individual privacy rights.
· Support one another’s interests, hobbies and goals.
· Talk with and LISTEN to one another.
· Try not to react defensively to criticism; instead, put it to constructive use.
· When family conflicts seem irreconcilable, or if the behavior of a child poses serious problems, seek professional help.
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SOURCES OF HELP FOR STEPFAMILIES

Stepfamilies 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 stepfamilies.

LOCAL SOURCES

LIBRARY – Libraries have access to a wealth of information.  Use the keywords “stepfamilies” and “child care” to begin your search or 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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