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AT FIRST

Although being a stepparent can be quite rewarding, at first, the frustrations may seem to outweigh the rewards.  This is particularly true when multiple or older children are involved.  There is much to learn about each other and numerous obstacles to overcome (many of which have to do with the former family situation).

LOVE IS NOT ENOUGH

A fundamental ingredient of being a stepparent is love, but love, alone, is not enough.  Certainly, love is the cornerstone upon which all parenting relationships are built, but there is much more to being a stepparent.

DIVIDED LOYALTIES

Children from divorced families often find themselves struggling with their emotions.  This is especially true of those who had or still have a strong relationship with the absent natural parent.  Children often maintain the hope that their natural parents will get back together.  Accepting a stepparent threatens this hope.

CONFUSED AFFECTIONS

Avoid competing for the affections of the stepchildren.  DO NOT try to “buy” them with gifts or special privileges.  Make sure not to tamper with their affections for the absent natural parent.  Affections are tender feelings that develop at their own rate.

RUSHED EXPECTATIONS
Stepparents sometimes push too quickly to form a relationship with the stepchildren.  Getting to know each other is a delicate process that should happen naturally.  It takes time to define and develop a relationship.  Some step-relationships grow quickly, while others take time.

TIME AND UNDERSTANDING

Children who have lost a natural parent to death or divorce tend not to form new parental attachments quickly.  They may be angry, hurt, confused or suffering other emotional problems related to the former family situation.  Dealing with the past can take time on their part and understanding on yours.
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CONSISTENCY

All children (perhaps most especially those who have experienced dramatic change in their lives) thrive on consistency.  They need to know what to expect from the adults at home if they are to feel secure and build trust.

COMMUNICATION

Successful stepparents regard the ability to communicate openly and honestly as the most important factor in their success.  Communication is what keeps any family on track and functioning as a unit.  It is a skill that can be learned and improved upon and involves speaking clearly and listening carefully.

COMMITMENT

Commitment means sticking it out through thick and thin; learning to understand yourself and your stepfamily; growing, changing and adjusting; working through new and difficult situations, rather than ignoring or fleeing from them.  It is showing that you are in the relationships for the “long haul.”

A PLAN OF ACTION

Being a stepparent is an ongoing, creative process that reflects the unique circumstances, personalities, abilities and interests of those involved.  Although there is no one and only “right” way to be a stepparent, there are many ways to improve the chances of developing rewarding step-relationships.  Here are a few of the approaches utilized by successful stepparents.
· Carefully plan and frequently review the building of positive relationships with each stepchild (making each stepchild feel special by sharing time and interests is a natural way to form a meaningful relationship).

· Create and maintain a stable home environment in which all family members feel physically and emotionally safe and secure (children who have lost a parent to death or divorce usually suffer from confused emotions that require time, patience and stability to resolve).

· Openly express love and affection, not just through words, but gestures and deeds as well (don’t just say it - show it!).
· Agree upon and follow set rules of conduct (stepchildren need to know what a stepparent expects of them).

· Be fair, firm and consistent in the use of discipline (stepchildren need to know what to expect from their stepparent).
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· Make a commitment to talk about and resolve disagreements based on mutual respect and kindness (like all children, stepchildren respond more positively to discussion and reasoning than they do to abuse, threat or manipulation). 
· Set a good example through your own behaviors (stepchildren tend to closely watch a stepparent’s actions and deeds to form an opinion of the stepparent and determine the type of relationship they will have).

· Develop mutual interests, activities and hobbies (stepfamilies that share common ground have a foundation upon which they can build strong interpersonal relationships).

· Include all family members in at least one meal per day, preferably the evening meal (mealtime is a great time to share and communicate as a family).

· Plan family entertainment and recreational opportunities that involve all family members (playing a game, watching a movie or going to the zoo are just a few ways stepfamilies can share experiences that can bring them together).
· Respect individual privacy rights (like all people, stepchildren require their privacy, and violating their privacy will separate them from stepparents).
· Talk with and LISTEN to each other (open communication is essential to any relationship, and perhaps especially so in new stepfamilies).

· When bewildered, frustrated or angered by an inability to “connect” with a stepchild, seek professional help.

IN TIMES OF TROUBLE
Being a stepparent means coping with troubled times.  Often, these are turning points when step-relationships are either weakened or strengthened.  When such times arise, the knowledge and advice of a family therapist or counselor may prove helpful.  Stepparents seeking addition help and insight may wish to visit these websites for further help and information.

Stepfamily Foundation
www.stepfamily.org
The Stepfamily Network

www.stepfamily.net
Stepfamily Zone

www.stepfamily.asn.au
The International Stepfamily Foundation

www.istepfamily.com
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