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WHAT IS A BLENDED FAMILY?   
 
A ‘blended’ family is -  

• The result of two people marrying or becoming partners, and 
bringing with them children from a previous relationship.   

• A single or childless person joining a family with children. 
• Adults who have adopted or fostered children into their home.   

 
This booklet concentrates particularly on the integration of two families.   

 
Where there is no blood relationship, the term stepfather or stepmother and 
stepbrother or stepsister is used.  When children are born into the new 
relationship the existing children become their half-brothers and half-sisters 
because they have the same mother or father, but not both.  In the case of 
adoption, the children become as natural a part of the family as the biological 
children.  Fostered children may be long or short-term placements, but are 
offered the same care and consideration as the natural children.  

 
In the past there was quite a stigma attached to the terms ‘stepchild’ and 
‘stepparent’.  Children’s fairy tales such as ‘Cinderella’ paint stepmothers as 
harsh and cruel and stepsisters as ugly and jealous.  Movies like ‘The Sound 
of Music’, ‘Nanny McPhee’ and ‘Parent Trap’ portray prospective stepmothers 
planning to ship their new husband’s children off to boarding school the 
minute they marry. 
 
These days, blended families are as common, if not more so than initial 
marriages, and the negative perception of the ‘stepfamily’ has gradually 
diminished to become more commonplace. 
 
 
THIS BOOKLET IS DIVIDED INTO THREE SECTIONS 
 
A. Becoming single again 
B. Preparing for a new relationship 
C. Successfully creating a blended family 
 
 
 
A. BECOMING SINGLE AGAIN  

 
The stress on the family prior to one parent moving out is always 
considerable because it is such a sad end to what should have been a 
wonderful, fulfilling partnership.  
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The rebooting process 
1.  Give yourself time to grieve and a time to heal 

The loss of a loving relationship is devastating.  The actual separation 
may have come after years of unhappiness, or it may have been 
sudden.  Wherever it comes, grief is a deep sorrow for what could or 
should have been. 

 
Once the decision to separate is made, and one parent has moved out, 
there is always a mixture of feelings: 

• Loneliness 
• Anger   
• Hurt 
• Fear for the future 
• Guilt 
• Insecurity 
• Vulnerability 
• Financial stress 
• Sadness  
• Failure 
• Disappointment at letting the children down 
• Unforgiveness towards your spouse / partner and of yourself 
• Relief in some cases 

 
It is absolutely imperative that you take time to begin the process of 
putting yourself back into a centered and secure place in your own 
head.  In other words, it is unhealthy to roll out of one relationship and 
go straight into another without regaining personal equilibrium and 
stability.  It could be the recipe for another break-up. 
 

2.  Pursue counseling 
It is important to seek out professional counseling for such things as 
anger management, financial organization, addictions, fear or lack of 
confidence as a result of previous failures / experiences.  You may 
need help in forgiving your spouse/partner and/or in forgiving yourself. 

 
You need to be rid of negative emotions and baggage so you can bring 
a sense of freedom and hope into your life from here on. 

 
3.  Assess and respond to your children’s needs  

If the marriage break-up has been recent, then your children will be 
really hurting.  There may have been cruel words spoken between 
parents or scenes of arguments that they will not forget.   
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Children will feel insecure for several reasons.   

a) They can see you are sad and their other parent is sad, and 
they don’t have the capability of doing anything about it.   

b) They may feel the break-up was their fault. 
c) They have lost the security of a two-parent relationship they 

once had.  
d) They may feel as if the departed parent doesn’t love them 

anymore. 
 

This is what your kids need to hear from you: 
• The break up was not their fault. 
• You love them and will keep them safe. 
• Their needs will be met, no matter what happens. 
• They will not be cut off from their other parent just because 

 you’re now living apart. 
 

Children also need the benefit of professional counseling as they face a 
life without their original parents being together.  Check out your local 
Citizens Advice Beaureu for counseling support e.g. divorce counselor or 
stepparent support group.  

 
4.  Be careful where you junk your trunk 

You owe it to yourself, your children and any future relationship to shed 
your junk.   

  
Your children: 
It is tempting when you are hurt to offload your frustration by talking 
about the situation with your children.  This is inappropriate because 
your kids do not have the capacity to process these problems.  You are 
placing an incredible burden on them because they can’t fix your 
issues.  You are also asking them to take sides against their loved 
other parent.   
 
Your friends: 
It is not really helpful regurgitating your marriage problems all over 
your friends.  It may give you some relief to talk about it, but it stresses 
your relationships with friends for several reasons:   

 
• They are not the best-qualified people to help you make these 

important decisions. 
• You may be forcing your friends to take sides between you and 

your estranged spouse / partner. 
• You may not be the only person offloading your problems on 

them.  You might find your friends start avoiding you because 



© 2013 All rights reserved 
Blended Families eBook 
Prepared by Sally Burgess 
Forefront Families LLC 
  6 

the stress is too much.  They may even be having a few issues 
of their own and you are only adding to theirs. 

  
Seek professional help.  This way you can get the advice that will help 
you make the right decisions 

 
5.  Sort out responsibilities 
 Personal: 

• Work really hard on getting rid of debt and a poor credit score. 
• Change those negative habits that may have cost you your last 

relationship. e.g. expensive hobbies, too much time away from     
the family through work or other activities, or not backing your 
partner up in disciplinary matters.  

 
Concerning your previous relationship:  

• Shared ownership of property and stuff. 
• Financial responsibility towards the children. 
• Shared custody. 

 
6.  Create a working relationship with your previous partner  

You need to make sure that stress over regular meetings with your 
previous partner will be minimal.  Resist the temptation to constantly 
refer to them as ‘the ex’ or some other negative term.  You are talking 
about your children’s mother/father whom they still love.  For the sake 
of your children, it is important to maintain a positive working 
relationship with your previous spouse / partner. 

 
 
B. PREPARING FOR A NEW RELATIONSHIP 

Experience shows that taking on a new family, especially after a failed 
relationship, is exceptionally difficult and fraught with challenges and 
stresses on all sides.  Time is the answer.  It is a matter of everyone 
involved, getting used to each other.  It is said that there is great wisdom 
in waiting for two years following divorce to be really ready for remarriage. 
In some cases it may take much longer.  Much preparation is needed.   
 
You need personal preparation – as per section ‘A’ above. 
 

 
1.  Decide what you want and need in a successful relationship 

Think about what makes a really good marriage.  If necessary, find 
some good role models and ask them their secret to a happy marriage. 
If you have a teenage daughter or son, what sort of spouse/partner 
would you entrust your children to for the rest of their lives?  You would 
want someone with ambition, a good job, good money sense and a 
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great credit score.  You would want someone who is kind and caring, 
who will be a great parent role model, someone who is not selfish and 
somebody who is prepared to share the responsibility of the family. 

 
Great relationships include the following: 

• Loyalty and commitment.  This would mean giving yourself 
unconditionally to your partner.  When marriages dissolve, 
loyalty and commitment are broken.  To make a commitment 
last, loyalty must be unconditional.  To unconditionally give 
yourself to another person you really have to get to know them 
so well that, through word and action, you trust them to love and 
commit to you in the same way. 

 
• Trust implies keeping your word, doing what you say you would 

do and being able to be relied on.  It also means keeping the 
vows you have made to one another.  When a first marriage 
turns out badly it is easy to lose trust in the other person or to 
wonder whether you can make a good decision the next time.  It 
can also be a ‘once bitten twice shy’ scenario.  Joining groups 
that will allow you to start forming new friendships slowly helps 
to regain personal confidence.  Knowing one another well prior 
to commitment will also help build trust between you. 

 
• Openness with one another means developing good, clear 

communication.  Walls of protection are often built up through a 
previous unsuccessful marriage, and it is very difficult to let 
those bricks crumble.  Time prior to commitment will help to 
clear the channels of communication. 

 
• Respect means honoring your partner.  It means speaking 

kindly and valuing their ideas, ideals and contribution towards 
the relationship.  It means believing in them and drawing out the 
best in your partner.  Respect is a fragile thing and can crumble 
easily through thoughtless, hurtful words, acts and/or neglect.  
Respect, in the end, is the most important ingredient necessary 
to forming a great and long-lasting friendship. 

 
• Honesty means being truthful, admitting fault and not stealing 

physically or emotionally (stealing the glory) from your partner.  
It also means not cheating on the other person or being 
deceitful.   

 
• Forgiveness means to pardon others unconditionally.  It also 

means to pardon yourself for mistakes made.  Bearing grudges 
will kill a relationship in a very short time.  The Bible says that 
we should not let the sun go down on our anger.  That means 
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we should deal with stuff immediately so it doesn’t fester or get 
to the point of no return. 

 
• Integrity.  This means doing the right thing whether anyone else 

knows or not.  It is being fair in all dealings and being totally 
trustworthy.  It means considering others / your partner and their 
needs before self.  That does not mean ‘instead’ of your own 
needs, but it does mean that we should not be selfish. 

 
When you start dating: 

  Give yourselves ample time to really get to know each other. 
See how the prospective person talks and relates to their 
children, and their parents.  Try to find people that have known 
them a long time and can vouch for their character and 
suitability.  If any doubts are raised, be prepared to cease the 
relationship.  People can look good and act well on the surface 
for a period of time, but it is the long term that really matters.  Be 
absolutely sure you REALLY know everything about your 
partner’s history – medical, psychological, emotional, social and 
spiritual.  You need to be totally compatible. 
 
 

2.  Talk, talk, talk together 
• Communicate your ideas, wishes and goals for the marriage. 
• Listen to your partner’s ideas and concerns equally. 
• Find out if you have the same values and decide together what 

your family values will be. 
• Decide what disciplinary measures you will put in place.  Who 

will discipline whom?  (Initially the bio parent should always deal 
with the discipline of their own child / children and the partner/ 
spouse should back them up if necessary). 

• Discuss where you will live, how you will manage finances, 
possible schools for the children to attend etc well before you 
commit totally to the new relationship. 

• Discuss the possibility of having more children together. 
• Work through the change in relationships regarding extended 

family members now you are becoming a new family. 
 

Note: It is paramount that you seriously sort out your own feelings for 
your new guy / girlfriend before you introduce them to your 
children.  The last thing your kids need is a long trail of ‘aunts’ or 
‘uncles’ while you try to settle on the right one. 
 

3.  Ask yourself the hard questions 
• Can I trust this person to unconditionally love my children? 
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• Can I trust this person to not favor their children over mine? 
• Will I be able to cope with my partner’s children? 
• What if they don’t like me?  What if my kids don’t like her? 
• Will our children tear our new relationship apart? 
• What if my new partner’s family won’t accept me? 
• Will my new partner support me at all times? 
• What if he/she is not the person I think I am marrying? 
• What if we disagree on parenting approaches? 
• Where will I stand financially in this marriage – do I own my stuff 

 and he/she, his/hers?  Am I coming to this marriage with his/her 
 debt to deal with? 

• Do we have enough in common to create a great relationship? 
• Have I healed enough to take on a new relationship? 

 
4.  Introduce your girl/guy friend to your children  

Explain to your kids that you have found a new friend and that you are 
all going to spend some time together to get to know one another.   
You are very unwise to go ahead with plans of commitment until you 
have sorted the following – or at least are assured that there will be 
general harmony over the blending of the families. 
 
It is important to get to know one another in every day situations, rather 
than just at really fun places like theme parks. 
 
Observe the following: 

• Do your kids like your new partner? 
• Do you like your new partner’s kids? 
• Do your partner’s kids like you? 
• Do your kids like your partner’s kids and vice versa? 
• Is your new partner making noises about wanting to ship your 

kids off to boarding school the minute you marry? 
 
5.  Prepare yourself and your kids for your plan of remarriage 

Prepare yourself: 
Talk about your parenting methods and start practicing these 
methods before you get remarried. 
 

Prepare your kids: 
a) Tell them you understand that a new relationship is a gain for 

adults, but a loss for them.  Remarriage means that the original 
parents are not going to get back together again, although you 
hope they will remain friends.  

b) Tell them they will also continue a relationship with their 
biological parent.   
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c) Explain that living with another family will take some getting 
used to, but that you and your new partner will talk about how 
best to make it work. 

d) Explain that you will be spending time with your new partner’s 
children so they get to know you and like you. 

 
Prepare for differences and double ups between families: 
Combined, you may have children of similar ages or children with the 
same names.  You might be marrying someone who has never had 
children, or you may never have had children.  Both equal 
inexperience.  You may have a child with special needs.  You may 
have to deal with adults or children with annoying habits.  There may 
be differing family traditions, different cultures or different religions.   
 
It is very important to address as many of the above issues as possible 
prior to marriage.   

• Where you have children with the same names, ask them what 
they would like to be called.   

• With new children being introduced, of course they will not 
necessarily be the oldest or the youngest any more.  However, 
they need to know they hold the same value, no matter where 
they fit in the family. 

• Inexperience can only be remedied by training and exposure. 
• Annoying habits need to be addressed respectfully and quickly 

to lessen general frustration of merging two families. 
• Differing traditions can be amalgamated into the family unless 

they clash in timeframe.  Then it should be diplomatically sorted 
out and shared. 

• Differing cultures and religions should be carefully and 
thoroughly addressed prior to marriage.  When you are dealing 
with belief and values systems, it is very unwise to go ahead 
and marry if the fundamental practices of one or other parent 
compromises unity.  Having similar beliefs is very important. 

 
6. Get training 

Dr. Patricia Papernow, a psychologist from Massachusetts, states 
that forming a new family with children from a previous marriage 
requires training and education.   
 
We need to seriously train ourselves to become the best partners and 
parents we can be before we commit ourselves to anyone new.   
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 Ensure you have addressed the issues you feel you contributed to the 
previous break-up and get professional help – e.g. to improve 
communication skills, manage anger, address addictions, etc 

• Blended family child management advice – (see 6 below) 
• Review /create your personal value system since it guides all 

your decisions.  Get help if you are unsure how to identify your 
values.  (See also ‘Develop strong family values’) 

 
Attend ‘blended family’ coaching 
Attend blended family classes together before you re-marry so you  
can be:  
 a)  Better prepared for what is ahead for you and your new partner.  

b) Skilled up on the kinds of issues children in the new family will 
face. 

c) Learn appropriate responses to their needs. 
 

 
C. SUCCESSFULLY CREATING A BLENDED FAMILY 

 
1.  Bonding requires slow cooking time   

 
It is important not to create an exact replica of your previous marriage.  
There were good things about the old one as well as not so good.  
Work together as a couple on what worked best before and build a 
new one, making positive changes as you go. 
 
The greatest ingredient to successful bonding is TRUST.  It takes time 
to develop the kind of relationship that will allow someone to come 
close to the heart of another.  In cases of divorce, trust has been 
compromised and promises broken and it is natural for adults and 
children alike to be very cautious.  Open, clear, frequent and honest 
communication is the key. 
 
Don’t expect an instant rapport with stepchildren.  Bonding doesn’t just 
happen overnight.  Patience is vital because each person in the new 
relationship is experiencing a new situation. 
 
Being told negative things about a stepparent makes a relationship 
difficult to establish.  It takes time, kindness and love to develop the 
trust needed to bond. 

 
Avoid demanding affection from stepchildren.  Neither is it reasonable 
to force children to call a stepparent ‘Mom’ or ‘Dad’ immediately.  That 
will happen when they feel their stepparent loves and respects them.   
They may never call you ‘Mom’ or ‘Dad’. 
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Encourage room for development of individuals within the family.  Each 
is unique and feels valued when their dreams and aspirations are 
taken seriously. 
 
Take into consideration each stepchild’s needs.  Their age, gender, 
personality, talents and interests are all vital parts of their lives.  If you 
tap into those aspects, you will find the bonding process will be more 
successful. 
 
Let the child set the pace.  Some children are shy and lacking in 
confidence.  Others are open and quite willing to engage in 
conversation and activities.  Some will show their feelings readily while 
others, often through negative experiences, have walls that take time 
to dismantle. 
 
Create new family traditions. 
There is nothing like doing something special at certain times of the 
year or for special occasions.  It is a time to celebrate together as a 
new family; something everyone will always come back home for or 
want to be together for. 
 
Note: Studies show that it takes, on average, up to 7 years for a  
          blended family to become totally integrated.   

 
2. Create structure  

As you come together as two families it will soon become apparent 
that you do things in different ways and your priorities may also be 
different.  This can cause kids to become confused.  It is important 
to create unity when it comes to household living. 
a) Roles: Parental roles should be clearly explained so children 

know who to go to for specific issues – bio parent to bio child in 
the first instance. 

b) Routines: Kids feel much more secure when they know what is 
likely to happen next.  Create a weekday plan and stick to it. 
Involve each child in a daily chore or two each day.  By doing 
so, they learn what it means to be a contributing part of the 
family team. 

 
3.  Assure a secure environment 

Kids need to feel they are safe and secure in their new family 
environment.  There is already a high level of insecurity felt by the 
children coming from a broken relationship, so reassurance is the most 
important aspect to get across.   
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They need to know: 

• That they are valued members of the family.   
• There are safety rules in the home to protect them - e.g. not 

answering the door to strangers or not allowing other kids into 
the home when an adult is not present. 

• The meaning of verbal and sexual abuse or at least what 
 healthy and unhealthy touching means.  

• How to defend themselves when they feel threatened. 
• They will be taken seriously when they say they feel insecure in 

 any way.   
 

4.  Build strong family values 
Values are principles your family adopts to live by.  They are the things 
we value the most. They are the ‘skeleton’ upon which all decisions are 
made. 

a) As parents, agree together on what your core family values will 
be – values such as honesty, commitment, loyalty, truthfulness,  
faithfulness, forgiveness, integrity, respect, and obedience.  

b) Now write down what these values are going to look like, and 
how they will be acted out in your home. (see also ‘Expectations’) 

c) Explain these values to your children. 
d) Train them to meet your expectations. 

Note: Introduce your values in small chunks.  One suggestion 
would be to have a pizza and game night regularly and, 
as part of the timeframe, introduce a value / expectation. 
Say you will give them time to practice and reward them 
for getting it right.  Once they have a value / expectation 
nailed, just move on to the next one.  

 
Be a positive role model.  All the explaining in the world will make no 
difference if you, as parents, do not model the expectations you have 
for your family.  Your values determine every decision you make in life, 
so it is imperative that you role model each value for your children to 
follow.  

 
5.  Create clear boundaries and consequences 

a) Boundaries and consequences: 
Values are the framework upon which all our decisions are made.  
We all want our kids to make the right decisions whether we are 
there at the time or not.  This is why we have to teach them about 
boundaries and consequences.   
 
Process 
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• Parents should decide together what consequences they will 
adopt for non-compliance.  Note that children respond differently 
and it may be that you need to choose different consequences 
for each child. 

• Prioritize the consequences by applying the toughest to the 
value you most treasure.  Try to realistically match 
consequences. 

• Tell the children beforehand what the consequences will be for 
particular negative behaviors.  (Write them down and put them 
up somewhere).  They get to choose whether to comply with 
expectations or experience the consequences.  They learn to 
become responsible and accountable for the decisions they 
make. 

• Issue the consequence.  Do not water it down or be 
inconsistent. 

• After the consequence has been given, talk with the child about 
 why they need to comply, and what behavior is expected next 
 time. 
 

6. Incentives and rewards 
It is far more productive to praise than to chastise or constantly nag 
children.  Create a rewards board or process whereby children are 
recognized for their part in the family.  Reward for doing well is much 
more productive than being disciplined for non-compliance.  It is not a 
good idea to tie rewards to monitory gifts or expensive presents.  It is 
better to let them stay up later on a Friday night, or for them to choose 
a movie for the family to watch, or have a special outing with you, or be 
allowed more computer time. 

 
7. Be firm, fair and apply consistent discipline  

You are the parents.  You are in charge and you are responsible for  
your children’s behavior.  What you say goes.   

 
For the first 2 years of the marriage it is better to allow the biological 
parent to nurture and discipline his/her own children.  The stepparent 
role needs to graduate from a babysitter role (borrowed power) to an 
Aunt/Uncle role (extended family role) to a parental role model with a 
measured amount of authority.  While the bio parent disciplines their 
own child, it is vital that the stepparent backs them up.   
 
Discipline needs:  

a) To be firm.  Mean what you say.  Be authoritative without raising 
your voice.   

 
b) To be fair.   
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i. Give fair warning beforehand what the consequences will 
be for particular negative behavior. 

ii. Always check on the facts before issuing a consequence.   
iii. Correction on the fly is often loaded with subjectivity.  

Slowly count to 21 before responding if you feel your 
emotions boiling over and leave the room if necessary.  

iv. Always talk about the issue after disciplining your child.  
Remind them about expected behavior and be sure they 
understand what is expected of them from here on. 

v.   Do not favor one child over another.   
 

c) To be consistent.   
i. Say exactly what is going to happen and follow through.   
ii. Don’t overlook negative behavior sometimes and come 

down heavy other times.  Kids need a clear message.   
iii. Both parents should issue the same discipline as they 

agreed to.  Kids will find the weakest link and hammer it as 
soon as they see you are not following through.  

iv. If one parent addresses an issue then the other parent 
should back it up, no matter what.  If there is a 
disagreement between parents, it should not be in front of 
the children, but sorted out later. 

 
You do not do your children any favors by sheltering them from facing 
up to their own behavioral issues.  If we love our children we will want 
them to function admirably in all environments – their schools, their 
workplaces, in their sports or recreational activities and with their future  
families.  To enable our children to succeed, parents need to create 
and model clear values, enunciate clear expectations, give plenty of 
praise for getting it right and apply consequences for non-compliance.  
That is how the world works. 

 
8.  Understand age and gender dynamics 

Age factors: 
It depends on the age of children coming into the new family as to how 
quickly and how well they will bond with stepparents and adapt to their 
new circumstances.  Reading up on the developmental ages and 
stages of children helps to recognize the difference between what is 
unacceptable behavior and what is part of normal growing stages.   
 
Children under 10 years old: 
It has been observed that children under the age of 10 years find it 
easier to adapt because they thrive on close, cohesive family 
relationships and are easily accepting of new adults.  The need for a 
blended family to draw together coincides with the under 10 year-old’s 
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normal developmental needs for emotional involvement and structure.  
They are often more competitive for their parent’s attention because 
they are more dependent.   
 
Children between 10 – 14 years old: 
Children around these ages are the most likely to create opposition, as 
do kids of that age in any family.  They are less accepting of a new 
adult in the family attempting to discipline them.  They are at the age of 
questioning everything and testing the boundaries.  They are not so 
accepting of open affection, although they are sensitive and still need 
love and attention. 
 
Children 15 years old and up: 
15+ kids are becoming more independent and are developing their 
own identities.  The need for tight bonding is not so important to them.  
They may also become uncomfortable around displays of affection 
between blended parents, because of their own heightened sensitivity 
to romance and sexuality. 

 
 Gender factors: 

Close physical contact in blended families needs to be approached 
carefully.  It develops with trust and should, under no circumstances, 
be a given.  Girls in particular find it difficult to make close personal 
contact with someone who is replacing their father.  There is nothing 
abnormal about that.  In fact, we should teach our children to be 
cautious in this area.  Verbal affection, praise and encouragement 
creates a healthy bonding process.  

 
9.  Set ground rules between original and blended families 

Your children are sharing parents and need you to be respectful to 
each other. 
 
Set ground rules:  

• Agree on how often the kids will stay with each parent. 
• Agree to be on time for visits. 
• Agree not to use the children as a go-between or to get back at 

the other parent.  Keep positive when talking about each other, 
particularly in front of the children. 

• Agree not to share information about what is going on within 
each home.  Don’t ask your kids what is happening at your ex-
spouse’s home.  Tell them not to talk about your family with your 
previous partner / spouse. 

 
Understand that kids will react to the new marriage and the shared 
sibling situation differently.  Some children will show their feelings 
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openly while others may appear to have dealt with it and want to 
move on.  Watch carefully for signs of distress in your children, 
assess their needs and deal with the issues promptly.  You may need 
professional help to do this. 

 
10.  Provide opportunities for open communication 

• Eat around the table every night and talk about the day.  Make 
sure each person contributes to the conversation.  Do not use 
this time to reprimand your children.  Table talk should always 
be positive and fun. 

• Spend time with each child to allow them to talk about anything 
on their minds – worries as well as wild dreams. 

• Organize pizza or games nights where there is time for fun, but 
also time for team talking – always positive and always ensuring 
that each child’s contribution is appreciated. 

 
11. Initiate quality and quantity time with your children  

Spend time every day with your own kids.  Find out what they are 
thinking.  Reassure them that you love them, that they are special and 
that just because you spend time with your new spouse and his/her 
children, it doesn’t mean you are forgetting them.  By spending quality 
time with your children you can head off friction between siblings.  

 
12. Address child concerns as they materialize 

   Example questions: 
• I don’t have Dad/Mom to myself any more.  I have lost the 

special relationship I had and now I have to share him/her and I 
don’t want to.  How do I deal with this? 

• Will Dad/Mom take my word over the stepparent or their kids? 
• Can I trust sharing my real feelings with my stepparent? 
• What if I don’t like the other kids? 
• I am no longer the oldest.  How do I deal with this? 
• When Dad/Mom and my stepparent have children, do we 

become the ‘old’ family and the new family becomes more 
important?   

• Who do I talk to if my stepparent is being mean to me? 
• Will I get to see my own mother/father when I want to? 
• Can I love my stepparent AND my own (bio) parent?   
• What if I feel guilty about loving both my parent and stepparent?  

 
13. Create a new family identity – create your own family shield   

Because your values define you, they will also define your family.  Get 
your kids to create a family shield that will show everyone what your 
family stands for.  With blended families you are creating a fresh new 
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family ID, so it is important that all the kids are involved in creating a 
shield representing their new family.   

14. Create your family goals 
Decide what you want for your family.  Decide what you want to be known 
for.  What is your legacy?  What will motivate us to achieve our special 
targets? 
 
Suggestions: 

a) To have a peaceful, happy family 
b) Our kids stay out of trouble 
c) Our kids do their best at school 
d) We all reach our potential 
e) We are a stand-out family 
f) We volunteer in the community 
g) We prepare our kids to be responsible, productive, caring adults 

 
3. NITTY GRITTY ISSUES  

 
1.  Loyalties   

 Issues: 
• Parents sometimes fear they are betraying their previous 

partner (especially if that person has died) or their children by 
having a relationship with another adult.   

• In an effort to ensure that a child keeps the same loyal 
relationship they always had with their parent, it may mean the 
stepparent misses out.   

• Parents feel guilty by the anguish they have caused their 
children through the marriage break up and sometimes 
overcompensate (spoil) their children to ‘make up for it’. 

 
Response: 

• Expect loyalty to be slow in coming between stepchildren and 
stepparents.   

• A parent who is seeing to the needs of a bio child also needs to 
balance that with appropriate attention to what his/her new 
relationship requires.  Perhaps dedicated time with a child and 
then also time with the new partner will satisfy both needs. 

• Include stepchildren in parent activities.  (My father and 
stepmother invited me for a few days on their honeymoon.  I will 
never forget it.  I felt very wanted.) 

• Regarding overcompensation – kids will soak up whatever you 
will give them.  You are not doing them any favors by spoiling 
them in an effort to clear your guilt over the split.   

• A healthy relationship with an absent bio parent is enhanced by 
refraining from criticism and referring to them as ‘the ex’ etc.  
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• Another method of retaining positive communication with or 
about a previous partner is to adhere to the house rules. 
 
 

2.  Disrespect  
General Issues:   
a) In general most children around the age of 10-14 years go though a 

period of disrespect for authority.  It is part of flexing their muscles 
and becoming independent.  Although, adjustment is often difficult 
in a blended family, disrespect is not acceptable. 

 
Response: 

• Immediate intervention!  
• Tell them how they are being disrespectful. 
• Remind them of what respect looks like in your home and why 

respect is important.    
• Have them apologize to the person concerned. 
• Re-iterate what behavior is expected, give a warning and set a 

clear consequence.  Should it happen again, immediately apply 
the consequence. 

• If disrespect continues, create stronger consequences until 
compliance is reached.  If the child is over 18 years and will not 
comply, then it may well be time they moved out of the home as 
they are dishonoring others and being poor role models for the 
rest of the family.  After all, they are considered an adult at 18. 

 
b) Disrespect towards previous spouse / partner: 

Issues: 
Children do not want to hear their bio parents berating each other.  
You are talking about someone they love and they become very 
stressed when they hear such criticism. 

 
Response: 
Between previous spouses / partners 
• Develop a working relationship with the ex-spouse.  You are 

going to have to work with each other regarding visitation, their 
education and shared custody.  Part of the healing process is 
learning to forgive so you can develop a healthy post 
relationship.   

• When kids want to spend time with their bio-parent, it does not 
mean a rejection of the stepparent.  If you encourage them to 
spend time with the bio parent, it helps them respect you 
sooner. 
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c)  Between stepchildren and stepparents 

Issue: 
“You can’t boss me around.  You are not my mother / father.”  This 
is a very common situation and one that needs careful handling.   

 
Response: 
Children are going through a huge adjustment and to have a 
stepparent tell them what to do is often very hard for them to 
handle.   
• The bio-parent should discipline his/her own children until the 

family relationship really settles.  Disrespect is inexcusable, but 
it is important to take children’s feelings into account and to 
avoid conflict where possible. 

 
Note: It is also important to consider the wider picture.   

• What is the cause of the child’s frustration?   
• Is this behavior out of character for this child?  
• Have you explained the value of respect to your child?  
• Is the stepparent treating the child unfairly? 
• Are you, as bio parent, being too indulgent with the child?   
• Are you speaking in a disrespectful manner?  
• Are you disrespecting their absent bio parent? 

 
Evaluate the circumstances and respond appropriately. 

 
 Spend time regularly with your bio children and encourage 

them to talk about their worries, anger or fears. 
 
3.  Sibling rivalry 

Issues: 
Sibling rivalry occurs in any family, especially when one child appears 
to get more positive attention than another.  In a blended family the 
issues tend to multiply as children keep vying for the attention of the 
bio parent, and as they try to sort out the massive change in family 
structure.  
 
Response: 

• Recognize that there will be sibling rivalry issues.  In the case of 
blended families, you have a ‘double whammy’.  The parent’s 
attention is now divided three ways instead of one.  Suddenly 
there is a new partner and his/her children to get used to.  Each 
child needs to be assured that they are valued and that they 
have not lost their place with their own bio parent.  
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• Bio parents need to set time aside for their own child at regular 
intervals.  This way, there is an opportunity to encourage the 
child to talk about anything they want to and get some answers 
on how to deal with their rivalry issues.  One-on-one time also 
helps to build a child’s self esteem and settle their identity within 
the new family. 

 
4.  Change in age order 

Issues: 
There is a lot to be said about the birth positioning in the family.  
When you are the oldest, more responsibility is expected of you.  
When you are in the middle, it is easy to feel left out or lost in the 
mix.  The youngest often gets more attention because they are ‘the 
baby’ and most dependent. 
• In a blended family the birth order the children have been used 

to becomes suddenly challenged as the families amalgamate.  
Suddenly, the oldest may not be the oldest, or the youngest, the 
youngest any more.   

• Sometimes two children have the same names and one may 
need a name change. 

 
Response: 

One way of sorting through the family positioning issue is to give all 
of them their own turn to shine.  Give each child specific 
responsibilities.  These will make him/her feel personally valued.  
 
• Spend personal time with each one of your children.   
• Carefully monitor the atmosphere in the home and head off 

potential conflicts. 
 

5.  Security and privacy  
a) Security: 

As mentioned above, children in blended families experience huge 
adjustment issues.  

 
Issues: 

• New stepparent.   
• Perceived ‘loss’ of previous parent. 
• Fear that their bio parent will forget them in a new relationship. 
• Change of location, school, and the loss of old friends. 
• Change of position within the family. 
• Having to share bedrooms and share their stuff. 

All of the above may cause a threat to their security.  They have gone 
through the almost total loss of one parent and are often afraid they will 
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also lose the other.  What if there are more children?  Where do they 
stand then?  Will their own biological parent treat them the same?  
 
 
 
 
 
Response: 

• It is important to talk openly and regularly about these feelings 
with all of your children.   

• Read all you can on the blended family situation so you can be 
well prepared for the inevitable feelings of hurt and anxiety in 
your kids. 

• Spend time with your own children.  Encourage them to talk 
about their concerns and monitor their moods.   

 
b) Privacy: 

Issues: 
Try to put yourself in the mind of your child.  From their earliest 
years they have been taught to be careful around people they don’t 
know well.  They have been taught to cover up and not allow others 
to touch them inappropriately.  Suddenly, they are up close and 
personal with another family.   
 
Response: 
Set privacy rules for your children in their new situation.     

 
You might say: 
• “Boys, don’t go into the girls’ rooms without permission”, and 

vice versa. 
• Nobody opens the bathroom door without knocking first.  
• Boys and girls are clothed appropriately at all times.   
• No reading one another’s diaries / journals. 
• If anyone feels uncomfortable about how they are being 

touched, looked at or spoken to, they will tell their biological 
parent immediately. 

• Listen carefully to what your children tell you on any safety 
issues.  Do not shrug them off in favor of your own relationship. 

 
WHEN TO SEEK PROFESSIONAL HELP 
Studies show that children of stepfamilies are at higher risk of emotional 
distress and behavioral problems: 

1. When the parent is unable to help a child overcome concerns and 
fears. 
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2. When family values are being constantly violated and no 
consequences seem to deter the behavior. 

3. When a child is torn between two households and is unhappy in either. 
4. When a child directs anger toward a particular member of the family. 
5. When there is a negative atmosphere in the home and nothing 

changes it. 
6. When a parent is unsure what to do in any given situation. 

 
IDEAS TO BUILD FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS  
Stepchildren want to feel validated within a new family.  They want your love 
and recognition. 

1. Appreciate that each child is unique and thinks and responds 
differently to any given situation.  Take an interest in your stepchild’s 
activities – be encouraging, but don’t overdo it so the child feels 
smothered or the others feel left out. 

2. Understand that this is a huge and scary change in all of your lives and 
that children need the reassurance of their own biological parent 
foremost.  

3. Don’t force them into feelings they don’t have.  Blending takes time. 
4. Have regular family brainstorming meetings where they all have a say 

about family matters, including decisions. 
5. Make your family expectations clear – values, house rules, boundaries. 
6. Create a new family identity together in the form of a family shield. 
7. Establish new family traditions like camping, fun games nights, inviting 

friends over, volunteering for community projects etc. 
8. Take care not to discipline your partner’s child until both parents agree. 
9. Refrain from one-on-one time with a stepchild at the beginning.  It may 

make them feel anxious or threatened.  Instead, invite your partner’s 
children to join your kids for activities until they seem more at ease with 
you. 

10. Create a team approach by doing chores together as well as having 
fun times. 

11. Work hard at maintaining a positive atmosphere in the home. 
12. Nurture your own relationship as parents.  
13. Children should never rule.   
14. Seek professional counseling early when you see that your methods of 

dealing with issues are not working. 
 
 
REMARRIAGE MYTHS 
1. Friendly break-ups do not affect children emotionally! 

This is absolutely NOT TRUE.  Children are always affected by a 
breaking / broken parent relationship.   
They often experience: 
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• Stress  - when parents fight and argue prior to separation and 
the negative feelings and talk continue following divorce.  

• Hurt - when they know their parents are hurting.  Hurt when they 
are indirectly affected by the unhappiness of their parents. 

• Anger - that is unresolved from their previous relationship often 
causes a parent to bad-mouth an ex-spouse/partner.  A child 
finds this hurtful and they are unable to do anything to stop it. 

• Abandonment - when one parent leaves them they may think   
‘Mommy/Daddy doesn’t love me anymore’.   

• Guilt - fearing the breakup was somehow their fault.  
• Confusion - They want their parents to stay together but they 

don’t know what to do about it. 
• Helplessness - Their parents sometimes use them as 

confidantes and they don’t have the capacity or maturity to ‘fix’ 
the issues. 

• Insecurity and fear - They wonder what is going to happen to 
them when their parents separate and if their parents will 
continue to love them once they start new lives with someone 
else. 

• Bereavement - They experience a deep sense of loss at losing 
one parent.  Yes, losing a parent!  As soon as parents remarry, 
the child knows there is no hope of the original relationship ever 
being restored.  No matter how bad the home situation is, in a 
child’s mind they would always rather have their original parents 
together than lose one.  That is not to say a warring home is 
more beneficial to a child than a broken home.  The most 
beneficial home for a child is a peaceful one where parents work 
out their differences out of sight and hearing of their children. 

 
Not only does a child lose the close-knit, original two-parent family, 
they often lose out on the relationship of half brothers and sisters from 
previous or future relationships. 

 
2.  Brady Bunch togetherness: 

Are you kidding me?  Every blended family in the world will tell you that 
at times it is a total nightmare.  Love is not instant or automatic 
between stepchild and stepparent and vice versa.  Any relationship 
takes a long time to consolidate and in this case, you have hurt 
children from one or both sides, trying to melt into one big family. 

 
Feelings boil over, not only within the reconstituted family, but also with 
the ever-present hurt feelings from the previous marriage.  It is a very 
hard road.  That is why I am sharing the above information.  I am the 
product of a blended family.  There is no escape from hurt or anxious 
feelings, especially in the early stages. 
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3.  When we put our kids first all will be well: 

It is true that your children are an integral part of your relationship.  But 
too often kids become the center and end up ruling the roost.  Sure, 
you have a responsibility to ensure they blend into their new situation 
smoothly, but that will not happen if you, as parents, do not spend time 
together concreting your own relationship.  There needs to be time for 
you as well as time with your children.  It takes balance.  You are the 
parents.  They are the kids and they want you to be the authority and 
their positive role models in the home. 
 

4.  Love is always better the second time around: 
Not necessarily. It depends whether you have dealt with your own 
issues and changed (if divorced).  It’s naïve to think that it is going to 
necessarily be better.  If you received counseling and are more mature 
now, you know yourself better and feel more capable of sustaining 
deeper commitments, then your new relationship has a greater chance 
of survival. 
 

5.  I’m marrying you, not your family: 
Wrong! This is not possible!  You will enter a complex set of new 
relationships with your spouse’s former in-laws, their former spouse, 
their relations and friends.  Your new relationship is not the two of you 
only on a remote tropical island. 
 

6.  We lived together first before getting married, so we really know 
each other: 
The truth?  One study found that the divorce rate is at least 50% higher 
for couples who live together first. It is what it is. 
 

7.  Marriage break-up does not affect the wider family: 
Not true.  Even the supposedly smooth transitions have their issues.  
Couples build relationships with each other’s family members and 
friends.  When there is a break up it is particularly hard for the wider 
family to remain neutral, especially when they hear only one side of the 
story or when they feel strongly for one party or the other.   
 
Here is Shannon’s story and the wide-reaching affect her parent’s 
marriage break-up caused over many years. 

 
Shannon was only 14 months old and her brother John, 
3 years old when their parents, Terry and Cindy, split 
up.  Even though neither child has any memory of 
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tension in the home, the divorce created far-reaching 
effects on the family as a whole.   

There was the sacrifice of Terry’s unmarried 
sister Jane, a highly successful nurse, who came to 
look after the children for the first six years after 
their mother left. The children thought Jane was 
their mother so they felt a deep sense of loss when 
Jane finally left and went to live in England to get 
married and start a new life.  Shannon and John were 
only six and nine years old when she left. 

Child minders were then employed to look after 
the children and one was verbally abusive.  Shannon 
still remembers one woman’s cruel words fifty-five 
years later.   

When their mother left their home pregnant to 
another man, she married him and went on to have five 
more children.  Ten years went by before their father 
remarried.  Shannon and John were happy their Dad 
was remarried, but they didn’t realize just how much 
his attention would be taken up with his new 
relationship – especially when three daughters were 
born into the family in quick succession.   

To make matters worse, Terry and his wife had 
moved into Sarah’s family home with Sarah’s mother.  
You wouldn’t believe the can of worms that created 
because Terry didn’t feel it was his place to set 
‘grandmother’ boundaries in a home that was not his 
own.  Grandmother would criticize Terry to her 
friends and that really hurt John and Shannon’s 
feelings and they became resentful. Perhaps 
Grandmother was jealous, too? 

There were times when the children wanted to tell 
their father things that were worrying them about 
the grandmother or their step-mother, but were 
afraid he would be hurt by Grandmother’s comments 
or automatically take his wife’s side.  He was busy 
with work and his new family and those play times he 
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used to share with Shannon and John had long gone.  
Where did they fit in this new family?  Because they 
came from a previous relationship, they wondered 
whether they had the same value within the current 
family as their three half-sisters? 

Shannon never saw her biological mother or her 
children for some 20 years.  John did not meet his 
mother until he was 53 years old. 

Although there were many happy times throughout 
their lives John and Shannon missed out on all those 
years with their biological mother and her children – 
their half brothers and sisters.  Their mother missed 
them too and said that never a day went by without 
her thinking of them. 

 
Never let is be said that divorce does not adversely affect 
children or the wider family.  It always has and it always will. 
 
We asked a recently divorced friend what she would have done 
about her breaking marriage if she had had the chance again.  
Without a moment’s hesitation she replied, “I would have tried 
harder!” 
 
 
 
Reference:  
Dr Patricia Papernow, Becoming a stepfamily: Patterns of Development in 
Remarried Families, Gestalt Institute of Cleveland Book Series 
 
 


