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} A Stepfamily is defined as a 
household in which there is an 
adult couple, at least one of which 
has a child by a previous 
relationship. (Vernon, 2004) 

} First Known Use of STEPFAMILY 
1873  



 
}  Stepfamilies represent a substantial 
portion of families in the USA; one-
third of children will live in a 
stepfamily before they reach 
adulthood. (Vernon 2004) 

} 42% of adults have a step relationship; 
either a stepparent, a step or half 
sibling, or a stepchild. This translates 
to 95.5 million adults (Pew Center) 



}  2000 Census reported that nuclear families now 
make up less than 25% of U.S. households. 
(Vernon 2004)  

}   1300 new Step Families form every day. (US 
Bureau of Census) 

}  Over 50% of US families are remarried or re-
coupled. (US Bureau of Census) 

 
 



}  Second marriages (with or without 
children) have a 60% rate of divorce 
and 73% of third marriages end in 
divorce (US Bureau of Census, 2006) 

}   At least two-thirds of stepfamilies 
end in divorce (Hetherington, 2002).  

  



}  Single Parent Families (SPF) form strong ties to their 
children.  

}  “Complexity equals stress and stress thickens 
blood” (2009,2011 Ron Deal Successful Stepfamilies)  

}  Each parent is available for the child and does not 
have the distraction of a mate. 

}  Dysfunction of SPF: parents get so tightly formed with 
their child treating them as a support person and 
relying on them for support. 



}  The transition to a re-marriage breaks the 
close ties to the child and establishes an 
adult hierarchy.  

}  Children will resist loosing their position of 
power and autonomy.  

}  Children will resent the adult hierarchy and 
resent the step-parent for breaking up the 
way things were.  

}  Competition  issues arise 



}  Children learn to adjust to divorce and can begin to 
understand that each parent is happier without their 
spouse.  However, they like to fantasize and enjoy keeping 
the fantasy alive that one day their parents will get back 
together 

}  Remarriage closes the door on the child’s fantasy that 
Mom and Dad will get back together.  This can be a tough 
blow for children to accept and further loss intensifies 
their grief.  

}  Long term research studies indicate that remarriage is 
more difficult for children to experience than divorce.  

}  “First they tear up the old family and now they expect me 
to get used to the new one!” 



}  Loyalty Conflicts in Divorce vs. Stepfamilies 

}  The child may feel disloyal to a parent if they 
actually like the step-parent.   

}  Divorce and remarriage both create a powerful 
conflict of interest between parent and child.   

}  The child did not have a choice in the divorce or 
the remarriage and experiences a sense of lack of 
control, stability and familiarity.   



}  Divorce Adjustments 
}  Remarriage Adjustment 
}  Children have to learn to live on a daily basis 

with a step parent whose ways are unfamiliar 
and who is in many ways a stranger. 

}  “It feels awkward living with some adult I 
hardly know.” “I am forced to live here, but it 
is not my home and will never be.”     



}  The Brady Bunch Mentality Is A Lie!!!! 
}  Instant Intimacy is impossible to achieve.  
}  It takes three to five years for stepfamilies to 

build solidarity 
◦  Definition of SOLIDARITY: a feeling of unity between 

people who have the same interests, goals, etc.  
Ø  It often takes five to seven years for a step 

family to integrate and form familiarity with 
one another. (Visher and Visher 2003) 
 



}  New relationships are harder to negotiate 
}  Two parent transition to parenting is different 

than step-parent transitioning to parenting.  
 i.e. Nine-months for a new baby and the 
 baby starts off small and cute 

}  Step-parents do not get to choose the age of 
the child in which they are expected to love.  

}  Step-Parents do not have time to develop a 
rhythm of parenting.     



}  Children under 10   May adjust more easily because 
they thrive on cohesive family relationships.  

}  Adolescents aged 10-14    May have the most 
difficult time adjusting to a stepfamily 

}  Teenagers 15 or older   Prefer to separate from the 
family as they form they own identities 

}  Gender Differences – general tendencies:   
}  Both boys and girls tend to prefer verbal affection, 

such as praises or compliments, rather than physical 
closeness, like hugs and kisses.  

}  Girls tend to be uncomfortable with physical displays 
of affection from their stepfather.  

}  Boys seem to accept a stepfather more quickly than 
girls.  



}  Divorce and remarriage tend to fuel and intensify the 
anger and rebellion of teens.   

}  Anger abounds over the lack of control in life decisions, 
the loss of power and closeness in the parent-child 
relationship.  

}  The step-parent is an easy target! 
}  Who better to blame than someone that you have no 

relationship with and someone whom you hope, “just goes 
away”.   

}  Children may be acting out the nonresidential parent’s 
pain, resentment and guilt within the stepparent-stepchild 
relationship.   
Loyalty issues are portrayed as negative feelings toward 
the stepparent.   

}  Step-parent lives in the dog house. 



}  Step Parent Questions:  
}  Do you feel that you often “Swallow offenses” to make 

peace in the family? 
}  Do you ever wonder, “Should I speak up or just “shut 

up?” 
}  You may feel invisible and discounted in your own 

house.  
}  The child may purposefully ignore the step-parent 

and treat the bio-parent as the only one they have to 
listen to.  

}  “You are not my parent I don’t have to listen to you!” 
}  The child is living in a fantasy of wishing the step-

parent would just go away and life would return to a 
time when he/she was not around.   



}  The bio parent is often times caught in the 
middle between the love for spouse and the 
love for the child 

}  “Can’t we all just get along?” 
}  The more the bio parent allows the step-

parent to work out their own differences the 
more likely that relationship will grow 

}  Avoid the triagulation of relationships. 



}  A boundary is an invisible barrier or line that 
regulates the amount and type of contact one 
subsystem or system has with another. (Dupuis 
2010)  

}  Boundaries can be closed or open 

}  Importance of permeable boundaries around the 
members of different households to allow 
children to belong in multiple home, move easily 
and provides for flexibility between households. 
(Carter & McGoldrick 2005)  



}  There is “no excuse for abuse”.   
}  Even though the children/adolescents is 

unsettled due to the remarriage that does not 
excuse them to verbally or physically abuse 
the step-parent . 

}  Step-Parents and bio parent can offer 
sympathy to the child while at the same time 
enforcing behavioral consequences.   

}  It is realistic to expect respect from all 
members of the family.  



}  Address child raising differences 
}  Be careful not to attack parenting styles 

which will cause polarization of the marriage 
relationships 

}  Bio Parent Lens vs. Step-Parent Parenting 
Lens 

}  Advantages of differing perceptual lens  
creates an unique opportunity to capitalize 
on the parents lens and the step parent lens. 

 



}  The bio-parent and the step-parent need to work 
together to reduce the “caught in the middle” 
syndrome and the “invisibility” syndrome.  

}  The bio- parent must insist on respect in tone and 
language and refute the efforts of the child to dismiss 
the step-parents presence.   

}  The step-parent must address the importance that a 
relationship with the child is a prerequisite to 
discipline.  

}  Ease into the role of discipline by the step-parent will 
help create positive relationships with the children.  

}  Research has found that the survival of the 
remarriage is contingent upon creating workable 
step-relationships.   
 



}  The quality of the marital relationship is a 
determining factor in the stability and well 
being of the blended family. 

}  Create appropriate boundaries that protect 
the intimacy of the marital relationship.   

}  Regular date night 
}  Regular floor time 
}  Do not intermingle the two  
}  Recharge the parental and spousal unit by 

having specified “alone time”. 



}  No single factor contributed more to a child’s sense 
of well being after a divorce or remarriage than the 
continuing relationship between their parents. 
(Ahrons 2007) 

}  Decreased parental conflict has been found to 
produce successful outcomes in familial relationships 
up to 20 years. (Ahrons 2007) 

}  No other factor mitigates the negative effects of 
divorce and remarriage than maintaining a functional, 
minimal, no conflict co-parent relationship. (Ahrons 
2007)  



}  Understand the realities of Stepfamilies. 
}  Let go of the expectation of maintaining a 

nuclear family model.  
}  Each step-family is unique and has meta 

family needs and boundaries. 
}  It is Ok to compartmentalize your 

relationships at times.  
}  Live in the reality of the stepfamily and let go 

of the false hope and fantasies  
}  Realize that it takes time   



}  Develop Shared Values 
◦  Consistent weekly commitment to ______? 

}  Develop Family Rules 
◦  Refer to them during limit setting and discipline 

}  Develop Family Roles 
◦  Avoid Role Ambiguity  

}  Develop Couple Time   



}  It might be time to seek outside help from a 
therapist if: 
◦  a child directs anger upon a particular family 

member or openly resents a step-parent or parent.  
◦  a step-parent or parent openly favors one child 

over another.  
◦  members of the family derive no pleasure from 

usually enjoyable activities such as school, working, 
playing, or being with friends and family.  



}  For a list of references or further information 
on this topic contact me at my email: 

}  michelle@compassionmn.com 

}  Or at my web site  
}  www.compassionmn.com 

}  Thank you for being a great audience!! 


