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Stepfamilies:
Children in Stepfamilies

Nancy, I'mtired of picking up after you. You don’t see Carl or your Dad messing up the house.

Itisn't unusual for parentsto get after kidsto pick up or dotheir chores. Yet if
Nancy isastepchildinanew stepfamily, this statement may cause hurt feelings
and anger. Nancy may be accustomedto living alonewith her father. Hedidn't
mind her leaving her toysaround the house. With anew stepmother and
stepbrother, thereare new rulesand responsbilities. Nancy may feel unsure
about how to act. Like most stepchildren, Nancy faces specid stressesand
confusion.

Traditional familiesusually haveahistory of good timesto hel p them weather
the hard times. Stepfamilies often don’t have thisadvantage. Both divorce and remarriage bring changesfor all
family members.

Understanding the stresses stepchildren faceisimportant. Adultswho understand the specia fearsand feelings
of children can beginto create acomfortable stepfamily household. Consider thefollowing stresses of

stepchildren.

Stepchildren experience many stresses:

Changes. Children may worry and wonder, “Wheredo | belong?’ Thelivesof most childrenin stepfamiliesare
filled with changes. By thetimethey become part of astepfamily, many children have already been part of two
or more households. Children can adjust to changesin their lives, but they are usually oneyear or more behind
their parents. When aparent isready to remarry, children may just be getting used to their single-parent home.

Fittingin: Children often haveto accept not only anew adult but new stepsiblingswhen they enter a
stepfamily. A child who wasthe*youngest” may now bea“middle’ child. Heor shemay beinabusier, more
crowded housewith new rulesand routines. These changes can make children feel confused and helpless.
Children may accept stepfamily lifeoneday and regject it the next. Age, gender and temperament all makea
differencein how children adjust.

Stepchildren may fedl they shouldingtantly lovea | the membersof their new family. Thismyth canleadto
disappointment or guilt. Relationshipstaketime. If stepparentsand stepchildren develop their relationshipsin
their ownway, over time, friendshipscan grow.



Discipline: Thehardest adjustmentsfor children ofteninvolvediscipline. At first, biologica parentsshould be
inchargeof discipline. New rulesand choresbring confusion. Children arefamiliar with the discipline style of
their parents.

Children alsowill bemorelikely to accept astepparent if he or she does not step in asan authority figure. The
stepparent can monitor hisor her stepchildren, bethe adult in chargewhen thebiological parent isnot present,
and beinvolvedin setting household rulesand limits.

Partnerscan discussin private what they want and expect from childrenintheir home. Thisway they canremain
unitedindecisonsabout thefamily.

To helpyour child adjust to changes:

« Encourageyour child to talk about concerns and fears. Accept these feelings and help your child
understand the needs of other family members.

e Trytolookatyour child’ sworld from hisor her point of view. Consider each child’shistory, vaues, age
and developmental stage. You may then begin to understand why he or shereactsin acertain way.

e Discussdisciplineand other important decisionswith your partner. If you areunited in your decisions,
your childrenwill fedd moresecure.

Children have experienced many losses.
Childrenin stepfamiliesfacethelossof daily contact with one parent through death or divorce. They havelost a
familiar home and in some cases, aneighborhood and friends.

When aparent remarries, children often fear |osing that parent or hisor her love. Inthe case of divorce, many
children hang onto the hopethat their biologica parentswill get back together. A remarriagemay forcechildren
togiveup thisdream.

Whenlossesare severe, it’smoredifficult for children to accept the changesthat comewith the new marriage.
For example, older children often fed lossesmorestrongly. They have set ideas about what their families should
belike.

Children withlittle or no contact with abiologica parent may feel agreater |ossthan thosewho maintain contact
with both biologica parents. Biological parentsand stepparentsmay fedl frustrated if childrenreacttoa
remarriage by becoming withdrawn or by acting out. However, children need time, understanding and patience.

Tohelpyour child copewithloss:

* Recognizelossesinyour child'slife.

»  Understand that contact with both biological parentsisimportant for your child.

» Hepyour child understand the perspective or viewpoint of other family members.

» Don'tbesurprisedif your child expressesahopethat you and hisor her other biological parent get
back together. It'sacommon fantasy.

»  Accept your child' sfedingsabout aremarriage, but explain that you haveanew relationship. If your
child seesyour commitment to your new marriage, thefantasy will likely fade over time.

» Hdpyour child keepintouchwith grandparents. Childrenwho have had loving relationshipswith their
grandparentsand other extended family membersneed to maintainthoseties.



Children also experience guilt.

Children oftenfed responsiblefor their parents' divorce. A child asomay fed guilt
about hisor her divided loyalty. For example, when she' swith her mother, achild may
missher father. Or, shemay fear that liking her stepmother will hurt her biological
mother’sfedings. When thesefedlingsare not expressed and dealt with in healthy
ways, children fedl badly about themsalvesand others.

It'ssometimesdifficult for children to experience positive rel ationshipswith both biol ogical parentsand
stepparents. Thisisespecialy hardif thetwo biologica parentsare fill angry with each other. Confused and
angry childrenmay act out. Their behavior may bedifficult totolerate or handle. Parentsmust remember a
child’sfeelingsarebehind thesebehaviors.

Tohdpyour childwithguilt fedings:

» Discussand acknowledgefedingsand clear up any misunderstandingsthat may exist.
» Telyourchildit'sal right to enjoy spending timewith hisor her other biological parent and stepparent.

Children may fed stepsisters and stepbrothersarerivals.
Building relationshipswith steps blingscan bedifficult for children. Agesof children may influencetheir
relationships. For example, stepsiblingsare sometimesvery far gpart in age and have no interestsin common.

Stepchildren who arethe same sex and closein agemay seethemselvesasrivas. They may feel in competition
for attention and worry about fair treatment. For teens, space and privacy areimportant concerns. They may
findit difficult to shareabedroom or bathroom with astepsibling.

Tohelp stepsiblingsbuild relationships.

» Praiseand encourage signsof cooperation between stepsiblings.

» Avoid comparisons. For example, “Your stepbrother isso good about cleaning hisroom, you could
learnfromhim.”

» Don'toverreactif children accuseyou of favoritism. Takethetimeto understand their feglings.
Acknowledgethefeelingsand clarify thereasonsfor your decision or actions.

* Foringtance, “It soundslikeyouthink I’ m not treating you fairly. But, Sally isthree yearsyounger
and afoot shorter than you. It would be dangerousfor her to mow thelawn.”

* Respect your children’sneedsfor privacy. You may need to find creativewaysfor childrento have
gpaceand timeto themselves.

Agemakesadifference.

Changeisdifficult at any age. It'svery important to know how to talk to children of different agesabout family
changes. Ingeneral, ayoung child adapts morereadily than an older child, but children of all ageswill reacttoa
new life-gtyle.

The young child

Young children haven't devel oped enough to understand the complex changesin their families. They may
wonder, “Will Mommy still love meif shedoesn’t livewithme?’ Parentsarevery specia to young children.
They oftenreact strongly to thefeelingsand behavior of adults.



» Itisn'tunusud for young childrentoregressor to act younger whenthey’ reunder stress. A child may
wet hisor her pants, wake up at night, or clingto Mom or Dad.

» Talktohim or her about what'shappening within thefamily. Keep your explanation and languagesmple.

*  Repeat and remind himor her of changesor plansyou have aready discussed.

» Trytoset upaconsistent and predictableroutineand keegp toit. Prepareyour child for any changesin
routinesahead of time.

» If youareconfident and happy with your plans, most likely your child dsowill fed comfortableabout them.

» Sendachild'sspecia item—ablanket or astuffed animal - when your child hasvisitation with your ex-
spouse. It will smooth thetransition and comfort your child.

» Cryingand clinging arenormal for ayoung child who'sconfused or upset. Your child needscomfort,
reassurance and encouragement.

The school-aged child

School-aged children from 6-12 yearspick up family tensonsvery easily. Some
school-aged stepchildren suddenly havetroublein school. Reading or math skills
may worsen. Somechildrenwithdraw from activitiesor friends. Thesearesignals
that achildishaving trouble coping.

School -aged children need encouragement to talk about fearsand concerns. Older
school-aged children may feel ashamed. They may worry that otherswill makefun
of their new family Situation.

 Tdl your child about plansthat affect himor her. Involve childrenin family discussonsand decisions
whenever possible.

» Letyour childknow youlovehim or her al thetime- evenwhenyou' reangry.

» Makesureyour child understandsheor shedidn’t causeyour divorceor thedeath of abiologica parent.

* Your childmay fed insecure, so keep plansand promises. If plansmust be changed, explainwhy toyour
childandlistento hisor her feelings. Encourageyour child to share both positive and negativefeglings.
Let your child know al thesedifferent feelingsare okay. If your child becomeswithdrawn or aggressive,
explainthat you accept hisor her feelings but not the behavior. Talk about acceptablewaysto express
angry fedlings. For example, achild may bounceabasketball, run around the block, pound nailsinto an
old block of wood or tell you about hisor her frustrations. Allow your child asmany choicesaspossible
withinyour househol d. Choices may includewhento call hisor her biological parent, what to eat for
breakfast or how to spend an allowance.

» Taktoyour child’ steacher about the stressyour child might beexperiencing. Get hel pfor school-related
problems.

The adolescent

Teensarelearning to beindependent. They often swing between wanting to belooked after and wanting to be
ontheir own. If theteen was part of asingle-parent family, he or shemay have had moreresponsibility and
morefreedom.

It'sextremély difficult toleavethisyoung adult role and be considered achild again. Teensmay asofed
uncomfortable seeing their parentsin new romances because they are concerned about their own developing
sexudlty.



Teensoften confideintheir friendswhen they feel confused or angry. Many stepparentsnever becomecloseto
their teenage stepchildren. Othersmay becomefriendsor listenerswithout taking on any parenting
responghilities.

Stepfamiliesthat create working relationshipsare successful evenif they don't act like* traditiond” families.
Includeyour teeninfamily decisions. Thismay mean allowing your teen the opportunity to decide how involved
heor shewantsto bein certain stepfamily activities. Tell your teenthat hisor her thoughtsand fedlingsare
important to thefamily. Encourageyour teento sharehisor her feelings. Listen and accept thesefedlings.
Remember, thisdoesn’t mean you must accept hisor her behavior.
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