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Introduction

The number of dxvorces in the United States is increasing every

year. In 1976, it passed the 1-million mark:-Of those who divorce,

four ot of five remé?‘ry, thus adding to.the steadily growing

stepfamlly phenomenon /\Ithough there are no hard statlsugs on

the number of stepfamilies in the United States, experts estimate

that 6.6 million children under the age of 18 live in a household with a

stepparent This ﬁgure fails to take into account the untold numbers

of children who live part time with a stepparent. The total number of
stepchildren may be, closer to 15 million:,

~ Because of the iricreasing number of stepfamxhes the ad)ustments
to “living in step” affect a large segment of the population. More.and

more people need information about stepparenting. Since little scien-

tific study has been devoted to the subject, there are few research

findings on which to base a definitive report or a “how to” manual.

This publicdtion atternpts to bridge the information gap by presenting

some observations made by stepparents about their experiences. it

does not say all there is.to say on the subject, nor does it include the

advantages to be found in the stepfamily situation: It is designed to

help new and future stepfamilies look more realistically at some of the

problems which may.confront them._

~The conflicts and -tensions. which all. famnlles experience at

Umes are complicated in a steprelationship: There are problems

unique to the stepfamily. Many stepfamilies tend to be influenced,

albeit unconsciously, by myths. The absent ‘parent; hving or dead,

can. be a source of tensmn Emotlonal arguments arise relative to

spouses and differences in prevnous famlly llféstyles
. Our culture has no traditions to provide remarried parents with
a blueprint of expected problems and how to deal with them. In

- fact; the stereotypes of stepfamily life are unrealistic and extreme,

as all too often stepparents are portrayed as either wicked and
crue! or perfectly adjusted.

For centuries, stepmothers have been ma\léned in fauy tales
and literatiire as cruel and wicked. Hansel arid Gretel's stepmother
twice éb)r:doned them in the forest, and jealousy drove Snow
White's stepmother to try to poison her. Perhaps the world's most

infamous stepmother was Cinderella's, who forced her into

drudgery and servitude. These concepts evolved at a time when
life expectancy was short and deaths caused by complications of

childbirth were comimon. Fathers, more o‘ten than not; remarried

- to provide care for their children. Therefore, in the past, most steppa-
. rents were stepmothers. Today, there are probably more stepfathers

1
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>nd to award custody of children
to mothers, a trend that may be changing slowly. L ,
- Although there are a few cruel and abusive stepfathers in

than stepmothers because courts tend to award

literature, no myths have grown up around them, probably.

because men usually spend less time with children, thus decreas=s
ing opportunities for conflict* Also; women are expected to show

affection toward children; but such behavior has rct traditionally
been required of men. A father; traditionally the ultimate enforcer

of discipline, may leave the ééi@éjgiégénsing of it to his wife,
'~ thereby casting her in the role of villain: %. .. =~ ,
_ In contrast to past myths; today's media tends to project a

“wonderland” image of the stepfamily—instant Jove and good
humor solve ali-problems. But this.modem-day myth sets an
impossible agd' unrealistic goal. Any. stepfamily that models itself

after a TV or movie stepfamily will probably find itself deficient by
comparison. : S o 7 7 -
This brochure is designed to provide a myth-free, down-to-edth

perspective on stepparenting. It has two purposes: first, to suggest
some steps to take before remarriage to ease the transition into the

new family; second, to alert cquples.to. problems that many step-
families have encountered and to, indicate ways they have found to
deal with them. This brochure is not meant to deter “stepparent-

hood,” but rather to assist those who are considering it. -
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Tips on Preparing to Live in Step

s !
Jn a stepfamily, at least t'ée and usually more mdl\uduals find

themselves struggling to form niew famiilial relationships ‘while still

coping with reminders of the past. Each family member brings to

the situation expectations-and attitudes which are as dnverse as .

the personalities -involved. The task of Creating a successful ’

stepfamily, as with any family, will be easier for all concerned if

each memPer tries to understand the feelmgs and motivations of

the others as. well as his or her own.

St is 1mp0r1antrto discuss the realities of llvmg m}tep pnor to

the marriage; when problems that are likely to afise can be:
foreseen and examined mcomucally If you are cpntemplating

entering a stapré;latlonshlp, here are.somie points loz onsiden

- ,/,

. Plan ahead! Some chapteré\ff Pardnis ‘

- Without Par(ners conduoct Edncr
Regmarriage™ workshops Con ct 7)/’99[

4 local-chapter or write to: Pareénts Without
Partnérs, 79]0 Woodmont Avenue;

. Examine your motlves and those of your
future spouse for marrying. Get to know
hien or h&r as well as possible under all
sorts of circumstances. Consider the :
possible .impact of ‘contrasting lifestyles. - ¢
. Discuss - the modificationss that -will be -
required _in bringing_two families _to-
gether.- Compare similarities and differ-
ences in your concepr of childrearing.
. Explore with youR chil reri the changes

remarriage will br g, new liying v o

drrangements; newy famlly, relatlonshlps ¢

- effect on thelrzrzjatlonshxp with their
.

- n ncusgodlal par
<ol Gﬁ -your children ample opportumty to
» get\to know.your future spouse well.

Consider your cbg\;gns feelings, but

don't allow them to ake your decision

abncit remarriage:. . r

. Discuss the dlsposmon of famxly f‘nances,

with your future spouse: An open and

. honest review .of fnanc;al assets. and

-
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re<pon51b|lme> ay rcduchuanahstlc
expectations and sultcmt/msunder- ,
. standings:
.2 §{Inderstand" that thergare ‘bound to be
e Periods of doubt, frustr tJon and resent-
ment:
..
. ’ _ '
. o ~N’
Tlps on l:iiv’iﬁg in St tep -
¢

Gnder ordmary circumst gnces any marnage ls complex and chal-

lengmg, but the. pmblems of a subsequent marriage are more com- .

plicated, since more people, rélatxonshxps feelings, attitudes, and’

beliefs are invotved than in a first marriage. The two families may

have differing roles; values, standards, and goais Because its mem-

bers havé™natishared past experiences; the-new family may have to

- redefne righ® and respon5|b1ht1es to fit individual and combined

[y

needs:
Time and understandmg are key Allies in negotiating the transition
from single parent to stepfamily status. Consideration of the follow-
ing points may:ease the transition process:
.. Let your relatlonship with stepchildren
develop gradually. 'Don't expect too

much too soon—from. the children or

from yourself. Children need time. to

adjust; accept, and belong So do par-

L . ents.. . .

. Bon't try to replace a lost parent be an

additional parent. Children need time to

« mourn the parent lo;t through dvarce or
through death:

. . Expect to deal with confusmg feehngs——

your o¥n, your spouse’s, and the chil-

dren’s. Anxiety about new roles and rela:

\?)nshlps may heighten competition

mong fagily members for:love and
attention; loyalties may be questioned.

- ~ Your children may need to understand

that their relationship with you is valued
but different from that of your relation-
ship with your spouse and that one
cannot replace the othgr. You love and
need them both, but in different ways.
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.. Admit that you need help

e e e e

RL&U(_]THZL that -you mdy be vil;omp(md
withy'the absent parent: Be prepared to
bé tested;, manipulated, and challenyed
in your new role: Decide, with your mate,
what is best for your chllctlcn and stand
by lt

among stepsiblings. Try to treat stepchll
dren and your own with equal fairness.

.Commumcate' Dont pretcnd that Lvery

them openly

3¢
\,.

problems lmmedlately\a;)d cj_eal wnth

Don't let the situation get out.of hand.
Everyone needs help sometime. Join an
organization for sLepfamlhes seel coun-
seling.

you need it:

S

N
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,mg Undersfandu.q motivas may

help to avoid unrealistic expecta-

tions and resultant disappoint-
, Mments. .

N Examining Motives. F

-

Mostj)eople entermg’a remarnage expect that there will be some

difficulties associated with creating a stepfamlly, but they eithexhope

the problems will disappear or will not be tog_serious. Strong needs

i for ‘love,, companionship, and ‘financial or childrearing ‘assistance

smay outwelgh reservations about entering a steprelatlonshlp A par-

“ent who is ‘considering remarriage should ask, “Have | foun¥ sorve-

one with whorm | truly want to share my life, or am | remarrymg
pnmarlly for the sake of the childign?”

“I think you have to, consider both“your own needs and the

. .children’s,” says Mary, a femarried mother of two. "One can't

overshadow the other. Your children won't be with you forever;

but on the other hand, if- the kids aren't happy, the miartiage won't

be either.” = . re 7
“My. children took to Lois as.soon as they met her,” says Jim,

a widower with two small children, “but that's not why Imarrled

“I'm sure 1 had Gary [her son} in the bacl\ of my mind when |

decided to remarry,”:adds Lois. “One thing that attracted me to

Jim was that he wasa parent already and knew what to expect of

a child; but | would never have remarried ‘just to, give Gaiy a

\ father. In fact,” she continues; "if Gary had bean 15 instead of 9,

I don’t think | would have remarried at all, because h_might have

been tos sé in his ways and there w&uld hav9‘ been, a lot of
problems.”

For some single parents; the JOb of 1 redrmg a Chlld alone can

) seem overwhelmmg, and marriage is seen as an ideal ‘'solation.

N However, “If you just want a housekeeper and baby s:tter,, advises

Jawe: a stepmother, “hire one. Or if it is strictly a marriage of

Conivenience, both parties should recognize this from the start.”

Y
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IhL parun also ‘hulid d..yl\ Vs lhl'\ puson xuslfy Wilhnq to
share my lL‘\pﬂlTSlblh‘l(S as a Pd ent?” If he or. she s lmpatwnt
with children; doesn't want to get involved with their activities; and
resents \h(mnq the parent with the children; thesc attitudes should
be known from the beginning. Richard, a stepfather; says; "4 think
it's a mistake to marry someone with children if you don't like

kids. It's a package clu)lmtho mothu and the children comge |

together.” T .

The oppoute is dlé’d ttLjé lf you're mainly liiiéik‘ﬁt((l in
b(_LOIhln_] an instant parent to make up for lost time,” addss
Richard,.a 40-ycar-old bachelor who married a mother of three,
“the martiage itself may not be so good.” g '

N r-all sorts
of cncunstan(:@s Cons'der\ he

lhe *xfles D:scuss the modnhca—

tions that wiil be required i bring-
ing two families together:’ :

g
- i

Accommodatmg leferences

In any marnage a hiisband and wife must learn to c&ordmdte their

: daxly routines and adjust to each other's’ habits. But:in a second

marriage, these adjustments may be more difficult because eaqh
partrier has already established patterns of interaction as hquand or

wife and has certain expectations of @ spouse: Slnce these expccta-

tions may differ, they Should be explored as much as possnble before

: mamage

_ In fagt, all types. of differences should be brought into the open
yefore marriage. D_lffenng interests, likes, dislikes,-and- personal

Get to kaow your future Spotisa:

traits should be acknowledged and- shared. These differences

need consideMation. in terms of their impact on their relationship

-and on family life. Differences, in viewpoint or interests can be the

cause of frequent conflict or, with acceptance and appreciation,
prove beneficial and enriching. Not discussing differences for fear
of preventmg the marriage -may be damaging in the long. run:
Mg something about each othet's expectations, habits,

,'eres'ts and personal traits may Keep minor irritations from
growing.into major issues:

T

Ve
[ S
[
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Acknowledging differences before marriage -is i'r'ripb'r"'t'aht to- all
couples, but it is even more essential when children are involved;
for parents miust consider their children’s .habits and interests too.
Joyce McDonald, a psychiatric social worker, says,."You know it's
hard, when a couple gets niarried, just to relate to oiie anothen
- and then when they have a child in a natural family, it gets more

complrcated but when you bring two families together it makes
it that much harder .

"Once children come on the scene, says Ray, a newly marned

étepfather. 'your whole._ life becomes scheduled arcund- them.
Your life is rio longer your own. If you realize that and are willing

to accept.it; you are well on the path to siiccess.’

Two parents can have veiy different ideas about such matters

(as chrldrens diet, bedtime, household duties, hygiene, independ-

ence; and freedom of choice. The meshing of two s&ts of ¢hildren
can be especrally difficult. Children have developed- values assim-

ilated in their former families and may resrst changes introduced

by a newcorher. =
Jenny had always prepared regular well-balanced meals for Her

children; while hersiew stepchridreh were used to eating whenever -

and whatever they liked. At first, they didn't like sitting down and

eating with the whole family,” she says. “They didn't like vegeta-

bles. On the other hand, they were much. more used to’ clearing

the.table and cleaning up the kitchen than mine were:'

When I was growing up | had chores to do every Sa{urday'.
morning before | could go- out to play,” says Jim: “My stepson
had never even made his own bed.”

"l belreve in teaching children to be mdependent at. an early

" age,” says Dorothy, a stepmother of two teen?ge girls. "My
husband Steve says he believes this too; but | still think he

pampers them. He's always domg thmgs for them tnat they could

do for themselves.”
Living together involves a glve and take of old and new ways

until an acceptabl° compromise is rea-ehed

b
TS
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i HNever place ycur children in the
B pocitien of making a decision
- ebout your remarriage.

- Getting Acquainted With the Children 7

Do z oo . , o DI D Lol Lolo. '
Children’ need ample opportunities to get to. know their future

stepparent. They need candid answers to questions about how
remarriage might affect their lives. They can be encouraged to
express: freely their feelings about the impending marriage. BUT,
as Gerda L. Schulman of the J@éEFéﬁiily,SéMCé in-New York

wrote in 1972, “The difference . > Betwéen allowing a child whose.

parent is planning to get married to_make the decision for the'| . :

parent and allowing this child to respond to the impending event

cannot be emphasized enough: However much a child resents or
welcomes his parent's remarriage, he should never be put into
the position of assuming responsibility for the decision itself.
Marriage is a contract between adults and not between a child
and an adult”™ ... . ' '

A parent can usually determine whether the child and future

spoise will relate comfortably by simply obseving their interactions
and listeniing carefully to.their spontaneous remarks. For example, a
child may evidence a sudden interest in a future spouse’s hobbies or
‘occupation: “The time-spent and experiences shared with the chil-
dren before marriage will Help prepare them for your lifestyle, and
give them some notion of ‘What kind of persor you are, and ‘what
living with_you will ‘be like. After remarriage; seek ot interesting,
enjoyable activities to do as a family,” says Dr. Stevanne Auerbach; a

pa;ggi-éﬁila consultant and stepmother. S 7
 Parents sometimes maneuvér to bring their children and

w9k
R

spouses together, but it takes tithe for the relationship to grow.
Stepparents and children. who boild a relationship naturally and
oh their own terms. can_then establish lines of communication,
talking through their differences and arriving at some accommo-
dation. It is important for the stepparent and child to have a-

“  relationship of their own, independent of the natural parent.

-




monej problems remamage can
create. Openly discuss your finan-
cial situation and concerns before
and during remarriage. Honest
-discussion may reduce friction.

r

A major source of friction in a stepfarmly is the efféct of ,

finances related to the prevnous marriage. Money is a source of

irritation in_ all families, but in stepfamilies it may be complex.

Lillian Messinger, a social worker at the Clarke Institite of

Psychiatry in Canada; found in a survey of 70 remarried colyles

‘that children and finances topped the list of problems. She

discovered that * Women feel 'guilty about the burden their children

placed on their new. ‘husbands; and men felt reluctant to reveal

their true financial assets. For_many new couples, money became

a sensitive issue that neither partner talked about.”

Depending on the amount and. regularity- of the Fnancnal

. support received from the children’s natural parent or the amount

of support the former spouse gives to his or_her first family, the

new family may have to lower its standard of living: Economic

pressures may require that both parents work or that they delay
or ‘fdrgo- having children. There, may be disagreements about
whether incoming child-support. payments are to be used only for
the designated child or for the family as a whole. A wife may
resent payments her husband is required to make to his former
wife, while he may resent having to support another man’s
children.

Couples contemplatmg a new- marnage would be wise to take

derstandmgs and friction.

10
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| The Children

Give ,t:hil'c:'ré'i the. time they
need—io mourn; adjust; accept;-
and belong. .

Copmg Wrth Changes

,,Gften great d:ff"culty is expenenced by children who have had to

cope. with either the stress . of a diverce .or the shock of a parent’s

_death. Becoming part of a new family with a different lifestyle is yet

anaother radical change: It may mean moving to a different house

away from old friends. and familiar places: The children will now have

" to share their living space and. possessxons with a stepparent and

maybe with new brothers and sisters: They may lose their positions in
the famlly, from eldest; youngest, or only child; they may become the
one in the middle or may have to share a position with another eldest
or youngest. Children are bound to have some doubts and anxiety
about how these changes will affect their lives and shou!d be encour-
aged to express them.

_Children’s reactions to a parents remarfiage nmay depend in part
upon whether they have been separated from a parent by death or
divorce and the degree to which they have accepted the separation.
Another facter may be the nature of the rélationship with the custo-
dial parent iri the interval prior to the remarriage— how close parent
and children have become and how much dép’éh’déh”cy' has de-
veloped between them. Also, the age and emotional maturity of
_ children and the cultural attitudes to which they have been exposed
must play some part in hiow they react to the stepfamily experience.

Children seem to adjust more readily to a parent's remarriage
when there is consnstency in their relationships with important adults
in their lives. That is, children's adjustment may be eased'if the
remarriage-does not threaten their close relatioriships with the non-
custodial parent, grandparents, and other family members. At the~
same time, they must be helped to understand. the changes a

remarriage will bring to parental roles— a stepparent now shares in

making decisions that affect their lives. Considerable stress can ber

avoided if. parents——custodlal noncustodial, and step —agree to a -

11
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consrstent set of rules for the chxldren such as appropnate bedtimes,

' responslblhtles activities, rewards and punishments. Thus

“weekend” parents are less apt to overindulge chi)dren or compete
with custodial parents for children’s favors, and children are freedg
from the confusion and fears involved in manipulating adults:
~_Time is another essential ingredient in children’s ‘adjustment.
They need trme to mourn thelr losses and adJust to the changes

love and easy acceptance may be in for disappointment and

frustration.” Time, patience, understanding; and consistency are.

the keys to helping chrldren through the adjustment process v

?gpe;cj;children to hai‘ze’ some

- problems adjusting from a single
parent to a stepfamily situation.
Understand their problems, but
don’t try to overcompensate.

Over-attactimsnt to. Single- Parent

Bunng the |nteryal between the death or. dlvorce and the

remarriage; the parent-child relatronshrp may have grown excep-
tionally close -and- overdependent Ha\nng been separated from

away by the stepparent “My son had to learn that there ‘were

others here; and that he had to share me wrth them,” says Lors .

overcompensate.” ,
The child’s possessive feeling for his natural parent may be e ex-

pressed in Jealousy Although the hostility Is initially directed against

the “displacer”, the child may in fact be even more angry with the

betrayer —the mother or father who took the new mate: The cause

of this behavior is fear— fear that the child will lose to the stepparent

his or her special place in the parents heart: Once the child realizes

that this is not so, the insecurity is likely to diminish.
- The loss of a parent may constitute a disruption §n the process. of
learnlng how to loryeranrd be loved. A child may feel abandoned by the

divorce: Although a child may desperately want and need love, he or
she may adopt a hostile attitude as a defense.

iﬂr
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Don’t try to replace. a lost
pc.rcnt-mbe en adamena. parent.

Child Who Has a f)éa'd Parent

~ Sometiines a child whose parent has dxed clingsto the fantasy that
the parent is away on a trip and may return someday. The remarriage
is proof that the absent person is really dead. In any case it is not
advisable for the stépparent to try to supplant the dead parent. By
allowing the relationship to grow gradually, the stepparent can help
the child through/his or her mourning period. To do atherwise may
cause the child to reject the new parent.

_ There is no need for the child to give up pictures and meinentoes: ‘
In fact, the child should be encouraged tq recall past experiences
with the deceased parent, and have any questions answered openly.

.Complete mourning at his or her « own pace allows the child to modify-

the idealized image of the dead parent to a more realistic one. The
goal is. to estabhsh a sathfactory relatJonshlp w1th the ~stepparent

child may | become very close to the stepparerit.
A child initially may be wary of accepting a stepparent, fearing that

the stepparent, too, may disappear. The major concern of a 9-

year—old whose father had died in a tragic accident was whether Jim,

his new stepfather “was'going to stay?”

f-m
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Child of Divorce

Reinarriage tells the Chlld of divorce that the first mamage is

really over, and that the originat family can never be ree§tal;lrsihedi

The child may feel guilty about accepting a new parent seeing it
- as a betrayal of his absent parent

The child’'s chief concem is likely to center on tHe changes that «

may taRe place in the relationship with the absent .parent,
especially if there has been a close emotional tle Initially the child
may be hostile toward the stepparent be\c?use it seems. as if he or
she is replacing the absent parent. The éxpert

stepparerits should never try to take the place of the n: tural
parent. It is not necessary for the child to reJect either the a sent
parent or the stepparent inorder to have agood relatronshxp vith.
oneorthe other. Theyessentlallyhavetwosetsofparents says
Steve. ** You shouldn ttry to say, ‘these:are the authority figures
and these are loving figures.” All are authorrty and all are loving
figures: It confuses the Kids to separate these roles and messes

up the relationship."

[E . | v
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The Parents and Some Challenges

Th’e’été'p"p’éi‘éht ﬁ\

Men “and women who have rot . had chlldren may naively

believe that parenting comes. naturally Therefore, they may

assume that stepparentmg ‘can’t be tgo_hard:.” Those who have

children_ of their own may feel that raising someone else’s will\be

no more difficult. However; it takes even more. patience, matunty,

and flexibility to be a successful stepparent than a. parent “If you
don't have a sense ‘'of humor” says Lois; “you can easily fall
apart.’ ,

It is also lmportant for stepparents to be reahstlc and not to
'expect too much too soon. Sometimes this is easier said than
done, for assuming a relationship with someone else's children
can be very tying. A stepfather “‘can't march into the new famnily
with the attitude, ‘Now I'll take over. I'm the father herel™"" says
Howard Samuelson, a stepfather and execiitive director of Remar-
rieds, Inc: “The newcomer hasn't earned the right to this_rple.”
Joyce MacDonald ad vises stepparents to * ‘goslowly, watch; listen;
be available to talk. New parents should realize that they can't

make. great changes in a short time; it's going to take months.

Remember. that a chnld may be just as confused and uneasy as

the stepparent.”

StEpparents seldom recelve the praxse and\admlratron accorded
foster parents or those who adopt: Lois, a stepmother of two for
6 years, says, “I'don't like being called a stepniiothér! For instance;
when | take the kids Tor shots or if they get hurt, when | say I'm

their adopted mother, Im treated in a different way, as though|

really want them and am trying to help them. But when | say I'm
a stepmother;, it's like ‘she did thls to the kld | resent this.
Stepparents like natural parents, commgnly feel unapprecnated

and ° ‘used.” Because of their role they may find it more difficult

than nataral : parents to .ask for apprecigtion or to express

resentment: For example, a. stepmother who. manages the hHouse,

acts:as chauffeur; administers first aid ; and seldom hears a thank

you, may feel more angcr than a nataral parent and more quilt

o
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about the anger. “None. of the work | do gets appreciated,”

complalns Borothy: “No_one says thanks | cook or clean up; no

one says the food tastes .good or the housg looks nice. That

makes me feel like Clnderella and act like the wicked step-

mother.” o
- The stepparent may begin to r&:gret marrylng a person with

chnldren and to yearn for the less comphcated single life:

"Sometimes | feel that | have all the worries and problems_of a

" parent and noge of the joys,” laments George, who Is married to "~

a divorcee with three teenage sons.

However, the absence of any sign:; of gratxtucﬁe does not
necessarily indicate a lack of appreciation. All children are
sometimes thoughtless af d may" take their_parents for granted :
They have subtle ways of expressing loving feelings; for example;

- . by asking for advice or help_ in completing a project; or emulart'”g

the stepparents’ manner of dress or speech. Although Joe
his stepson Mike have a‘bgood relationship, Joe says, “I'm still
surprised to hear the teachers say that Mike is always boasting
about me atschool.” .

Help your child é}izj Jour new spouse

~understand that your relationships
 with both are valueble, but differen
~one cannot replace the other.

The Natural Parent—The Divided Person = © - f

Natural parents also are confused about their new roles; they
often find themselves caiight betweéen loyalties to their children
and a desire to please the new mate. The parent who has seen -
his or her own' child’s life disrupted by a death or divorce may
feel . gmlty for having put-the chld through another emotional

upheavaI by remarrying. For example, a child who is scolded for
neglecting his daily \chores can eamly distort the pictire by

invoking the stgpreldUO\r\;shnp as the” reaspn for the action, causing.

the JtepparenPto question his or her motives and dblhtles as a

parent. The natural parent may then feel guilty, believing all would
be_peaceful. if only the child had not been placed in this situdtion.
Some children who have had a rnajor share of the natural parent’s

time and attention tend to become possessive of the parent. They
may deliberately engage in behuvior that demands the parent's

- attention. They may become sullen and withdrawn, isolating them-

selves frorn the farnily. They may become disruptive in school or
e
16
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neglect their studies. Older children may become involved with
drugs, engage in other delinquent behavior, or even run away from
home. Feeling a need for more time to cuitivate the marital relation-
ship, the parent may begin to resent the ¢hild. The stepparent may
even force the natural parent to choose between him or her and the
child, thus threateniiig both the martiage and the child’s sense of
security.

On the other hand, the child's unusual behavnor may. have been
precnpltuted by the parenit's preoccupation with the marital relation-
ship. It may be necessary to stress constantly that the husband-wife -
and parent-child relationships are differerit, yet both are valuable. A
spouse carnnot replace the child; nor can a child have a marital

relatjonshp with a parent. A child must learn that the steppaxent is

part of the family and will not be driven away regardless of the tactics

used: The stepparent mu<t also reallze that the parent is responsible

“The. periodical Stepparents Forum, advises, "..time passes, kids <

gxow out of their insecurities, troublesome ex-es marry, move away,

or otherwise loosen their hold. Couples grow closer through their.

crises and stepparents become an accepted part of family hlstory In

stepparentmg your great,g:st ally is time: May you use it well."

pared wnth the absent parcnt Be
prepared to be tested, manipu-
lated, and challenged in your new

rcle. - N

Comparlsons With the Absent Pai'ént

The stepparent may feel as though he or she ison trlal bemg
'tonstantly compared with the exspouse; or like an outsxder, if
the exspouse is still an active part of the family. Stepparents” can
make it clear to the children that they are different from 'the
- natural parents and have different ways of doing things;, without
giving the impression that they feel they are superior. The

+ stepparent who tres to compete with the ébSé’r)rt,p'é'réht ié éékihg

for trouble. Dorothy Lund, in “Stepparent on Trial,” a
Stéppéréhls "éthldh't ékpétt tb bé QUpéimbh br WOmen them- :
eyeryth!ng rlght—ft,hxldren must always hdye ,baldnccd”meals _
cledan clothes, an immaculate House—can actljally create the very

17
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sitliation she wrbhes to avoid. The truth about stepparents is
thatlthey are often even more c0nscrentrous than natural parents

When the chrldren protested “Our mom never made us do that

+ she explained that “every member of a famrly should take some

responsiblity in the home,” and began teachmg them how to do

things: On the other hand, the stepmother can be flexible and

accept some of the methods that the children have already

leamed. When the children protest at havmg to dry the dlshea

"because my. mom always let them drain 'in the dish rack,”
stepmother could easrly adoptthis method. o '
ne

Dorothy, Lund. tells of Tommy. who brags to his new stepfatt

about the way_ his father’ ased to pass a football. Rather than

feeling threatened the stepfather encourages him to talk about

: h|s father and feel prlde in, him;

lange. Children need the securr*y -
of a firm and farr respons

e

Challenges to Authorlity

N »

~ Children will generally ‘test a stepparent and challenge his or
her authority "But,” says Lois, | never let the fact that I'm the
children's stepmother inflierice the way ltreat them.” '

In @ moment of anger a child may yell “"You're not my real
father. You can't tell me what to ‘do!” “This isn't your house,
ltS my, dad's!" The first time Qary sald thdt to Trie,” reflects Jim; .
“'| was stunned His tnother. ‘backed me up, and it's never
happened again.”

The child's outburst fiay be painful to the stepparent although
the Fhllg “may be merely resentful @t having to carry out some
chore or may be responding to soniething totally unrelated to the
famlly It may. help the child and the stepparerit to find out what is
really causing. the anger; but, in any event, the fact that the child
has a stepparent is no excuse for him or hu to be disobe dient.

Dr. Stevanne Auverbach advises, “Try not to be discouraged if
you or the children give way to an’ dngry outburst. This happens
to everyone at times. The only way to handle such upsets is to
acknowledge your feclings and take 1esponsibility for thermi” '
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~ dim says, When | punish or scold Garyl sornetimes feel guilty,

but | know if | don't do it, it's. not going to be better for him i the
long run. | don't want to be too hard, but | don't want to be too
soft.*L want to be fair." : e
Although - children may complain about discipline, they may
actually welcore it as a sign that someone cares: A child whose
misbehaviar goes uncorrected is apt to feel guilty and respond by

- Worse behavior, hoping unconsciously' to provoke the discipline

ws e neecs. | yst, says_ this
reaction is especially true of teenagers. "They want somebody to

he knows-he needs. Dr. Duke Fishér, a psychoanal

protect them.from their own pretensé of omnipofence: They may

tion.” _ '
. Back up your spouseon, childreat-
i . ing issues. Rearing children is

‘children is even tougher:

Backup for the Stepparent S -

Natural parents usually insist that they want their spdises to

“take an active pait in rearing the children; but when the situation

actually arises they may find themselves reacting otherwise. “I do

him handile the situation,” says Mary. -
-~ The natural parent may try to “protect”

; “the child from the
“outsider," feelingresponsible for and defens;ve about the child’s
misdeeds: This undermines the stepparent’s place in the.hoime.
“My wife expects mie to correct her child, but when I do; she

interposes. herself between us. Usually she ends up making the
decision; and 1 back down, aid that | don't like;" says George; a

stepfather. As a result, matters of discipline remain unresolved.
It is essential for the natural parent to support the stepparent in
his or her role and to be consistenit. Létting the stepparent
discipline in one situation and theq interfering the next- time
causes copfusion for all concerned agd indicates to the childien
that the parents are divided. .~~~ T
_ Dorothy remembers that her husband would tell his teenage
daughters to help with the household, chores, but then he would

accuse her, in their presence; of being too hard on them. ‘‘They
are receiving two signals and don’t know which one to believe,™
she concludes. - ) :
W
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. complain about controls, but in truth they.get relief and protec-

get in the way sometimes; when | know | should step back and let -

tough: Rearing someone else’s

‘
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“::best for your chixdren a*ad stand

, aduus
N ,
Mampulataon o

Stepfamuhes expenence all the problems that occar in. the

biclogical family. However, the children may use the steprelation-
ship to gain sympathy and get their own way: Linda had been
married to the father of 10=yqar-old MarR for only 3 weeks when
the pool opened. “He told me that his fathér -allowed_him to go
swimming alone,” she says. "I told him | hadn't discussed that
. with his father yet and would like to check with him first.”
“The mote agreement on everyday family life.you and your mate .
come to beforehanid, the better for 3 you and for the children. If théy

kniow that both of you have made the important decisions and will be

by it. It frightens children when
they can successfully manipulate™

o

fair and firm, they will be likely to accept—and eventually respect—— ’

even those decisions they may initially complaxn about says
Dr Stevanne Auerbach. )
In an attempt to wint the child's: affecnon steppi!rents somé-

times tend tor give in. “There is an equal danger,” says David,

“that a stepparent,may be easily persuaded. by an overly affectlon—
ate. stepchrld It is important for the stepparent to decide what Is-~

best for the child without regard to the effect it will have oh the

child’s opinion of him or her.

A child may attempt to mampulate the parents with whom he
or she lives by invoking the absent parent: After spendmg a week
with his real mother, 12- -year-old Kurt informed his father and
stepmother that he had been allowed to stay up till mxdeht on

school nights. “We told him,” says Carol, * ‘In this house children your .

age go to bed at 10.
“The problem was,” she adds, “that this put -us in he “bad
guys' role while his real mother sympathnzed with him. It would

have been much better for all of us if she had cooperated.”

Another way the absent parent riay mter‘ere is by lndulng the
children when they are in his or her care. He or shé may shower
the children with prebents or %pec:al favors. and make every visit
seem like a hohd1y Grdndpdrentb aunts, and uncles who have

acted as surrogate parents; and who fear thit they will now lose

their former close relationr)hlp with the chnl(l may behave
similarly. Children; sensing their power, quickly leaiti to exploit

20
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: boths.sets of parents. When the custodial parents deny a chllds
- rEquest~for exarmple, for @ télevision set of his own-—thé child -

© ' may then. appeal to the absent parent. The danger-is that. the
" custodial patents:. could get caught up in the competition with the

former mate to.win.the chLIdrens favor. To avoid t he

custodial perents should. remain firm, while explalnlng to Lhe

- childrerr their reasons for their deciston:;

There will be times when alt three ba:ents mustrdec:lde xssues

relevant to the child 's-welfare orshare. significant occasions inthe -

child’s life, such as a school play; scouting S athletic. event;
religious ceremony.,. o graduation. Such contacts are “inevitable
and may create situations of."stress.which may become even
- more painful for all if the chlld has manxpulated the' two families

lnto oompetmve camps - v

.

. Acknowledge periods of ééo?;éra-- '
: . tion among $tepsiblings. Try to
: 4 treat stepchitdren and your own
N - with equal feirness.

>

Stepsiblings o :
When both the husbund and wife bnng children to. the famxly,

the process. of btcoming a family may sometimes be easier. Both

sets of children are both biological children and stepchildren.
They can ldentnfy with each other because each has. been
separated from a parent and now has to 'share thé remaining
parent. The stepchildren who belicve they are being treated
unfairly by a stepparent may not feel isolated or abused when
they see the Stepparent's own chlldren belng treated in the same
,Way . il

- However, this type of family may:. have to" contend. wnth divisive .
rivaldes drawn according to blood lines. Rivalries and cliques are;
present in -most large families, but they may occiir in exaggerated
form in the stepfamily. Members of each family terd to close
ranks and becomie fiercely protective of one another, regardless
of what their. relationship has been prevnously “Sp ome of the
biggest fights that Dorothy and the giils had,” rccallw}Steve ‘were
ones. where she'd get into it with one of them, and the other
would come to that one’s defense:™

One parent may accuse the other of spenqu too much time
playing rcfuu* during periods of tension between stepsiblings.
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Thankful for a.few minutes: of peace, they may tend to thhhold
comment whenever the children seem to be getting along well. They
mlght more wisely refrain from refereelng the squabbles and “ref-
eree’ the good times instead. by praising and encouraging ‘such’ .
signs. of cooperatlon,,suggest Ruth Roosevelt and Jeanette Lofas in
;their book; Living in Stép.
Questlons of allowances. chores,. and prrvrleges can .create
crises, Once ‘when | told Johh .he couldn't use the car, he
. shoo/ILd atme; " you would letme use itif 1 were your real son,’ '’

. recalls Richard. THis attltude can be rntensmed where there are fe

- i stepsiblings. or ha blrngs Stepparents are sensmve to charges
o bystepchlldren offavorrtlsm toward theit own chlldren ‘When this

. occurs in the Randall famrly says ‘David, “Fstart by asng poth of

- them what the problem-is; and listen to- both, and then draw my’

conclusions. | -probably tend to decide against my child to «»ward
off the possibility of her child feeling that | always. side wrth mine.”
Anolder child ‘may feel that he or she has more chores to do, .,

- and’'a youhger child that he of she Ras an eailier bedtlme not

because. of: age, but’betause’ hé or.she is & stepehlld “When & :

told the grrls that they were expected to wash their own qlothes

recalls Dorothy, “they wanted to kriaw why Tirmimie didn't have to .

“ do his laundry too. | pomted out to them. that, _at 7, he wasn't yet

tall enoth or respon51ble enough to operate the machlne

S
Commumcate' Don t pretend that
everythmg is fme when lt 1sﬁ°t

ately and deal with them epenly.

eamiﬁ’uhiéaﬁhg -

Some new couples are so anxious lor thelr marrlage to succeed
that they. avoid expressmg or even acknowledging sources of

anger or xrntatron Sometlmes 1 feel that |f ! say what is really on *

are not dlscussed or resolved,; with the result that the. unexpressed
hostility becomes stored ammunition ready -to éxplode at-any
time. The constant pressure for evefyone to maintain this artificial
harmony creates increasinggtension and uneasiness for the entire
family. Not only do they avoid complaining about each other, but
they also repress criticisim of family life in general.
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A spouse cannot be expected to respond to a husband's or wife's
unexpressed dissatisfaction, warits, or needs. *It seeimed .as though

we did only the things my husband wanted,” -says Jodn. “| felt that |
was always giving and never receiving. Then | suddenly realized that

he couldn’t know what | wanted if | didn't tell him. So | stopped hlntlng

-and took the direct approach.”

__Pregplems nmiay go unaddressed unitil the children exhibit a

seen¥ngly unrelated difficulty. Ten -year-old Ken becaiie dlsrup-

tive_in_school; then he had mysterious pains. The doctor advised

a psychologist: “As a restxlt of the counseling, we were able to

- identify problems in our marriage, and we thought we had & very

good marriage!” reports Ken's mother. Another stepparent. com-

ments, "l suppose some marriages may be in trouble because of

the stepchildren; but | tend to think it's more a basic problem of

compatibility between the parents, and the children only reﬂect

the attltudes of the parents.

“If you'regoingtobea stepfamlly, ad vises Lois, ‘‘youhaveto

sit down and talk and really be open. You can't keep your
thoughts to yourself Otherwise, you Il be holdmg hostilities toward

him or hlS kids:." 7 T
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More Help and Information

Join or form an oiganization for
~ stepiamilies: Seak counseling be-
fore the situation gets out of
] hand.

Wﬁéi'é To Get Help

Jt can be helpful to discuss what may seem at the t:me to be -

insurmouhtable problems with others who have had first-hand

expenence in coping with similar problems.

Remarrieds, lncorporated
Box742; ]
Santa Ana, G;}???Ol

Thisis a voidntarp orgamzanon designed to help establish a more
stable family 'life in. remarrages through programs that dre socidl,

educationdl; and cdltural in-nature. It provides a forum for the

consideration of common problems faced by remamedcouples and
their children. ' .

The Step Family Foundatlon
333 West End Avenue
New York; NY 10023 -
This is a clearinghouse for mformatxon and research on the
stepfamxly and helps to create an_awareness of the specific
dynamics and problems of steprelationships. This foundation is for -
those who are involved in stéprelationships and want more .
information.

Just as each person has his own threshold of pam he also has
a level of stress with which he can cope. Whenever a stepparerit
begxns to feel overwhelmed by the frustrations of living in step, it
is.time to seek outside help. The ideal situation is for all family
members to receive counseling, since it can provide neutral
ground for discussion of sensitive issiies. However, if others are
unwilling to accept help, the person feeling the pressure of the

: sutuatlon should proceed on hxs or her own. .
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-~ To f"nd the services which best suit your noeds comart one of
the followmg agencies; most of which can be tound in your local
telephone booR

.Mental Health’ Assomatlon of 3 your cily or county . . .

Family Services {or Youth Services) of the Humdn Resource
Department of your city or county

Women s CommbSIon of yout local govcrnment

Other counseling serwces

Clerical and pastoral coumdmg services
Child guidance centers ...
Marmiage and family counselors .

Servtces for related problems
Drug abuse centers

Runa houses ]
Planned Parenthood B
Local Hot Line —

Credit counselors

FURTHER REZ\B‘NG
Werstrmrougtw ] o
P.O. Box 4002 ~
Montreal H3z 2X3, Canada -
Designed to offer support and guidance to stepparents in
understandmg their role and functrons

éooks:, L
The Half Par:nt lemg Wxth Other P@p!@:ﬁgﬁhl@g@.
Brenda Maddox: New York: The New Amerlcan Library; - ®
1975. I ;

An explomnon of the emotlonai arLd aajustment

problems and. rewards. of living. with other people’s

chxldren 059??, the parent by mamage

per & Row, 1976. . .
The ”ﬁrsfrbroqkr to be pubhshed ent:rely on the sub]ect
spouse; stepchrldren in- Iaws money; and makmg

friends again. - -
meg in -Step; Ruth Roosevelt and Jeanette Lofas. New

York: Stein and Day; 1976. -
Deals with the redlities of remarridge and the complex
famiily ties nio one is experiericed to handle.
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Pocketbooks 1965.
A thoughtful exammatxon of the effects of remamage
~on cthdren

tice, . Renato Espmoza and Yvonne Newman NIMH.

In press: ,
Reviews empirical literature in the dred of Steppdrent-

ing and discusses "special probleris of Stepfamilies,
Makes. recommendations for future research and
provides helpful suggestions for stepparents and

helping professions. -
Your Child? | Thought lt Was My Chlld Owen and

Nancy Spann. Pasadena, Calif.: Ward Ritchie Press,
1977,
Offers many Ldeas based on the authors’ personal
experiences, for coping with the problemis of stepchil-

dren, stepparents, and stepgrandparents.

ﬁe Sugcessful Stepparent Helen Thomson New York:

Provides concrete advice on.all soris of srtuatxons that

arise; in_everyday living, including the first meeting of

the child with the stepparent, the first. adjustments

gfter remarriage, ang the many pmbiems that are
¢ bound to crop up through the years

Leshe Aldnch Westoff. New York Viking; 1977.. _ . _._
Persoridl experiences, statistics, conclusions, and ad-
vice for the four out of five divorced people who

Arucles
From Stepparent to Real Parent Stevanne Auerbach

Parents Magazine; June 1976.
-Stepparent on Tral, Dorothy Lund, Parents Magazme Jan-

uary 1975, _
Remarriage Between Divorced People with Ghlldren from

Previous Marriages: A Proposal for Preparatlon for Remar-

riage, Lillian Messinger._Journal of Marriage & Family
-Counseling, Vol.-2(2): 193-200, April 1976:
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Fllms Boston; Mass 1977.
Explores the redlities of becommg an instant famxly
through scenes of stepfamily life and mteruxews with
parents and profess:onals
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