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When I was a little girl I never once said to myself, "I want to be a stepmother when I grow up." It just isn't a job one aspires to, especially for those of us who learned about stepmothers from "Cinderella" and "Snow White."
But my life took some unexpected turns over the years, and eventually, without ever having planned it or prepared for it, I became a stepparent. This is a demanding job, and it has no formal training. I've never seen "Stepparenting 101" in a college catalog. I've never received a brochure in the mail advertising, "Learn to be a stepparent in the privacy of your own home for just pennies a day! Good jobs await our graduates!" (Thank goodness at least we do learn how to be stepparents in the privacy of our own homes. Some of those lessons include experiences we would never want known outside our own four walls.)
I've been doing on-the-job training in stepparenting for eight years now. I have two children (Loren is 21 and Rachel is 15 at this writing) and my husband has three (Stephanie is 18, Amy is 14, and Peter is 12). In the beginning of our stepfamilying, my kids lived with us all the time and his kids lived with us for half the year and with their mother for the other half. Over the years, we've had shifts in our living situations. When Loren was a sophomore in high school, he had an angry altercation with his stepdad and went to live with his father. A couple years later, Stephanie decided life was easier at her mother's house and she preferred to live there full time. Right now Loren is in college and Stephanie is working and living on her own, with Rachel at our house all the time and Amy and Peter here for six months of the year.
I'm sure the details of your situation differ—maybe you're even like a friend of mine who has survived living in a blended family with six teenagers at once. Whatever your specific situation, we are sure to have feelings, issues, and concerns in common. Like trying to be fair, for instance. Or feeling caught in the middle. Or wondering if some of the kids in the family will ever decide to get along with each other.
These eight years haven't turned me into an "expert" with all the answers. But they have taught me a great deal. At least by now I'm beginning to figure out what the questions and the problems are.
One of the things I have learned along the way is that a blended family is inherently second best. Because of its many moving parts, the baggage brought into it by various family members, and the stresses and chaos which are part of it, a stepfamily is a tough place to do a good job of parenting. And the stepparent's place in the system is almost always second—in the eyes of society, in the view of the legal system, and in your stepkids' hearts. Most of the time, that's the right spot. Kids' biological parents certainly ought to come first.
But "second place" isn't the same as "no place." When you become a stepparent, you become part of your stepchildren's lives. You take on a responsibility to them as an authority figure and as a parent figure. They won't necessarily want you to assume that responsibility—on the contrary, they may battle you fiercely over it. But it's still your job. The specific dimensions of that job are often beyond your control, but you volunteered for it, and whether you succeed at it is largely up to you.
Despite the difficulties, it is certainly possible to build a functional, healthy stepfamily that is a good place for kids to grow up. It's the responsibility of both parents and stepparents to do their best to form that kind of family. The stepparent's role is often the hardest, and it may well be the most important. You are the one who has to build a relationship with your stepchildren, hang onto your relationship with your own children, and define your place in the new family. How well you do all of that is critical to the success of the blended family.
Creating a functional stepfamily isn't magic, and it isn't luck. It isn't one of those things that some people mysteriously can do while others can't. Making a blended family work takes work—as well as love, courage, humor, flexibility, and lots of energy. It also takes skills which can be learned and attitudes which can be changed.
Successful parents and stepparents concentrate on the positives. This doesn't mean going around with a phony smile, firmly insisting that everything is "just fine." It doesn't mean ignoring problems. It does mean overlooking the little things, dealing with the big things, and doing your best to figure out which is which. It means remembering that you are a volunteer in this situation. It means trying to hold onto the fact that you are an adult even when you don't feel capable of acting like one. It means building your skills, changing behaviors that don't work, and learning as you go. It means cultivating your sense of humor, your patience, and your ability to be flexible.
And above all, it means hanging in there. Stepfamilying is a long-term commitment. It is not to be taken on lightly or abandoned at the first sign of a struggle. A successful stepfamily isn't created in a month, or six months, or a couple of years. It grows slowly over time as the people in it learn to like, trust, and respect each other.
By now you may be ready to head out the door, convinced that working your heart out just to be second best isn't for you. Please stick around. The most important thing I've learned about stepfamilying is that it's a challenge well worth taking on. I'd like to encourage you to think of stepparenting as an experience to appreciate and grow from, not merely endure.
Many of the books I have read about stepparenting emphasize the difficulties. Words such as "survival" and "coping" figure largely in their titles. But looking back over the past eight years has helped me realize how much I enjoy being part of a stepfamily as well as how much I have learned. Yes, the experience has often been difficult. Sometimes it has been exceedingly painful. It has also been a source of happiness, fulfillment, and a great deal of growth. I am a better person and a better parent now than I was then, and I'm grateful for the struggles that have helped me change (even though I didn't always appreciate them at the time).
I'd also like you to remember that what I am preaching here isn't necessarily what I'm always able to practice. As my kids and stepkids would be the first to tell you, I'm far from a perfect parent or stepparent. Much of this book includes lessons I have learned by doing things wrong the first time or strategies I wish I had known or practiced earlier. The book will have achieved one of its goals if it helps you avoid a few of the mistakes I have made along the way.
Stepfamilying is definitely a challenge. It contains more than its share of pain and heartache. Yet it can also provide many rewards and an abundance of joy. Choosing to work actively toward building a happy blended family can be one of the most rewarding things you will ever do in your life. Yes, maybe as a stepparent you will always be in second place. But I hope you'll come to appreciate, as I have, just how good a place second can be.
Congratulations! You have just been named a winner in the Stepparent Olympics. Some of the events in this spectacular competition include the Javelin (dodging pointed barbs tossed by resentful stepchildren), the Red Queen Marathon (running as hard as you can just to stay where you are), Gymnastics (twisting yourself into incredible contortions trying to stay out of the middle between your spouse and your children), and the Balance Beam Juggling event (trying to prove to your spouse, your kids, your stepkids, your ex-spouse, and your spouse's ex-spouse that you can do everything perfectly).
You've worked as hard as you could, you've put your heart and soul into the competition, and you've won your event. You step onto the platform, smiling through triumphant tears. And around your neck is placed—a silver medal.
In the Stepparent Olympics, you see, there is no such thing as going for the gold. Second place is as good as it's ever going to get.
For the sake of your own mental health, you might as well accept from the beginning that the stepfamily you are working so hard to build will always be second best. You as a stepparent will always be in second place. This doesn't mean you are doing a bad job, are a lousy parent, or are not good enough as a person. It just means that you are dealing with a difficult role in a situation that is far from perfect.
Ideally, all children would grow up in their original families with both their parents, who would be emotionally healthy, functional adults. Unfortunately, that isn't the case for many kids. Too many children who live with both parents are in abusive or dysfunctional families. And most children with divorced parents have been in such families. A stepfamily headed by mature, healthy adults who do effective parenting is certainly far better for kids than a biological family headed by abusive drug addicts or neglectful parents. So it definitely isn't true to say that it would be better for all kids to stay in their original biological families.
But even if a particular stepfamily is healthier than a particular original family, it is still not an ideal situation. One reason for this is simply its more complicated structure. You are dealing with two households instead of one, different rules and expectations, divorced parents who may still resent one another, angry kids, parents who don't present a united front, ample opportunities for manipulation, and conflicting loyalties. It is just plain hard to make all those moving parts function well together.
The second reason is the bond that exists between children and their biological parents. Mom and Dad aren't loved because they are good parents; they're loved because they are Mom and Dad. Even if Dad is an abusive alcoholic or Mom hasn't been around since the child was three, the bond and the love are still there. They may be tangled up with enough resentments and pain to keep a therapist busy for years, but they still exist.
You as a stepparent don't have that same birth bond with your stepchildren. You have to establish a new one—a formidable task, considering the many factors opposing it. Your stepkids are likely to view you as an intruder and resent you, especially in the beginning. If you have children of your own, they will be jealous of and resist your attempts to open your heart to make room for your stepkids. Your spouse may not want you invading his or her territory by getting too involved with the kids. Stepkids may feel that liking you is being disloyal to their other parent. The conflict generated by these feelings of divided loyalty may last for years, even if the stepchild comes to genuinely love you and appreciate the parenting you do.
So, given all those complicating elements, you might as well face the fact that you are second best. You may eventually be loved, you may be appreciated (some day, most likely when your stepkids have children of their own), you may be respected—but you aren't Mom or Dad. And, of course, you shouldn't be. Logically, it makes sense that a child's biological parents should come first. After all, you would hardly expect your own children to love a stepparent as much as they love you. All the logic in the world, though, doesn't make it any easier when you feel as if you're being pushed away despite all of your best efforts.
The reminders of your status can often be painful. An example of this is Connie's description of her feelings at her stepdaughter's wedding: "Allison has lived with her father and me ever since she was seven; she considers our house her home and just visits at her mother's. When she came down the aisle on her father's arm and handed only her mother a rose, I felt a tiny stab of disappointment."
A stab, indeed. Connie has done most of the mothering in Allison's life and loves her stepdaughter dearly. She is the one who has coped with the strep throats, the school projects, the dance lessons and soccer practices, and the struggles of adolescence. She has given her heart, her effort, and her time. She knows clearly that her love is reciprocated. Yet, in Allison's heart, her mother still comes first.
That is one of the realities of being a stepparent. No matter how good a stepparent you may be, how involved you are, or how much your stepchildren may actually come to love you, there is still a place in their hearts that you cannot and should not fill. However, if you're willing to be patient—and if you think it's worth the effort—you can make a place for yourself there.
Why Bother?
So is it worthwhile to work hard to make a place for yourself that will never be more than second best? The cliché is that when you're number two, you try harder. In a stepfamily, though, trying harder will never get you higher than number two. Nobody's ever going to give you a gold medal. And as if that isn't bad enough, you'll need to put forth all of your effort just to stay second.
The logical question then becomes, why on earth should you bother?
That's a good question. I ask it of myself regularly, when the chaos grows overwhelming or all the kids are mad at me at once or I don't get my way. On those days when I'm convinced this whole idea was a terrible mistake and we are never going to be a "real" family, the effort involved in being part of a stepfamily seems like just too much.
Even though I don't want to admit it on such days, the "why bother?" question does have an answer. Several answers, in fact. Here are a few of them; you may have others of your own.
1. Because even if a good original family is better than a good stepfamily, a good stepfamily is better than a bad original family or a bad stepfamily—and a bad stepfamily is simply awful. You wouldn't wish that kind of family on your kids, your stepkids, or yourself. If you get discouraged by the thought of being second best, does that mean you'd be willing to settle for sixth best or tenth best or 23rd best?
2. Because you get out of stepparenting what you put into it. If you are willing to do what you can to help create a successful stepfamily, it will be a far pleasanter place for you as well as for your kids and stepkids.
3. Because through working hard to be the best stepparent you can, you will learn some valuable things about being a better person. You will become more tolerant, more flexible, more understanding, and more accepting.
4. Because, preachy as it might sound, it's simply the right thing to do. You and your spouse chose to create this stepfamily. The children in it didn't. Therefore, it's your responsibility to make that family as good a place for those children as you can. The payoff is that, in the attempt, you also make the family a better place for yourself.
Work Within the Realities of Second Best
The factors that make a stepfamily second best also make it different from a traditional family. It's a setup for failure if you try to squeeze your stepfamily into the mold of a successful "typical" family that is made up of mother, father, and 2.5 darling children. It works much better to accept the reality that a stepfamily carries a load of old baggage, conflicting loyalties, resentments, complexity, and chaos that is not part of the makeup of a traditional family. It will never become just like an ordinary nuclear family. Even if you, your spouse, and all your joint kids and stepkids live in the same household all the time, your family won't bond in the same way or have the same dynamics as members of a biological family.
You can spend huge amounts of energy trying to make your stepfamily look just like a traditional family and trying to pretend that the built-in stepfamily issues will go away. Or you can accept the fact that a stepfamily is a stepfamily, with all the inherent difficulties. Then you can work around some of those difficulties, learn to live with others, and even change others from liabilities to assets. Let's take a look at a few examples of stepfamily realities and how you might deal with them.
1. Kids living in multiple households, with different rules and expectations. This adds a great deal of chaos and confusion, but it can have some positives, especially if the adults involved don't make it a bigger deal than it needs to be. Kids are more adaptable than you might think. After all, they have different rules at school, at grandparents' houses, and at friends' houses. The big advantage here is that the kids learn to be flexible. As long as the rules are clear and reasonable at your house, don't worry about whether they match those at the other parents' houses.
2. Bitter former spouses who may try to sabotage your marriage and turn kids against you. There's not much you can do to turn this one into a positive. Be honest with the kids and keep the lines of communication open as much as you can. Treat the ex-spouse politely even if your courtesy isn't returned. Recognize that time is your friend here. Over time, the bitterness is likely to fade. And as kids get older, they are capable of sorting out for themselves what is the truth and what is maliciousness born from old resentment.
3. Angry stepkids. Recognize as best you can that the anger doesn't usually have anything to do with you as a person. Put yourself in the child's place and imagine how you would feel. Accept that an angry outburst is sometimes the first step toward solving a problem. Anger can be channeled into something constructive; passive resentment and withdrawal are often easier to handle in the short term but more destructive in the long term.
4. Kids' bonds with their biological parents. You can't fight it, so you might as well encourage it. Allow kids to feel free to call their other parent from your house, to talk about that parent, to bring gifts from that parent to your house, and the like. Don't try to push yourself into the parent's spot; instead, think of yourself as a teacher or mentor or friend. Remember that your goal here is not to be better than the other parent; it is to have you and your stepkids all be comfortable living together. If they need some contact with their other parent in order to be comfortable, it's probably in your best interest as well as theirs to let them have it.
5. Conflicting loyalties. Never make your kids choose between you and their other parent. Never expect kids to spy on your ex-spouse for you or pump them for information on what goes on at the other parents' house. Never try to make your stepkids love you more than they love their parents. Take the high road every time on this one. You'll be easing conflict and setting a good example for the kids.
6. Multiple sets of parents and extended families. This can create conflict, of course, because of parents' and stepparents' different points of view and beliefs. But it can also be turned into a strength. Each parent, stepparent, or grandparent has something unique to offer the kids in terms of discipline, values, skills, or interests. The kids have extra adult role models who care about them. Think of it this way—if it takes a village to raise a child, a stepfamily has its own built-in village.
If a stepfamily shouldn't and can't become just like a typical nuclear family, then what can you use as a model for your blended family? How do you know whether your stepfamily is successful? Because there are so many variations in stepfamilies, it's hard to come up with one definition of a successful one. Each family almost needs to create its own. However, I believe most successful stepfamilies would have the following characteristics:
1. The new couple are both emotionally finished with their former marriages, whether those marriages ended because of death or divorce. They are not still actively grieving, filled with unresolved resentment toward a former spouse, or wishing the first marriage hadn't ended.
2. The couple is the strongest unit in the blended family—husband and wife come first for each other, support each other, and work together to parent the kids.
3. Family members communicate. The communication may not always be sweetly reasonable, but it moves toward getting a problem solved instead of getting stuck in cycles of blaming or complaining. Problems and conflicts are addressed and dealt with as effectively as possible, instead of being ignored, covered up, or grimly endured.
4. There is cooperation or at least polite communication with former spouses. Even if the relationship isn't friendly, it is primarily based on what is best for the children. If someone's former spouse is still hostile or bitter, that hostility isn't allowed to carry over into the present family.
5. The adults in the family are willing to get help for themselves and the children when it is needed—whether that's a stepfamily support group, a 12-step group, a church family, or individual or family counseling.
6. The adults set an example of courtesy, flexibility, openness, and tolerance over small matters. The family doesn't waste a lot of time and energy in power struggles over minor issues.
7. All the kids are given clear boundaries and limits. No matter how parents and stepparents divide parenting duties or authority, it is clear that the adults are in charge. Kids aren't allowed to run wild or dominate the family because parents or stepparents feel guilty over past mistakes, try to compete with a former spouse for the kids' love, try too hard to be liked, or don't have the courage to make the tough choices that parenting demands.
8. Things improve with time. Conflicts ease as family members get used to being part of a household and accept one another. Stepsiblings learn to like or at least tolerate each other, while stepkids and stepparents develop bonds. The family isn't rehashing the same problems after six years that it was struggling with at six months.
9. Not every conflict, struggle, or difficulty is seen as a stepfamily issue. Some of them are recognized as part of the natural order of things in any family as people live together and kids grow up.
10. Family member enjoy good times together—everything isn't conflict and tension all the time or even most of the time.
If most of the characteristics above apply to your family most of the time, then you're probably doing well. In the areas where you would like to improve, remember to set goals based on how your family functions rather than how it looks. Because there are so many possible living arrangements, you just can't fit a successful stepfamily into a predefined box. So don't try. Fit the characteristics above to your particular family instead of trying to fit your family into someone else's list.
The Time to Start is Now
Becoming a better parent or stepparent is a bit like beginning an exercise program or losing 25 pounds—tomorrow always seems to be the best time to get started. We'll be more patient someday, when we're not so stressed out at work. We'll take all the kids camping so we can get to know them better when we have more time. We know we should listen more and yell less, and we'll work on that—one of these days.
I think of this as the "Scarlett O'Hara Syndrome." Remember in Gone With the Wind how she was always going to be a lady someday? When the war was over, she would be kind and gentle and patient like her mother. But when the time came, she couldn't do it. She didn't know how, because she had been practicing just the opposite all those years.
It would be great if we were rewarded for our good intentions by suddenly waking up one morning transformed into perfect stepparents. Unfortunately, it doesn't work that way. We have to put our intentions into action, one step at a time.
There are two keys to making changes effectively. One is to be specific about what you want to do differently. The other is to start small, but start now.
If your goal is a vague intention to "get along better with my stepkids," you aren't likely to get far. Instead, set a specific goal. Phrase it in positive terms—what you will do instead of what you won't do. Changing a behavior is easier if you replace it with a better one rather than trying to give it up cold turkey.
Establish your goal clearly in your own mind. It may help to write it down. You might have something like, "I will speak to the kids in a pleasant voice instead of yelling so much."
Then, even more important, figure out your first specific action toward this goal. For example: "Tonight I will tell Jenny goodnight without scolding her about her messy room." "If the kids are fighting, I will give them each a time-out instead of yelling at them."
Make sure your first step is small enough to do easily. Then do it—even if today is a busy day, or you're tired, or the kids are going out of the way to be difficult. When you've made that change successfully for a few days, add another step. Then another. And eventually you'll be the kind of stepparent you want to be.
We have a tape of children's music called God's Project which includes a song titled, "Change Your Thoughts and You Can Change Your World." When Stephanie, then age nine, first heard the song, she thought the words were "Change Your Socks and You Can Change Your World." The kids have sung it that way ever since. I think the amended version makes sense, because if you are going to change your life, just thinking different thoughts isn't enough. Yes, you have to start there—by shifting your attitude, deciding on a goal, and wanting to change. But you don't get anywhere until you take some action to change the smelly old socks of your bad habits.
Therapist and author Earnie Larsen is fond of saying, "If nothing changes, nothing changes." Thinking about change, talking about change, or intending to change don't accomplish a thing if that's all we do. Change is doing something different. And it doesn't happen tomorrow, it happens today.
In third grade my daughter Rachel and stepdaughter Amy made family trees. Amy's tree included her mother, her father, her sister and her brother—period. Rachel's tree included her father, me, her stepdad, her brother, her stepsisters and stepbrother, Amy's stepbrothers and stepsister on her mother's side, our cat, and Amy's stepdad's dog. Defining a family isn't quite as simple as it used to be.
Most of us still think of a "family" as Mom and Dad and their children. This traditional kind of a family usually grows over time in a more or less orderly fashion. A man and woman get married. Later they begin having children—almost always one at a time. The children show up as babies, ready to bond with their parents and with their places in the family already defined. This kind of family is like building a new house. There are blueprints to follow, the construction starts with a foundation, and the rest of the structure is added one component at a time.
But creating a blended family doesn't follow this tidy pattern. It's more like remodeling—trying to make the new modern kitchen compatible with the antique French doors or fit the Jacuzzi tub into the bathroom that used to be a pantry. Nobody has any blueprints that match anything. And goodness knows what you're likely to find when you start digging into the old wiring or plumbing.
A stepfamily's beginning is abrupt. Even if a couple have known each other for some time, the reality of joining together as a family means a challenging adjustment. A stepfamily may include children who have still been hoping Mom and Dad will get back together, children who used to be the oldest but who have suddenly found themselves moved to second or third oldest, children who don't want to give up the closeness they have developed living with Mom or Dad as a single parent, stepsiblings who don't like each other, stepparents who have different ideas on child-rearing, stepparents who don't know how to be parents because they have no children of their own—and on and on. And we have the nerve to call this conglomeration a "blended family."
It blends, all right. So do grapefruit and black olives if you put them into the blender and turn the power on for a while. But that doesn't necessarily mean the results are going to be pretty. So before you dump everybody together and hit the "on" switch, it's helpful to have a little understanding of the foundation of a stepfamily.
A Foundation of Pain as Well as Joy
It's tempting to pretend that in creating a stepfamily we are starting from scratch with a brand-new family. But the truth is that we aren't. It's important to accept the fact that a blended family has its foundations in pain and loss as well as joy and hope. Each member of a stepfamily brings along his or her own expectations, resentments, and fears. The new couple, despite some fears and concerns, will most likely be in love, happy with each other, and optimistic. Their children may well be angry, resentful, jealous, and afraid.
Most stepfamilies today are created by partners who have been divorced. Those divorces didn't just happen for no reason. Most commonly, they were the result of abuse, addiction, emotional immaturity, or some other dysfunction. A family which has problems in any of these ways is a difficult place for a child to grow up. A divorce, even if it may be a step toward improving the unhealthy situation, causes further pain for both kids and adults. So by the time everyone gets to the point of a new marriage and a blended family, they have all been more or less battered by circumstances. This pain is an integral part of the foundation of any stepfamily. You need to acknowledge it if you want the stepfamily to function well.
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