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Stepfamily life is so different from first marriage families because children are present from the very first moment adults marry and only one of these adults has known these children since birth. Stepparents who may know very little about parenting are expected to take on the responsibility of these children even though they may hardly know each other. And there are even some who expect instant love in these families.


Children in all families need nurturing and limit setting but it takes on even greater importance in remarriage families. When a parent remarries, children have to share him/her with a new partner and perhaps other children from that family. They lose that exclusiveness they had with their parent and to most children this is an important loss. It may take years before they can appreciate the new relationships they have gained.


Issues for Children


The issues children face come under three general headings: loss, loyalty, and lack of control. Many children still feel the loss of the parent from the first marriage and miss not being able to see both on a regular basis. They may feel "caught in the middle" between the two birth parents and have conflicting feelings of loyalty. In their new family, they have many adjustments to make—new rules, discipline from a stepparent, sharing their parent, sharing a room, different place in the family makeup, and feeling like it's up to them to make this new family work. It's no wonder that these children need help to build their assets and recognize the ones they already have so they can succeed in their new family situations.


What Parents Can Do


One-on-one time is important in any family but takes on an even greater importance in the stepfamily. This is a time when children can feel they haven't lost all of their time with their parent. Giving them some undivided attention for a few minutes every day lets them know they are still very special even though there are new people in the family. Also, parents and children may need to plan ahead to spend time on the weekend together so they have somewhat longer times together. Stepparents also need to plan for one-on-one time with their stepchildren. Having these special times together can allow new step relationships to form and develop.


Listening to Children


Many times younger children don't really know what their feelings are and even if they have some idea, they don't know how to put these feelings into words. That's why it's so important to listen not only to children's words but to watch their behavior too. Unfortunately, this isn't always easy. If children are angry or upset in some way, they may act out, lessening your desire to listen. Susy Yelh, the founder of Rainbows for All Children, says, "Children need love the most when they deserve it the least." Remember that children in stepfamilies are dealing with "the 3L's"—loss, loyalty, and lack of control. They've gone through a lot of changes and many of these changes were beyond their control. Help them by being patient—building relationships takes time. 


Discipline


Helping children learn to behave in ways that make it possible to live comfortably with others is part of the nurturing process, although children don't always see it that way. Until a relationship has developed with stepparents, children will not consider them in the same parental capacity as they do their parents. That means the stepparent will probably not take the active role in discipline. There are very few stepfamily situations where a stepparent can take that discipline role before developing a strong, caring relationship with the children. Trying to take control too soon usually has disastrous results.


As relationships grow and stepchildren develop warm relationships, they will increasingly respect and care more for their stepparent. It is better to take on the parenting role slowly as this relationship improves. As a rule, the younger the children are, the faster the stepparent can take on an active disciplinary role. It is best if the two parents support each other and decide on household rules together. This makes it easier for everyone and helps the stepparent gain support.


Getting used to the comings and goings of children in stepfamilies can take time, but after awhile, these changes begin to feel "normal." Allow children to enjoy their household and adjust to these household switches. Avoid asking children to be messengers or spies. Respect privacy of all households and plan time and space for all children. Nurturing of other people's children isn't always easy and it is unrealistic to expect the new stepparent to love the children the same way the parent does. Remember that it takes time and teamwork.
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For more information, visit the Family Life website at: fcs.osu.edu/family-life/





Topics: 
Family and Youth


Tags: 
stepfamilies
blended family
loyalty with stepparents
listening to stepchildren
family relationships
trusting stepparents
balanced family relationships


Program Area(s): 
Family and Consumer Sciences


  

  
  
          
    
      

    

  



  
                
    
      
        
  
  
      
        
      
          Originally posted Apr 14, 2011.  
  

    

  
  
  
  
  
  

    

  


      




  
    
  
                
    
      
      Search form

    
  Search 
 









    

  



  
                
    
      
  

      

  



  
                
    
      
        
  
  
      
        
      
          FLM-FS-11-00-R11
  
  
          Family and Consumer Sciences
  
  
      Date:     Apr 14, 2011
  
  

    

  
  
  
  
  
  

    

  



  
                
    
      
        
  
  
      
        
      
          To print a fact sheet, use the "Print" command in your browser. You may then either print the fact sheet or save it as a PDF. Best printed in Google Chrome.



  
  

    

  
  
  
  
  
  

    

  



  
                
    
      	OSU Extension Publishing
	Chowline
	Extension Offices
	Family Fundamentals

    

  



  
              Social Media

            
    
      	OSUE YouTube

    

  

  





  


    
  
      
    
  
    

	
		
			Locate An Office


			We connect with people in all stages of life, from young children to older adults.  We work with families and children, farmers and businessowners, community leaders and elected officials to build better lives, better businesses and better communities to make Ohio great.


			
			  	
			


			
					Locate an office in my county
	Locate a statewide office
	Extension personnel directory


			

		
 
	
  

	
			





  
  ©  2024 The Ohio State University, College of Food, Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences
  	        
  
              Ohioline

            
    
      College of Food, Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences

	2120 Fyffe Road | Room 3 Ag Admin Bldg.

	Columbus, Ohio 43210

	Phone: 614-292-6181


    

  


  
                
    
      	Give Now
	Login

    

  


  





  

    
  
      
      
        	The Ohio State University
	College of Food, Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences
	Ohio State University Extension
	Ohio Agricultural Research and Development Center
	Ohio State ATI


      

    

  
  




  
          


  
    
      © 2024 | 2120 Fyffe Road | Room 3 Ag Admin Bldg. | Columbus, Ohio 43210 | 614-292-6181


        
Accessibility Accommodation


          If you have a disability and experience difficulty accessing this content request accommodation here.

        Maintenance and Support

        This site designed and maintained by CFAES Marketing and Communications.  For technical support please contact the CFAES Helpdesk. 


          CFAES Diversity  |  Nondiscrimination notice  |  Site Map


    

  




  



  
  

  
  
    
		
		Ohioline
		https://ohioline.osu.edu
		

		

		CFAES provides research and related educational programs to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis. For more information, visit cfaesdiversity.osu.edu. For an accessible format of this publication, visit cfaes.osu.edu/accessibility.

 Copyright © 2011, The Ohio State University

  







