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Pierre Teilhard de Chardin said ‘we are not human beings seeking a spiritual experience, we are spiritual beings having a human experience’. So to all those currently rocking the very human experience of being part of a step or blended family . . . a high five. And to all those who may be struggling, a helping hand instead.









Introduction


Forming a blended or step-family can be incredibly exciting and rewarding. However, the process is loaded with emotional and practical complexity, especially when compared to the arguably simpler ‘nuclear’ construct, where all the children are born to the same two parents. In nuclear families, there are fewer people involved, the family type is far more traditional (historically speaking), and so generally viewed by society as ‘the norm’. Plus, much of the time, this variety of family isn’t characterised by divided loyalties and bruised egos – in the beginning, at least.


So, unless your new blended family is built on strong foundations, dysfunctional relationships within it can potentially wreak havoc on our self-esteem, sense of belonging and identity. When it feels ‘right’, however, the emerging family unit has the potential to enable learning, growth, teaching and healing. It has the capacity to be a source of both joy and inspiration, and be something that you can take pride in having created and being a part of.


Who is this book for?


Many resources on this subject focus on, or are written for, the step-parent – often specifically the step-mother. And yet the step-parent is just one member of a very complex family type, and to focus only on them implies that they should both be responsible for making things work and also scapegoated at the first sign of trouble. This, reader, is not fair.


So, this book is for anyone who is part of either a step-family, where the new couple haven’t had children together, but where at least one of the couple has had them in a previous relationship, or a blended family, where the new couple have also had at least one child together. As the definitions are nuanced (and not widely understood), for ease throughout the book I have predominantly used the term ‘blended family’ to describe both step and blended combinations. This includes people who weren’t necessarily looking to start or join a blended family, but who perhaps, during their adulthood, have found themselves falling in love with someone who has kids. Or maybe you are separated/divorced with children of your own, and, necessarily, whoever you go on to meet will be a part of their lives. People in these situations often begin with good intentions but later find themselves floundering, or perhaps even worse – trying to re-create a nuclear family construct only to be left frustrated and confused.


Step Up is also for people who have always been a part of a blended family, but perhaps one where the blended family potential has never been maximised, because one or all of its members haven’t thought consciously about its formation, how it would evolve, how to maintain it, or how to deal appropriately with rupture and repair. Or maybe you had a difficult experience growing up in a blended family, and now, in your adulthood, you’re looking for an opportunity to reset and to minimise the potentially negative impact of your earlier experience on your current situation.


Step Up is also suitable for young adults who are perhaps part of a blended family, by virtue of having one or more step-parents. If that’s you, maybe you’ve struggled with being a part of this complex arrangement, and would like to understand a little more about what’s happening from a psychological point of view, just beneath the surface.


Why now?


Having read the literature that’s readily accessible today, I find it incredible that such an important aspect of our society doesn’t have more resources available to offer support to those navigating it. And it is all the more eyebrow raising when we consider that, by 2021, there were already well over three quarters of a million step and blended families in the UK alone, according to the Office for National Statistics. This number may well be under-represented, given the complexities of gathering and interpreting the relevant information. However, as the numbers of blended families are likely to only increase overtime, there has never been a better time to expand the range of resources available.


Let’s take a closer look, so we’re all on the same page here. UK data is gathered through the census, which happens once a decade – and we all know how much can change in this time. The data people choose to share in those surveys relies on self-disclosure, which means it’s based on how respondents choose to self-identify, and categorise their family. For a whole host of reasons, people may not identify as being part of a step or blended family. A lack of willing, or understanding of the subtle differences between categories and definitions, are just the tip of the iceberg. Take the illustrative case of the self-identified single mother with a long-term partner, for example. This couple haven’t begun to co-habit yet, and aren’t thinking of marriage. Technically, she would be considered part of a lone or single parent family – yet she and her children may be interacting with her partner on a daily basis, and said partner may have a significant influence on their lives. And so on.


While the numbers of families like this aren’t insignificant, they by no means make up the majority, so they tend to be under-represented in the media, and in the film and entertainment industries. Plus they’re often kept in the shadows – sometimes even incorrectly, and sadly, perceived by some as a shady result of ‘failed marriages’, which can be demoralising and stigmatising. Firstly, failure may not be how you see things at all, so this is quite the value judgement to take on board. Secondly, to talk about the blended family as a result of the previous relationship failing almost implies that the blended family only exists because the previous, societially ‘acceptable’, relationship has broken down. Implicit in this is the notion, therefore, that the new adult relationship is somehow secondary – and so the ‘othering’ begins! All this is reinforced very subtly – blink-and-you-miss-it-type stuff – but this nuanced implication is an important one which affects our blended families, and perhaps contributes to people, at times, shying away from identifying as being part of their own. Consequently, as a minority group, there are fewer resources to support such families, and so the cycle continues.


However, when the adults in the mix take the time to consciously create the right conditions – by which I mean a safe and loving environment, with a good helping of fun on the side – growth can follow for all. Not just for the children, who may still be young and highly impressionable, but for the adults too. Far from being something to keep in the shadows, I believe that a blended family brings its own unique opportunity to create something new that may even be consciously sought after, and created based on solid life experience rather than arguably naive ideals; combining the collective wisdom and values of everyone within it. But maybe you’re already aware of these positives, given you’re taking the time to read this?


Why me?


The topic of blended families has fascinated me for over thirty years. I have been a member of no less than three of them, from my childhood onwards, in a number of roles – from being step-daughter to both a step-mother and a step-father, to becoming a step-mother in adulthood. Just like you, I have personally experienced the highs and the lows blended families can bring.


In my professional life too, as a practising psychotherapist, coach and mediator, I am privileged to work with a wide variety of individuals, couples, and groups, on a diverse range of topics to do with mental health, conflict resolution, relational dynamics and performance optimisation. Yet, as a result of my personal understanding and experience, it is blended families that I return to again and again. It’s a special area of interest that continues to capture my heart and mind, which led to it becoming not only the subject of my MA, and the main topic of my blog, but also the focus for what you are about to read.


Why not write a book for children, surely they’re the ones who suffer?


I’m often asked why I don’t work with children more broadly in my role as a psychotherapist. The reason for this is the same reason this book is primarily written for adults. I find that both children and adults tend to suffer when adults – the ones with mature brains (though not necessarily with more maturity!) and more power in the world – don’t take responsibility for past hurts. They consequently take out their negative feelings in a destructive way on those around them, and so aren’t able to equip little ones with the right tools to deal with what’s to come. In a blended family this is particularly apparent. So I choose to work with the adults, and, in helping them become more self-aware and take responsibility, my hope is that the children in their care will benefit too.


Stepping into a blended world


There are many types of blended family. I aim for Step Up to be as inclusive as possible, and so we’ll have a look at a wide variety of examples and situations. However, I want to be clear that, given our own uniqueness, and the differences found in every family, this book simply can’t be a reflection of everyone’s experience.


A flavour of blended family complexity


When compared to a nuclear family construct, the blended family has added complexities to contend with, which can be both practical and emotional in nature. These feelings and complicated dynamics may be actively or indirectly expressed by any number of people – both within and outside of the family. Let’s name a few to build a picture of what we’re up against:




• The thoughts the parent(s) have about the concept of separation and divorce, and their feelings about the specific circumstances of their own personal experience of divorce/separation.


• The parent’s experience of their previous relationship, the areas in which they might like to ‘do things differently’ second time around, and the elements they may want to stay (broadly!) the same.


• The feelings the ex-partner has about the fact their partner is moving on with another person, and to what extent they choose to express all or some of these in front of the children.


• The age of the children, whether they are still dependent on their parents, and the co-parenting, living and custody arrangements.


• The attitudes of the grandparents to the idea of divorce/sep-aration in general, to the idea their son/daughter has separated from their wife or husband, their views on the new partner and to what extent they choose to express all or some of these in front of the children.


• The views and attitudes of the children’s school friends, or the couple’s social circle.


• The broader cultural backdrop of the blended family – community norms, the role (if any) that religion has to play.


• To what extent the new couple come from a similar background to one another, hold similar values, and how the respective values of the adults in the equation affect the children.


• If both adults are bringing children to the family, to what ex-tent do their respective parenting values and behaviours align.


• The wider historical stereotypical views of blended families, and specifically the notoriety of one particular member of it – the step-mother. Oh, she gets a bad rap, doesn’t she? More on her later. But . . . spoiler alert: we all need to give her a break.





. . . And so on. I’m sure you could think of plenty more without too much trouble. These dynamics are always running in the background, but to what extent they affect the family will depend on each individual group. Simply being aware of these additional complexities when you’re creating your own blended family will do much to help everyone consciously adjust to what you and your partner want your ‘new normal’ to be. And by reading this book you will learn to acknowledge the bravery and strength it takes to be part of a blended family.


I have written Step Up from a few different perspectives. Firstly, relationships. The groundwork is laid by looking at what might be going on for the individuals (both the grownups and kids) that define the family. Then, we will go on to look at the group as a whole, and finally we’ll take a look at some of the nuances of the inter-family relationships.


Secondly, we go on a bit of a practical journey through the blended family life cycle. From exploring life in the early stages – when to make introductions and how best to handle them, how to bring the family together, and how to handle various milestones – we then move on to the establishment of norms, roles and rituals, as well as how to deal with things when they go wrong in more established blended families. Towards the end, we’ll take a closer look at what happens when a blended family breaks down – the benefits of reparations and how to handle separations.


Helpful tips vs finding your own way


This subject brings up so much for so many – blended families are a hugely emotive topic. It’s hard to make rational decisions when we’re feeling particularly emotional, so it’s unsurprising that people often tell me they sometimes struggle to know what to do for the best in their own blended families. Because of this, I have deliberately written Step Up to include plenty of examples in order to illustrate the points being made, and also some tips and experiences from people in real blended families.


The examples and anecdotes shared throughout are necessarily based on a relatively small number of people’s direct experiences – but each theme, without exception, has been echoed to me again and again by others over time. I work at depth with my clients, and my job means I deal in the language of sentiment and subjectivity. These experiences are valuable, and, in fact, through storytelling we make meaning, learning from and about each other in order to raise our collective understanding and awareness. But I would welcome plenty of further research of all kinds in this area; it is only by shining a light on such a complex topic that we will help to make blended families as successful, healthy and commonly accepted as possible.


A little bit about inclusivity


I’m writing this book from the perspective of being a white, cis gender female living in the UK, with decades of personal and professional experience of helping blended families and being part of them myself. The language of this book will be of its time, and in a few years will no doubt become dated. I am aware of the complex issues related to race, social class, and gender that will affect your own identity, as well as that of your unique blended family, to some degree. We know that not everyone identifies with the sex they were assigned at birth, and furthermore we naturally all have our own unique views on the concept of gender, as well as the differences we perceive between the binary concepts of the masculine and the feminine.


First and foremost, however, this book is an exploration of blended families, and in writing it I have found I cannot do the subject matter justice, or make the book easily comprehensible, without referring to the more traditional understanding we have of gender roles and norms and by using gender normative terms. On that note, I am also conscious that most of the case studies used depict heterosexual partnerships, which is reflective of the majority of blended families I come across.


If what you’re about to read gives you ‘all the answers’, then great! This is unlikely to be the case, however, as your circumstances are unique to you. I am nevertheless confident that Step Up will at least give you and your partner plenty of food for thought and an opportunity for self-reflection. You will both learn to take the time to think carefully about what is right for you, your relationship, your children and step-children. My invitation to you is to take what you need from it. Maybe you’ll put into practice some of the suggestions I make, or simply take on board only the principles we talk through, instead finding your own solutions. Either is fine. Most importantly, you will realise that while making mistakes is inevitable, it’s okay to do so and you need to cut yourself some slack sometimes – life is for learning. Your best is always good enough and there is no such thing as perfect.
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Understanding the Grownups


The one who got divorced


This isn’t a book about divorce or separation. However, as these sensitive events are, for one of you at least, the precursors to the creation of our blended families, we simply can’t ignore the impact they have. So, reader, let’s get started by saying a few words on this topic.


When people settle down with the person of their dreams, they rarely expect that one day it will end. The prospect of future separation doesn’t motivate commitment, particularly one that is legal and binding – when to peel apart the lives you have created together will cost time, money, and emotional labour. And yet . . . We all know the stats. These days 41% of marriages end in divorce before their twenty-fifth anniversary. Shocking. Or . . . is it?


The quality of our long-term relationships arguably have the power to affect us more than any other. Marriages are made for all sorts of reasons – so, for clarity, I’m not talking here about arranged marriages or those of convenience. I’m talking about love matches, where we choose our partner. Time progresses, and what we want and need changes as we get older and (hopefully!) wiser. Consequently, unless we’re deeply in sync with our partner, we can begin to outgrow one another. When a marriage or long-term relationship breaks down, regardless of whether there are children involved, it is usually desperately sad.


It’s sad, but it’s also okay – providing you treat yourself and your soon to be ex-spouse or ex-partner with respect in the process. Far better to recognise now, than continue to live a life that makes you miserable, or prevents you from growing. Giving yourself permission to make a change, and the chance to realise your hopes and dreams, either living a single life or one with a new partner, is one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself.


The prospect of making such a move can be incomprehensible for many. We fear the unknown, letting people down, reputational damage, being worse off financially and so on. These things, and much more, hold people back from giving themselves permission to make the changes necessary to support their happiness, goals, and the life they want for themselves. Consequently, for many, separation can for years be nothing more than a distant, unattainable pipedream.


So what happens to those who do have the courage to call time on their relationship? Well, it can take a long time to recover. And when those relationships produce children, it naturally brings a raft of extra considerations that generate a far greater emotional burden compared to those that don’t. How will the kids respond initially, and consequently adjust? What kind of lifestyle will they now be able to have? Will any differences in parenting styles mean the children receive mixed messages from you both, once you reside in separate homes?


Telling the children


Acknowledging it’s better to make a change is only the first step. Once you have made the difficult decision to separate from your partner and co-parent, you will undoubtedly think about how to share the news with the children. Don’t rush this; however fraught your relationship is, spending some time to align on the narrative you plan to share will be helpful for both them and you, when you come to have the conversation. Starting with some of the practical considerations will help – put yourself in the kids’ shoes. They’ll want to know where they’ll be living. The reason for your break up. How quickly will Mum/Dad be moving out. Will the house be sold?


Alignment is important, as it will set the tone for how significant parts of this process will be handled by you both, as the family unit starts to separate. Creating as much stability as possible, in a time typically characterised by instability, will pay dividends for the psychological health of the children in the future.


For the conversation itself, as Natasha shares below, it’s important you apply the same principles for each child. Telling the kids together, and at the same time, will mean they hear the same messages, and show them that you are aligned (which I get you might not feel deep down). It’s important the children don’t take on unnecessary feelings of needing to protect the parent they perceive to be reluctant to separate, or start feeling angry with the parent they perceive to be instigating the split. These feelings are for you and your ex to deal with, as adults. Emotional and practical support, if you need it, can be sought from friends, family, or a trusted therapist/other professional – not the children.




My parents separated when I was really young, and both went on to remarry. I vividly remember Mum telling my older brothers one weekend when I was with Dad, and his job was to tell me. It was strange, and I’ve never understood why – maybe we even got different versions of it? So, right from the start it set the tone – I felt a bit separated from my siblings as far as our parent’s separation was concerned. Like we were on different journeys with it – and I was by myself. I wish they had told us all together.


Natasha, stepdaughter, daughter and mother (34)





You can see here how your identity as a parent will be impacted by the separation process. But your personal identity will also be affected. All of these considerations and many more besides will bring about a complex set of feelings in you, as the parent ready to move on, for example, and perhaps begin afresh with someone new. Feelings can include:




Relief


Shame


Pride


Excitement


Peace


Anxiety


Worry


Fear


And perhaps most commonly and unhelpfully of all – the Big G: Guilt.





Guilt is defined in two main ways – as a noun we refer to a state of guilt that results from having committed a recognised crime of some kind, legal or otherwise. But in this case, used as a verb, it describes a negative feeling induced in someone for a perceived or implied sense of wrongdoing. We are, of course, quite capable of feeling guilty all by ourselves, but often guilty feelings can be induced in an individual as a result of another’s inability to take responsibility for their own difficult feelings. Consequently, they hold that person responsible for the negativity they carry. In the case of divorce, we often hear accusations bandied about, such as: ‘You’re to blame here, you’re the one who wants to leave – not me!’ . . . ‘You’re the one who took that job and who is away all the time, everything was great until then – you can take full responsibility for the marriage ending.’ I call it being given someone’s ‘emotional suitcases’ to carry.


When marriages or long-term relationships end, early conversations are often limited to fault or blame, which is exhausting and reductive – it doesn’t change the fact the relationship is ending. More worryingly, fault and blame prevent both sides from acknowledging and taking responsibility for whatever might have been going on that is theirs to own. Whether, in this particular instance, that meant one or both parties weren’t getting what they needed, weren’t happy or satisfied, or lacked the skills or desire to bring these concerns back into the relationship to talk them through properly. Usually one side takes on too little responsibility, while the other takes on far too much.


The all too frequent tendency is to buy into the toxic cocktail of fear, guilt and blame, which clouds a parent’s ability to form their new blended family alongside their new partner of choice, consciously and healthily. Difficult feelings are avoided, new partners can be scapegoated, and people jump into unsuitable relationships to prove a point or seek revenge, resulting in boundaries not being established effectively.


Custody and living arrangements


Difficult decisions regarding child-care agreements will also need to be made during this initial period, and although, of course, everyone wants new living arrangements to stabilise quickly, in some ways this is a shame, as emotions often run too high to make the most balanced of decisions. As a result, arrangements may end up being informed – partly, at least – by guilty feelings, and not wanting to be judged for deviating from cultural norms.


Often one party can end up taking on too much responsibility, which can cause unhelpful longer-term ripples within our blended families. But it works both ways. The parent who spends the least proportion of time with the kids post-separation is often the father (in today’s world at least). Less time can equal a feeling of less power, which is also problematic. Consequently, the father can often have concerns that he will lose what custody he does have, and/or that the children will be turned against him. To avoid this a propensity to display compensating and colluding behaviours can develop – tolerating the children’s negative behaviours, say, or pacifying his ex-partner to avoid his fears coming true. Yet such fear doesn’t serve a useful purpose overall – both compensating and colluding are highly detrimental to the blended family.


Needless to say, there are lots of very good reasons why majority custody will often fall to one parent over another, so this is not an invitation for the pendulum to swing a different way just for the sake of it. Instead, right from the start, I simply encourage separating couples to consciously consider what’s truly right for them, and for the children, without overly concerning themselves with fitting in with what’s traditionally been the status quo.


This subject is, of course, a sensitive one – and I certainly don’t want to give the impression that mums everywhere are fighting tooth and nail to keep fathers from their children. Indeed, I speak to many mums who would frankly love for there to be a lot more balance, but where dad cites an inflexible job/need to retain breadwinner status/busy life/a flat that’s too small for this to be the case, all of which can be frustrating.


Regardless of the specific dynamic of each former nuclear family, we cannot deny that, much of the time, majority custody falls with mum – and it cannot be the case that every separated couple everywhere is satisfied with this arrangement. So it stands to reason that a little more conscious conversation about the real reasons behind the decisions that are made at this crucial juncture may mean we don’t typically default to stereotypical expectations of mum ending up with majority custody. This leaves dad to fulfil career/breadwinner aspirations and his ex-partner to fulfil a maternal archetypal role, both of which they and ‘society’ have arguably been conditioned to expect and accept without challenge, regardless of personal and private views. Whisper it, but isn’t that a bit . . . old fashioned?


If you need to move forward but are struggling to reach consensus together, based on the fact your relationship has irrevocably broken down, then consider an intervention like mediation to help you come up with the custody arrangements that are right for you. Your mediator, especially if they are psychologically informed, will be skilled at working with you both separately, at an emotionally sensitive time, to help you both hear one another and to reach a resolution that works for all your needs.


It may be that, through your own conscious conversations, you and your co-parent decide to do things in stages before you settle on your preferred scenario, to help the children adjust or to accommodate practical realities, such as house/flat purchases and moves. This is a great way to put the children first and to ensure you, as the adults, also get your needs met. If you transition to your ‘new normal’ in stages, do give the kids as much awareness as possible about how things are going to play out. This way, everyone goes into it with eyes wide open about upcoming changes.


In the early stages, some separating couples choose to adopt a birdnesting strategy, where the children continue to live in the family home, and their (separating) parents take it in turns to move in and look after them. On paper this can seem like the ideal scenario, saving money and limiting emotional fallout. In reality, however, this can be very emotionally taxing for the parents, who are understandably keen to minimise uneccessary upheaval or instability for the sake of their children. Yet, they can find this temporary dynamic actually ends up exacerbating what is often already a strained relationship at this point. For example, having to negotiate new boundaries to alternately occupy the living spaces as harmoniously as possible, in a home they both used to share as a couple – not to mention trying to deal with the psychological impact of the relationship ending on top of all that – can create extra stress. It’s not hard to imagine that moving out of the family home afresh, every other week, could even be a retraumatising experience for each member of the couple, providing a regular symbolic reminder of the original separation.


Depending on how long the arrangement continues, the process of then trying to meet someone, and begin a new relationship, can also present tricky challenges for the separating couple. What’s more, even if a new partner is happy to accept these arrangements, there will likely be a degree of needing to keep this aspect of life compartmentalised until the former couple have moved to the next stage of their separation.


It can be confusing for the children too, as the nuclear family structure is still being preserved in many respects – especially if one parent used to be away overnight regularly anyway. As such, you may find that their ability to express and process their feelings about the separation are delayed somewhat, until they themselves are spending time in each of their (parents’) new homes. So, while birdnesting can seem like an incredibly practical and convenient solution in the short term, just keep in mind that this approach doesn’t change the fact the relationship has ended; ultimately it may take longer for all of you to settle and stabilise in the long run than it otherwise would have done.


However you decide to organise things, though, you can’t ever think too hard about the practical reality of your set up, given it will directly affect the wellbeing of everyone involved, in particular that of the kids who can’t decide for themselves. For example, if one parent ends up with majority custody, they are likely to be bound by geographical proximity to schools, which the other parent won’t be restricted by. This can lead to one parent moving much farther away, meaning the kids will be forced to travel long distances to maintain contact – what I call ‘shuttling’. Shuttling can be upsetting for the kids, as it reinforces the sense of separateness, and the frustration can put them off wanting to make the trip, particularly when they’re a bit older, with their own social lives. If you are able to, consider living relatively close by to your co-parent to make travelling in between less arduous.


The same goes for kids having to pack entire suitcases for each weekend visit, or during school holidays. This can be upsetting, time-consuming, not to mention inconvenient when they’re a bit older. So where possible and where finances permit, consider duplicating key items, and creating a dedicated private space, such as a bedroom, in both parents’ homes. The alternative is having one main home and even one main parent – and therefore one occasional parent and one occasional place to visit. Unless handled very carefully, this can generate an avoidable sense of not belonging and not being wanted, as well as an avoidable parental hierarchy.




When I was separating from my ex-wife, the expectation was (reinforced by both her family and social circle) that we would end with an arrangement where I only saw my kids every other weekend. But I never wanted to be a weekend dad. I wanted equal custody, shared with my ex. She is a great mum and has a great relationship with them. But I too love my kids and I wanted to provide for them both emotionally and financially – and, most importantly, it’s clear they need me too. We had so many hard conversations about it. We did it gradually, for the sake of the whole dynamic, but in the end we moved to a 50/50 balance, and haven’t looked back. I feel we are a united co-parent team, both putting the kids first and looking after our own interests following our divorce. I really look forward to my weeks with the kids, and we have never been closer.


Chris, father (48)





In summary, a more balanced approach to living arrangements can benefit everyone’s mental health:




• Dad gets an opportunity to deepen and maintain all-important bonds with his children throughout their childhood and adolescence.


• Mum gets a much needed break and an opportunity to regain her adult identity, which is broader than her role as parent.


• The kids have a greater sense of balance and harmony, which is hugely beneficial to the development of their young psyches.





Managing your own difficult feelings


As you navigate this process, I would encourage you to adopt the mindset of empathising with and acknowledging your own sadness and grief, as well as that of your former partner, as you go through the separation. You might be grieving too, over the fact the family structure you were previously a part of is changing, and your feelings about this may be completely different to those you may experience about the relationship ending. But also acknowledge that, while relationship breakdowns are generally awful for all those involved, you are far from alone. We are programmed both to seek safety and to grow, and where these conditions aren’t met in one relationship, we’re meant to go on to seek another we hope can give us what we’ve been missing. Endings and beginnings are a normal part of life – just as with birth there is death.


Acceptance of this cycle is in itself incredibly liberating. You begin to understand that by virtue of you or your former partner having had the courage to call time, you have now both been gifted a huge opportunity: to firstly find a place of internal safety, before going on to meet someone who affords you the space and respect to grow into the best version of yourself possible, someone with whom you can build a new family, together with your respective children.




Don’t be afraid to make a change. Lots of people couldn’t understand when I separated from the father of my toddler, many years ago. But I thought: why allow my children to grow up in an unhappy home, where we were arguing regularly? Staying would have actually caused more upset in the long run, and wouldn’t have been good for the kids. I could easily have felt incredibly guilty, but it wouldn’t have been helpful. We just weren’t compatible. If you have kids, it’s ultimately better for them to have two happy parents moving on, both healing then finding new relationships, than being together and miserable. By valuing yourself, and separating from an unhappy relationship, you will teach your children to value themselves also.


Suzie, mother in a blended family (40)





Step-parents


If you’re already a step-parent, how did you feel when you first found out your partner had children? Perhaps you already have kids yourself, and, if so, you may now be wondering when might be the right time to introduce them to your partner’s kids. Or are you keen to have children yourself at some point, but for whatever reason it hasn’t been the right time? You mightn’t have intended to have kids at all, but didn’t bank on falling for someone who already had them. However you feel will also be impacted by your partner’s views. Do they want more children? How do they feel about the fact you do/do not have children? What are their views on how quickly they want to progress the relationship, given they have children?


No two blended families are the same. For the ‘first time around-ers’, with no responsibilities or dependents other than, say, the cat they once rescued together, the business of falling in (and out of) love is arguably a relatively uncomplicated proposition. For you, on the other hand, meeting someone with children, the prospect of deepening that connection and bringing the family together may be daunting, exciting, burdensome, overwhelming, or maybe even a source of joy. It’s likely to be a bit of a ‘feeling soup’, with everything in the mix all at once.


So it’s no wonder that friends may warn you how hard it will be – or even share with you a spectacularly irritating and unhelpful opinion, such as ‘I don’t how you do it – I couldn’t be with a person who has children – far too complicated for me!’ These comments are generally delivered in a slightly awestruck tone, and yet it’s not hard to feel ever so slightly like you’re going mad to even consider the prospect of settling down with a person who has children. What may have been intended as a compliment can feel a little backhanded!


The ‘good enough’ step-parent


It’s important to take the views of others with a pinch of salt, and not let them derail your positive feelings about the relationship. It is undeniably true that to be a part of a successfully adjusted blended family takes a gargantuan amount of effort. But given we rely on our relationships to survive, what makes us think we lack the will necessary to learn to be a ‘good enough’ step-parent? I say ‘good enough’ deliberately – striving to be perfect turns the process into a competition, and opens the door for self-judgement. Neither of those things are the aims of our game, and they are also wholly unrealistic given the challenges blended families inevitably face as they form.


Being ‘good enough’ is a phrase I’ve borrowed from Donald Winnicott, a paediatrician and psychoanalyst who, in the mid-twentieth century, came up with a number of ground-breaking theories concerning early-life development. One of them was the concept of the ‘good enough mother’, in recognition of the fact motherhood is fundamentally about being able to meet the basic needs of the infant in her care. Everything else is a bonus – therefore don’t beat yourself up and pile on more pressure when the job already often feels like you’re trying to push water uphill. Here, I’m extrapolating to apply this concept to the role of step-parenthood too. Your ‘good enough’ job, as step-parents, is to be compassionate, patient, prepared to take responsibility for your own actions, and to care about your impact on your blended family. That’s it. Everything else is a bonus.


Take care not to replicate the role of parent


Some step-parents may attempt to replicate the role of parent, but, in most cases, step-parenting is an entirely separate thing, with distinct but subtle differences – which can go unnoticed to those more used to the nuclear structure. For example, you may choose, step-parents, to forego giving a definitive response to an unusual request from the kids, out of respect for their parent – i.e. not wanting to overstep your authority. You may say something along the lines of ‘I suspect I know the answer, but let’s wait and ask Daddy that question when he comes back!’ Yet to any nuclear family parents within earshot, this may be incorrectly (and frustratingly!) perceived as you passing the buck, or not wanting to be the boundary setter to avoid being thought of as the strict one. This sense of being othered may play out with the nuclear parent picking up on it and saying something like ‘Oh I see, you just want to be the fun one – making us all look bad!’ This misinterpretation may be said simply in jest (or not), but it can feel exclusionary, and remind you starkly of your non-parent role, leaving you feeling that you need to justify your actions.


One of the great joys of being a step-parent is you can work with your step-children to create a bond that is unique to you, with its own special ingredients. This may include some of the elements of parental support and care, of course, and will be more readily given and received if the same-sex parent isn’t in the picture for any reason – but with a twist that is yours to co-create.


So, you might not be the first port of call to soothe a cut knee or the emotional impact of a mean bully at school, or doing things like attending parents’ evenings, choosing schooling solutions, or liaising with medical teams to help them through an illness. Nevertheless, step-parents can certainly enjoy providing an ongoing source of support and reassurance to their step-children, and being looked up to in much the same way as an older family member or godparent might be – someone to have fun with, confide in and learn from. Just don’t fall into the trap of trying to double up on a role that already exists, doing both yourself and the kids’ parent a disservice in the process. Create your own instead!


Early stage check-ins


By now you’re hopefully looking forward to getting stuck into the business of establishing your own blended family. This is the ideal time to check in with yourself and your partner, while the relationship is in its early stages. Here are some things to consider:




• Are you clear about the role they want you to play in their/your children’s lives?


• What role do you want to play in their lives?


• What areas do you think you’ll embrace with ease, and are you clear on the ones you think you may struggle with?


• Are you aware of the context of the prior relationship between your partner and their ex, and how the previous relationship ended? Are there any unhelpful dynamics or circumstances that could impact your relationship and ability to form a strong connection with your partner’s kids or them with yours?





One of the challenges of step-parenting is that it is often a thankless task, and step-parents often feel that no matter how much they love their step-children, the fact they’re not the children’s ‘real parent’ is never too far from the surface. This may be a source of disappointment, or something you’re grateful for, depending on your relationship with your step-kids.


However, an important truth to acknowledge is the significant role you will play in shaping the self-esteem of your step-children – regardless of how frequently you see them. Parents are renowned for loving their children unconditionally. A step-parent, however, often plays a role in bringing up their step-children, and so can be influential too (particularly as time passes). Yet, there is no rule that says step-children should or even can be loved unconditionally by the step-parent figure, who is arguably close enough to form a distinct view of their step-child’s character, but not necessarily close enough to love them in this way. So, as a result, when children aren’t loved, liked, valued or respected by their step-parents, said child can, sadly, internalise this as their being truly unlovable.




My step-mother really didn’t like me . . . I don’t know why. She met me when I was ten. Maybe I was a precocious kid? Maybe she didn’t like my personality, or felt I was a threat to her relationship with Dad, or something else – no idea. All I knew is that she made it clear in subtle ways, over a long period of time, that I got in the way. She didn’t want me to stay. She discouraged Dad from seeing me and then didn’t like it when he saw me without her . . . That sort of thing.


I started thinking that maybe she, without being blinded by biological ties like my parents, was the only one who could see the ‘real me’ – and maybe that person truly wasn’t good enough, likeable or loveable. It made matters worse that Dad never seemed to stick up for me – so, to me, it was like he was saying that how she was treating me was right. So, yeah, I think my self esteem took quite a hit for a while . . . Luckily I found a great therapist when I was at uni, but it definitely took a while to undo the impact this had on me.


Sophie, step-daughter (25)





Sophie’s original letter to me, as part of my research for Step Up, went into a lot more detail. In it, she described the subtle campaign of psychological and emotional abuse she had endured over the long term. In her case, this was characterised by a lack of empathy for her position, blame and judgement, gatekeeping of the parent/child relationship (where contact is minimised or discouraged in some way by the step-parent), gaslighting (a denial of her reality), as well as a general undermining of her character. While this by no means characterises every step-parent/step-child relationship, it is certainly not an isolated occurence; similar experiences have been reported by many step-children who are part of a mal-adjusted blended family. For example, as you’ll read below, Carys’ experience in her blended family also greatly affected her self worth, this time as a result of her step-father’s behaviours.




My mum remarried when I was only three years old. My step-father provided for the household in many ways – Mum felt looked after, and the extra money really helped. However, when Mum wasn’t around he would treat me and my older sister badly. Shouting at us both, punishing us severely for small mistakes. We learned to become quiet and submissive around him. Mum wasn’t around to see most of it, but as we grew older we learned that the little we did say would not be taken seriously, so it was easier not to say anything – especially as it would upset mum. Eventually they had a baby of their own, a little girl. She was treated like a princess by her father, and, as a consequence, I naturally started to compare myself to her. Believing I must be in the wrong, I learned not to like myself. Today the relationship between us all is much better, but I still don’t think I’m good enough.


Carys, step-daughter (36)





Like it or not, step-parents, regardless of your own intentions and behaviours, you’re about to take on a role with which lots of people have developed a negative relationship, either through myths that exist in popular culture or their own personal experiences. Yet, without any personal evidence to the contrary – such as Carys’ experience of her step-father – the male step figure can often be thought of incredibly positively: welcomed, even. They can be treated as the hero of the family dynamic, and perceived as a sort of saviour, helping to bring together an unstable household, or rescuing an unhappy mother.


Of course, we must acknowledge how step-fathers can also be treated with caution, just like step-mothers. At times we may wonder: is he safe to be around the kids? Does he pose a physical or coercive threat within the family? Will he expect to put his own stamp on the household, dominating the family in the process? Yet, sadly, it is female step-parents who have borne the brunt of suspicion throughout history.


How the ‘wicked step-mother’ has emerged as a trope in popular culture


Despite often being quietly powerful behind closed doors, for centuries women have been made vulnerable – afforded a lower societal status and less legal protection than their male counterparts, for example, as well as being excluded from particular educational routes and many professions. Add to this travesty the fact that the childbirth mortality rate was historically high, and, due to the practicalities of family life if nothing else, for those widowers desiring to marry again this would have necessitated the search for a new partner. The result was that step-mothers and step-daughters alike were frequently thrust together through remarriage. Often at an emotionally sensitive time, if the death of the biological mother was a thing of the recent past, which often meant they became what we might call survival rivals. Necessarily forced to compete for the affections of the more powerful male figure, they regarded one another from a negative vantage point.


The step-mother was frequently perceived as a threat, someone looming insidiously, prepared to ‘steal’ what belonged to the daughter – in this case both love and material goods. The step-daughter could also be perceived negatively in turn, getting in the way of the adult relationship, manipulating the father into taking sides and deprioritising his romantic partner.


Both parties were competing for the same prizes, of course – emotional security, financial protection and opportunities for themselves. In the case of the step-mother, instincts to protect any biological children she already had would have only added to the pressure she felt. Campfire stories handed down from generation to generation have consequently stoked a sense of fear and resentment towards women who found themselves in that role.


While the ‘evil’ step-mother archetype was already present in ancient history – for example in Greek mythology and Roman literature – let’s stop and take a quick meander through a more contemporary door, marked ‘Brother’s Grimm’, which may be useful to help us to understand why kids can often struggle to initially accept their step-parent (in particular, a step-mother). This detour will take us briefly into an exploration of our internal relationship with the ‘feminine ideal’, and the mother archetype.


When compiling and developing new fairy stories, the Grimm brothers, Jacob and Wilhelm, found that their intended juvenile audience were initially incredibly accepting of the step-mother figure. Hurrah! However – plot twist! The brothers recognised that part of being human is that we all have both light and dark within us, and we’re all capable of both good and bad. They also knew that children are fascinated by violence, blood and gore, and found it thrilling to read of such gruesome acts. So, keen to include this dark stuff, in early versions of their tales they initially made the mother figure responsible for bad and evil deeds, not the wicked step-mother we’re now familiar with. This, understandably, horrified the children.


The kids couldn’t stomach the idea that a mother figure could commit dark and violent crimes. Their internalised view of the mother archetype was that she could only do good – displaying character traits such as warmth, generosity, a softness of spirit and kindness. And so, in response, the Grimms found ways to kill off the mother figure to make way for a step-mother instead, whom they could define as wicked without upsetting their audience. Err, what?! So, now, thanks in part to their literary licence, the step-mother figure has gained all this extra cultural baggage, which has passed through generation after generation.


Over time, and because the stereotype has become baked into the collective psyche, it has become even easier to ascribe negative characteristics and the unhelpful Wicked Step-mother stereotype to any step-mother, precisely because we are expecting her to fulfil this role. We even have a name for it – confirmation bias. It’s much harder to begin any relationship with a truly unbiased view, and consciously consider the positive characteristics of a new figure, who we may not have chosen, in our lives, so we take the automatic, unconscious – and arguably lazy – route, and judge her.
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