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Introduction 

You already know the bad news: Census reports show that nearly 50 percent of first marriages fail. But did you know that around 67 percent of second marriages fail, and approximately 70 to 75 percent of subsequent marriages fail?

What is the number one cause of failure in a second or third marriage? You guessed it: The challenges of incorporating stepkids into the relationship. Not only do you face the everyday challenges of marriage and maintaining a harmonious union, you’re now adding children into the mix. When you blend families, you throw a bunch of “new” people under the same roof (full- or part-time), yet you still have to juggle the rigors and responsibilities of daily life, meet everyone’s needs, set new priorities, and get to work on time. It seems overwhelming—because it often is.

You may have heard horror story after horror story from stepfamilies trying to adjust to their new lives. We like to think that successful stepfamily partners are usually quieter about their situations—that’s why you don’t hear their stories! Yes, creating a successful stepfamily may be a daunting and difficult task, but it can happen. And it can bring you incredible rewards and happiness. Our objectives in writing this book were twofold: (1) to help you anticipate and accept your challenges, and (2) to assist you in developing a positive success story.

While writing this book, we interviewed numerous therapists, ministers, and counselors, as well as divorced, single, married, and remarried persons. Instead of just burying our noses in books, we went out and asked people who’d done it for their advice. We surveyed scores of current and former stepmoms, asking questions like:

• “What should women know about the father of their future stepchildren before marrying him?”

• “How do his prior marriages and relationships affect your life?”

• “Where should the new family live?”

We also asked about custody, visitation, discipline, money, and basic responsibility issues. We compiled their information with our own professional observations to give you a complete picture of what’s ahead.

For Those Yet to Make a Commitment 

For those of you who are simply in a relationship with someone who has children, or are about to be married to someone with children, take this opportunity to educate yourself about what might lay ahead.

First, be sure you and your partner are really right for each other. Although “opposites attract” is a catchy phrase, most relationship authorities suggest that similarities, not differences, make for enduring partnerships. Be sure you see honest and mutual disclosure of such issues as finances, health, job stability, life goals, and interests early in your relationship. Also, note his track record in previous relationships. His habits will most likely play out again, no matter how wonderful you might be. Most psychologists report that one’s track record is one of the best predictors of future behavior. 

Beyond personality traits, it’s important to decide whether both of you are ready for a serious relationship. Do either of you have “unfinished emotional business”? Consider your own history and learn why your previous marriage or relationship ended. It’s often difficult to determine what you could have done differently to obtain a more positive outcome from a failed relationship—what’s important is that you set realistic expectations for your next relationship. Your expectations may be so unrealistic that your marriage and role of stepparent might be destined to fail before you begin. That’s never a good start. Before you even begin considering the specifics of how to maintain a positive stepparenting household, you must identify exactly what your own personal needs are as a woman and a person. Ask yourself some very insightful and heartfelt questions like the following:

• What kind of person and father is this guy? Is he trustworthy?

• Are you willing to share your husband with “someone else”?

• Do you, as the adult, always expect to have the last word?

• How much invasion of your personal space can you tolerate?

• Are you willing to change how you approach holidays and vacations?

• Are you willing to change where you live?

• Can you learn to accept the children of another woman and treat them with respect?

• How do you feel about someone other than your own children’s father in the role of decision maker and disciplinarian?

If the mere thought of addressing these things frightens you, you may need to reconsider the proposition of remarriage and stepparenthood. Or maybe you just need more time to contemplate some of the thought-provoking issues and resolves addressed in this book.

How to Use This Book 

Most of us can identify with the topics included in this book’s table of contents (page iii). You will probably easily pinpoint your concerns and the particular issues that are characteristic of your personal situation. Even if you think you only have problems in a certain area, please read the whole book anyway. You’ll find plenty of practical tips, realistic considerations, new ideas, and thought-provoking questions to help you understand the big picture and thrive as a stepparent. You may also find answers to problems you hadn’t anticipated. We’ll tackle the most common situations you’ll face:

• Recognizing and supporting the varied and special needs children have 

• The often touchy issues of religious preferences and custody arrangements 

• Dealing with and cooperating with the mother of his children 

• Learning how to share your new husband with his children without resentment 

• Developing your own rituals for holidays and vacations as a new family 

• Assigning chores—to everyone 

• Establishing yourself as a parent in the household 

• Knowing when to get professional help 

• Disclosing all financial obligations 

In short—we’ll talk about the sticky situations no one else wants to talk about!

The Joy That Awaits You 

Yes, stepparenting can be challenging. But it can also be immensely rewarding—your hard work really is worth it. So much joy can come from hearing your husband’s child say, “Thank you for being my mom!” Many loving, lifelong bonds are created this way. Being a stepmom can be the most rewarding, satisfying, and productive role you have ever played.

Why Us?

We’re uniquely qualified to write a book about stepparenting— we’ve both “been there, done that.” Here’s a little bit about our backgrounds.

Dr. Stan Wenck 

After growing up in Iowa with parents who were married until they passed away, I became a father, divorce survivor, and stepdad to three strapping teenage stepsons. Did the boys and I have issues? Emphatically yes! Plus, I had a front-row seat to the ongoing relationship dilemmas between my two teenage daughters and their stepmom.

Personal details aside, I’m also a clinical psychologist and was a university professor. I’ve heard hundreds of accounts of relationship disputes and disasters involving stepmoms, step-dads, and stepkids, which all too often ended in divorce. I now believe that most of the misunderstandings, clashes, and festering resentments that destroy marriages are avoidable. If wise choices and adjustments are made early on, many unions with problems and challenges might still work. Almost anything’s fixable unless it’s too far gone. Tragically, we then throw it away and “open up” another marriage. I knew I could help others in the same situations that I encountered in my personal and professional life, and I knew stepmoms who would be willing to share their successes, failures, and ideas. This book was born.

Before we wrote this book, Connie and I developed a fifteen-question Stepmom Survey that highlighted the step-parenting issues we deemed most crucial. More than sixty stepmoms and former stepmoms revealed what their fellow stepmoms should know prior to marriage (or making a major commitment). They shared their personal experiences, struggles, coping strategies, and successes in relating to their stepchildren. Some responses were what we expected. Others were totally unanticipated, surprising, insightful, creative, and humorous. This material, from people like you and me, became the core of Love Him, Love His Kids.

Connie and I also did our research, of course, so the book has everything you need to establish a successful stepparenting relationship. We hope that this book will give you both preventive and healing strategies in forming healthy and happy relationships between you and your current or future stepchildren. We would appreciate any comments, suggestions, and/or experiences regarding any part of this book. Please visit the “Contact Us” link at www.hansenandwenck.com. E-mails will be kept in confidence.

Connie J. Hansen 

I have served as a teacher and educator in Indiana for more than thirty years. Over the years, I’ve also conducted workshops involving interpersonal communications, family, child relationships, staff development, and more.

I never intended to become an educator. My undergraduate background is in theatre and communications (two great assets when dealing with stepparenting!). I loved every minute of my time with both. As I did graduate work toward a degree in education, I found I could put the two together. I became a certified Reading Specialist in my school corporation and also provided direct services for children in need. Much of my time was spent with high-risk children who had both academic and emotional needs. With the divorce rate so high, many of my students came from one-parent or stepparent homes. Serving on our Crisis Intervention Team, I saw firsthand the challenges of making blended families work successfully. I also experienced those challenges in my personal life, as I became a stepmom. I used that knowledge and experience in writing this book, along with the invaluable input from stepmoms who talked with us and completed our survey. Many of the responses we received were poignant and sincere, and many were filled with the results of frustrating and unsuccessful efforts at making a seemingly impossible situation . . . possible.



It is our hope that you find this book filled with understanding, compassion, and great strategies for making your relationships happy. We hope it also provides you with a smile or two as well. You are not alone. In the jungle of stepparenting there are many of us who have made our way along the same paths, and I’m sure you will think we are speaking directly to you. Enjoy. And remember: It is possible!


Part One 
Starting Off 
on the 
Right Foot 


Chapter 1 

Meeting His Kids and 
Building Relationships 

“Tomorrow is the big day—I’m meeting his kids for the first time. I wonder what they’re like. I want them to like me because I can be a really positive force in their lives. Mostly what they’ll need from me is a little guidance, love, and attention. I wonder how they get along with each other? I know they will be loving and appreciative just like their father. I can teach them so many things. I just want to be a good model for them.”

Would the words, “well-meaning,” “realistic,” or “naive” best describe these initial thoughts? Do any of these thoughts sound familiar?

Have an Open Mind 

Veteran stepmoms would probably laugh out loud at that quote (from hindsight, of course). They know that it’s important not to make unrealistic assumptions up front—you can’t assume the kids will or won’t act a certain way when you meet them. And, of course, you’ll need to be patient and approach the situation with an open mind.

Before you meet your future stepchildren, try to stand in their shoes. To understand others, we need to look at things through their eyes. These kids may be a little anxious, scared, and angry. They may be blaming you for “stealing” their daddy, or being the primary reason their lives were disrupted. (Pages 12–13 teach the technique of active listening and nurturing your new stepkids’ unique abilities, interests, and needs; we’ll talk more about this subject then.)

If you take the time to understand where they’re coming from, you’ll be much more able to provide the answers and support they need when they need it. These are the first steps of building trust and becoming a confidant and positive role model.

When Should I Meet Them?

If you are at the point where you are about to meet his children for the first time, you’re probably several months into your relationship. If logistics allow, wait until you both have made some type of commitment before meeting his children. Why? Younger kids, especially, could become attached and then disappointed if the relationship, for whatever reason, does not continue. Let’s look at two main factors that should help determine when you meet his kids: their age and how many there are.

How Old Are the Kids?

Their age, of course, and with which parent they will live are pivotal in how you approach the situation and what your expectations should be on this first encounter:

• Younger children may be a little easier to approach.  And again, attachments and bonding happen much more quickly.

• Teenagers and older children, depending upon their maturity level and impressions of the relationship, may be more hesitant before beginning to trust a newcomer like you. If they’re used to having Dad exclusively and like things the way they are, gaining their acceptance will very likely be more challenging.

• Adult children, as well, may be quite reserved before granting their approval. Obviously, adult children might be less involved in your daily lives, but they will be just as concerned about their dad’s happiness and your intentions. (One of our former stepmoms reported fearing actual physical danger from a stepson-in-law who viewed her as a new competitor for his father-in-law’s fortune, on which he had feasted for years. The situation is rare, but it happens.)

In this chapter, we will focus primarily on children still “in the nest,” since they will have the biggest impact on your relationship. 

How Many Are There?

As you can imagine, three new stepchildren make for a more complex situation than just one. Each child is different; each has his own loyalties. But they also have a personality as a group and need to be “won over” as a group.

And they know that there is strength in numbers. They may try to “toy” with you to test your character, resolve, and strength of will. (That may sound like something out of a movie, but it does happen to some degree.) Developing a relationship with a group is not impossible—it simply takes more time. It’s better to wait as long as you can before meeting a group of his kids.

Preparing to Meet Them 

You and your partner have probably spent many hours discussing the children involved on both sides. That’s great—you want to find out what you can about their needs, characteristics, likes, and dislikes. Be careful, however, to allow yourself the freedom to explore their personalities from your own perspective as well. After all, few biological parents are totally objective about their children! Knowing this, you might also ask his friends (or other people you know who’ve met his kids) about them.

Though you want to get some background on the kids, don’t overthink the situation. If you obsessively plan out your first meeting, you’ll spend it debating with yourself if the kids are how you thought they’d be, instead of letting yourself enjoy the time with them.

Understand What They’ve Gone Through 

A key part of starting off on the right foot is to be compassionate and understanding about what children of divorce confront. There are countless books and periodicals on the subject. Read as much as you can about the psychology of separation and broken families. The more you know, the better you can respond to their needs and anticipate their reactions.

How parents dealt with the separation will greatly affect how the children cope and learn to survive postdivorce. If the marriage was filled with anger or abuse, they may be enjoying the relative calm of the divorce. However, they are likely still wounded by the experience.

Also, remember that most children, especially young ones, never stop hoping that Mom and Dad will get back together. They may even feel disloyal to their mom if they allow themselves to like you. Young children may also feel the opposite and instead be desperate to form a new family. Keep these things in mind when you first meet the kids. Don’t expect them to be overjoyed to meet you or to fall in love with you during the first meeting.



Teenagers: A Special Challenge 
Teenagers can be in a class by themselves (great revelation, we know). They can be both the neediest and the most delightful. If you face some initial rejection, or the first meeting doesn’t go as well as you hoped, do not give up. We repeat: Tread slowly and keep your initial expectations to a minimum.



How It Might Go 

Here’s a story that’s pretty typical of a first meeting. Linda told us that she was so nervous about meeting her fiancé’s children that she planned it for weeks. She planned what to wear, what to say, and even how to greet them. She ordered two kinds of pizza, bought soda and small gifts, and went in with high hopes. Here’s what happened: the kids barely spoke, didn’t like the kind of pizza or soda she bought, and barely looked at the gifts. Responses were no more than a “grunt.” After fifteen minutes, the kids left to play with their friends.

Ouch! The lesson: even pizza and small gifts make for overkill during the first meeting. We’re happy to report that subsequent encounters improved, but Linda felt she never got past that first meeting, which she interpreted as rejection.

Recipe for Success 

Since you’ve learned not to expect a Hallmark moment the first time you meet them, a “successful” first meeting is simply one where you exchange a few words and smiles.

Here are some other things to keep in mind:

• Keep your initial expectations limited 

• Plan a short meeting—you don’t want an all-day affair 

• Be genuine and sincere without trying too hard 

• Be careful not to blame your future husband if the meeting doesn’t go the way you had hoped.

We know this may seem extremely difficult. Be patient. You can do it. As you move forward in the relationship with your beloved and his children, getting to know each child as an individual will be a rewarding discovery. Just don’t expect that discovery the day you meet them.

Got Grandsteps?

Yes, grandstepchildren, maybe even great-grandstepchildren. Grandstepparenting happens all the time. Although these little folks may be another step or two removed from you in terms of generation, they will still figure into your new blended family configuration. Depending on the custodial situation, your new partner may have even been your future grandstepkids’ primary caregiver.

Of course, it works both ways. You yourself may have grandchildren. Most of the same issues regarding first-generation stepchildren apply here as well. It means having groups of step-relatives for both of you—and another degree of complexity—but also extra potential blessings! Having grandsteps may mean extra time, funds, and energy expected from you and your new mate. One stepmom mentioned, “I just love having a house full of people on holidays.” That’s a positive way of looking at the situation!

Your Partner’s Relationship with His Kids 

Right about now, you may be feeling a bit outnumbered (especially if you don’t have children yourself). Your future husband may be surrounded by his children and (perhaps) his grandchildren; then there’s you. If you feel that way, you’re probably so intent on harmony and making it all work that you are losing sight of yourself in the mix. That’s easy to do, as you are the adult and the responsibility for so much falls on you.

Watching how your partner relates to his children will give you clues as to their personalities and how you can get to know them. Not only will you learn more about his kids, but you’ll also get a sense of how he will probably relate to your children if you have any. Watch for interpersonal signs and relationship cues. You can fairly easily spot if the kids are:

• Competitive 

• Argumentative 

• Jealous 

• Possessive 

• Loving 

• Respectful 

• Acceptant 

• Reluctant 

Always keep in mind that bringing someone new into a family unit can be threatening to even the most secure children. If you have children as well, another variable is added to the new unit. Knowing the kids’ personality traits will help you assess what to do next. If the child is possessive of his father, don’t barge in and hang all over him. If the child is reluctant, assume it will take a while before she’s comfortable with you.

Setting Your Expectations of Your Stepkids 

We’ve already mentioned several times that you shouldn’t expect to be best friends with his kids from the second you meet them. What else should you know?

• Expect them to act their age. Do not expect his children, regardless of their ages, to be on the same maturity level as you. You are the adult, and it’s your responsibility to be sensitive to their needs.

• Have a thick skin. Children display behaviors that are frequently indicative of deeper feelings and needs. For example, rudeness—“I hate that kind of pizza!”—might just be a sign that they’re unsure of you (and your new kind of pizza!). Or their angry remarks may reveal that they are generally “mad at the world” for what they think has been unfair in the past. These remarks may actually have nothing to do with you. Knowing which is which is the real skill. (If you encounter situations like this, don’t glare at your partner with a look that says, “How could you raise such thoughtless children?” Your reactions in such situations will play a huge role in how your new family comes together.)

• Don’t live in fantasyland. If you waltz into the future intending that your children will become the Brady Bunch, be prepared for disappointment. Have lots of tissues for a backup.

• Don’t promise the moon. Making grandiose promises (“We’re all going to be one big happy family!”) to his children can be a disaster.

• Let them know what to expect from you up front. Point out what you will and will not do such as not cleaning their rooms.

These steps increase the chances that your relationship with them will expand into something stronger and deeper.

Their Expectations of You 

Just as you have certain expectations (or fantasies) about how your first meeting might go, so do his kids. We get so caught up in our own plans, needs, and anticipations that we may not stop to wonder what these children might be thinking and needing. If you and your partner are communicating well, you have discussed with him exactly what he has told them about you and how he has prepared them for this meeting.

The new stepkids-to-be probably have been and are experiencing quite a number of questions and emotions, such as:

• Is this my new mom?

• Is she cool or will she be strict?

• Will she love us as much as her own kids? (or even) Will she love us at all?

• What kind of rules will she have?

• Will she take all of Dad’s time?

• Will Dad love her more than us?

• Will she interfere in our lives and change everything?

• Do we have to call her “Mom”?

• Is she a good cook?

Remember: Children are faced with so many issues when their biological parents separate. Keep in mind that these are children and you are the adult. Tell them that no question is stupid and that you’re happy to meet them and look forward to getting to know them. Be sincere and genuine, because they will know if you are not. Don’t barge in with hugs and forced enthusiasm. Things take time to evolve—building trust is the first step. Above all, respect their space, their privacy, and consider their needs at this time before your own.

Practice Active Listening 

Did you know that people are able to understand spoken words at a rate approximately three times faster than people talk? This ability has led to the development of “compressed speech,” which advertisers use to get a lot said in a very short time. What’s this got to do with being a stepmom, you say? Quite a lot.

Many folks reason that, since they can listen faster than a person can talk, they can “psychologically leave” at any time and think about something else, because they can always catch up to what the speaker is saying. The problem is it doesn’t work, because we miss crucial elements of what is said. And you don’t want to miss anything your future stepkid says.

But you can use your speedy understanding to your advantage. Use the capacity of listening faster than your stepchildren talk by becoming an “active listener.” That means:

1. Noting the feeling and emotion as well as the content 

2. Mentally summarizing (to yourself ) what they are saying at intervals throughout the conversation 

3. Mirroring back to the speaker your summaries of his/her statement and emotion by a reflection like, “So Sally is your best friend and it kind of hurt when she didn’t invite you.”

This is listening at its best. It validates her feelings as being appropriate and lets her know you understand at the same time. We all cherish being understood. You demonstrate your understanding genuinely by active listening.

Like anything else, this kind of listening is a skill. Practice it with your friends, even with your husband—it brings people closer. And it makes people—even your future step-kids— want to talk with you. They appreciate someone taking the effort to really understand them.

Nurture Unique Interests and Needs 

Think back to when you were a child and how important recognition was to you. Remember jumping off the diving board and yelling, “Mom! Mom! Watch!”? All people crave recognition and affirmation, but children in particular need it in order to develop self-esteem and security. Self-esteem is a huge cornerstone in developing into a productive and self-sufficient adult.

So should you foster, encourage, and reinforce the development of each stepchild’s unique abilities? Yes! Whether the child’s gift is in music, art, sports, or in a particular academic area, nurture it. It is your responsibility as a stepparent and caregiver. Most all of us owe our gratitude to a special person who encouraged our interest and then cheered our development in a particular area. Be that person to your stepchildren! Their enthusiasm as they deepen their learning is contagious. While they may not verbally thank you each and every time, their new learning will be fun to watch.

Accept All Kinds of Interests 

Taking an interest in the things that are important to your children and stepchildren is a powerful way to help them develop a positive relationship with you. Of course, that’s much easier to do if your new children like the same things you do. If you’re a basketball fan, and your new stepson is a starter on his team, you just have received an added bonus in your life! Think how fun it is to immerse yourself in a sport when your family member enjoys it as much as you do.

Or, maybe you’re a “girly girl” and have a stepdaughter who adores frogs, Freddy Kruger, and scary movies. While you may feel a world away from her, you still need to make an effort. Even if you don’t share a child’s interests, you can still respect their differences and facilitate their explorations.

Find the Time 

We are all so unbelievably busy, and we race through the day trying to keep up with work, household responsibilities, homework, laundry, meals, and myriad daily demands—so extracurricular activities are easy to shove to the back burner. But keep in mind that they are incredibly important to the child. And yes, it’s OK to attend soccer games, school plays, and track meets and silently count the minutes until it’s over and you can go home. (We’ve all done that!) Those of you who take the time to coach or assist your child’s, or your stepchild’s, activity deserve a special place in heaven.

A note: We know you feel overworked. Someone is clamoring for dinner, while another needs help with his or her homework. In the midst of all of this, somewhere, there is you. Finding time for yourself is probably getting harder and harder if the kids are involved in a lot of activities, but it’s so important that you find the time whenever you can to show an interest in what they’re doing.

Create a Schedule 

Carolyn L. shared a trick we think is very effective. She married a man with three children and brought her own two to the family. With the older three being teenagers, everyone’s schedule was jammed, and both Carolyn and her new husband worked full-time. To keep everything straight, they kept a huge calendar/message board in the laundry room. Everyone posted his or her schedule and extracurricular activities. The parents initialed which of those they could attend, attempting as best as they could to make everything equitable. They also blocked out time for the family once a week, and no one was allowed to schedule anything during that time.

Was it difficult? We’re talking about five kids here, so of course it was. But eventually they fell into a routine that they could all accept and support one another in doing. It never became so rigid that special situations were not taken into account, but it gave them a basis from which to work and accommodate the needs and interests of each child.

If You Can’t Make It 

If you can’t attend a child’s activities regularly, make other efforts to stay involved. Try these ideas:

• Say, “I’m so proud of you.” It shows the child that you’re paying attention and know how hard the child is working. 

• Say, “Thanks for asking me to come to your soccer game.” Then briefly explain why you can’t make it and how you’ll try to attend another game later in the season.

• Offer sincere, positive comments when you do attend and interact—they will help make up for the times when you can’t.

• Take an interest and converse about their activities—it’s often just as powerful as being in attendance every time they run the quarter-mile. Ask how the activity’s outcome affects what happens next for the team or group.

• Remember when they have special events coming up, and ask about them after the fact if you can’t make it.

Kids crave support and recognition. Be sincere, don’t overpraise (they know if it’s phony), stay involved as best as you can, and listen!

Think Outside the Box 

Here are some other ideas for how to nurture a child’s interests:

• Planning at-home activities is equally important. Games, family activities, TV, and backyard recreation and interaction are also important relationship builders.

• Be on the lookout for special opportunities in your child’s area of interest, like museum exhibits, shows, and author signings.

• Ask yourself if someone else in your life can help you nurture a child’s interests, for example, a friend, coworker, parent. When the time is appropriate, you can involve others in your quest to help your stepkids enjoy life.

• Factor in the child’s emotional needs, too. Some kids need drawing out. Maybe they have fallen through the cracks in one way or another. Wouldn’t it be great to help enhance their self-esteem? Active listening can be very effective here. Other children might benefit from becoming more sensitive to others’ feelings. Nudge them into helping someone in need and then reinforce these behaviors. That’s how to positively shape character and behavior one step at a time.



Grandparents and Stepgrandparents 
Grandparents play an amazing role in the lives of their grandchildren. Those of you who are grandparents yourselves know that you have a fierce and compelling bond with these children. With more and more grandparents playing an intricate part or actually raising their grandchildren, you must take care not to underestimate their impact and involvement. Yes, some grandparents can be judgmental and interfering, but thankfully most just want to be helpful and supportive. It’s difficult for parents to watch the marriages of their children fail and see what happens to children of divorce. Sometimes, grandparents’ homes can provide a comfortable and safe haven for the children that remains constant and unchanging, unlike the rest of their lives. Try not to feel threatened by these generally well-intentioned people. Don’t naturally assume they loved his first wife more and view you as an intruder. When you demonstrate that you genuinely care for your stepchildren and are doing your best to make the transition into a new family as cohesive as possible, you might find great advocates in your new in-laws.
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