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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.
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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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