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Learning 
Objectives

Participants will:
• Describe developmental 

stages of blended family 
formation. 

• Identify common 
adjustment challenges. 

• Assess systemic patterns 
impacting family 
functioning. 

• Apply family-systems 
interventions. 

• Develop treatment 
strategies for blended 
family success.



Discussion #1

• What challenges have 
you encountered 
when working with 
blended families?

Consider:
• Children
• Biological parents
• Stepparents
• Co-Parenting systems



The Changing 
Definition of 
Family

Traditional

Single-parent

Grandparent-led

Blended

Co-parenting

Chosen families



Why Blended 
Families Matter

1 in 6 U.S. children live in a 
blended family

• 17% of children under 18 
• More than 40% of adults 

have a step relative 
• 1 in 10 children live with a 

stepparent 
• Teenagers are most likely 

to experience blended 
family living arrangements

• Blended families are:
– Increasingly common 
– Not dysfunctional by 

definition.



Families Are Rebuilding
“Many blended families are not broken. They are rebuilding.”



What Makes 
Blended Families 
Different?

• Traditional Families: 
Relationship first

• Blended Families: 
Children first



Self-Reflection 
#1

What assumptions 
do I carry about 
divorce?

What assumptions 
do I carry about 
remarriage?

What assumptions 
do I carry about 
stepparents?



Common Myths 
About Blended 
Families

Myth:
• “We should 

immediately feel 
like a family”

Reality
• Connection 

often takes years



Additional 
Myths

• Love solves everything
• Children adapt quickly
• Stepparents should 

parent immediately



Developmental 
Stages

Fantasy

Immersion

Awareness

Mobilization

Action

Contact

Resolution







Case #1: The 
Resistant Teen

Mother: Sarah 
(42)

Stepfather: 
Mark (45)

Teen: Emily 
(15)

Brother: Jacob 
(10)

Biological 
father remains 

active



Presenting 
Problem

Emily:

• Refuses family activities
• Isolates in room
• Angry toward stepfather
• Reports feeling pressured

Emily resists family 
integration and feels 
pressured.

“My dad is my dad. 
Nobody can replace him”



Case Discussion

What is the 
presenting 
problem?

What is the 
underlying 
problem?

What interventions 
would you 
consider?



Hidden Issues

• Loyalty conflicts
• Grief
• Identity concerns
• Fear of betraying 

biological father



Grief in Blended 
Families

• Losses include:
– Original family 

structure
– Traditions
– Time
– Stability
– Identity



Hidden Loses

• Children may lose:
– Daily access to parent
– Neighborhood
– Traditions 
– Identity
– Family predictability



Loyalty Conflicts If I love one parent, I 
betray another.



Why Children 
Resist Adults

Children may fear:
• Replacing a parent
• Losing attachment
• Additional loss
• Emotional 

vulnerability



Audience 
Discussion #2

How do loyalty 
conflicts show 
up clinically?

What signs do 
you observe?





Role Confusion

Who disciplines? 

Who nurtures?

Who decides?

Who comforts?



The Stepparent 
Dilemma

Feeling:
• Excluded
• Rejected
• Powerless
• Unwanted



Common 
Stepparent 
Beliefs

“I should be respected 
immediately”

“They should treat me 
like a parent”

“I shouldn’t have to earn 
my role”



Case #2: The 
Disengaged 
Stepfather

James--Stepfather 
(39)

Melissa (37)

Three children

Married 2 years



Presenting 
Problem

James reports:
• “I’m done trying”

Melissa reports:
• “He doesn’t help”

Children report
• “He doesn’t care”



Assessment 
Questions

What 
dynamics are 

occurring?

Who is 
aligned with 

whom?

What 
triangles 

exist?





Family 
Genogram 
Activity

• Create a three-
generation blended 
family genogram.

• Include:
– Divorces
– Remarriages
– Stepchildren
– Custody 

arrangements
– Emotional cutoffs
– Alliances



Processing the 
Genogram

• What stood out?
• What patterns 

emerged?
• How might these 

patterns effect 
functioning?







Audience 
Discussion #3

Which boundary 
style do you 
most often 
encounter?

Why do you 
think that is?



Self-Reflection 
#2

Which family member 
do I naturally identify 
with?

Child? Biological 
Parent? Stepparent? 
Former spouse?

How might that effect 
treatment?





Relationship 
Before Authority

• One of the most 
important principles

• Stepparents need 
connection before 
correction



Building New 
Family Identity

• Family rituals
• Family traditions
• Shared experiences
• Celebrations
• Service



Co-Parenting 
Across 
Households

• Communication
• Consistency
• Boundaries
• Respect
• Child-focused 

decisions



Four Co-
Parenting Goals

1. Protect children from 
adult conflict

2. Maintain consistent 
expectations

3. Avoid using children 
as messengers

4. Support healthy 
attachment with both 
parties



Case #3: Family 
That Doesn't 
Feel Like Family

Married 5 years

Six children between 
households

Frequent conflict

Separate vacations

Minimal connection



Audience 
Discussion #4

What interventions have 
been most successful in 
your work with blended 
families?



What Therapists 
Accidentally Do 
Wrong

• Side with one parent
• Label resistance as 

pathology
• Push bonding too 

quickly
• Ignore grief
• Minimize loyalty 

conflicts



Evidence-Based 
Interventions

• Structural Family 
Therapy

• Attachment-Based 
Family Therapy

• Solution-Focused 
Family Therapy

• CBT Family 
Interventions

• Psychoeducation



Practical Clinical 
Strategies

• Family meetings
• Shared rules
• Validation exercises
• Narrative reframing
• Relationship-building 

activities



Key Clinical 
Reminders

 Blended families 
develop rather than 
form instantly

 Children often need 
more time

 Loyalty conflicts are 
normal

 Grief frequently drives 
conflict

 Relationships precede 
authority

 Progress often 
appears slowly



Takeaways

Normalize

Validate

Assess Systemically

Build Relationships

Promote Hope



Closing

• Healthy change in one 
part of the system can 
influence the entire 
family

• The goal is not a 
perfect family; the goal 
is a healthier family



Healthy Blended Families Are 
Built, Not Found
“Blended families do not succeed because they avoid 
challenges, they succeed because they learn how to 
navigate them together”


