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Working with Blended Families

Understanding, Assessing, and Strengthening
Complex Family Systems

Steve Mason, LPC-S, ADC
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Objectives
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Participanits 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:

e Children

* Biological parents

* Stepparents

* Co-Parenting systems
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The Changing
Definition of
Family

Traditional

Single-parent

Grandparent-led

Blended

Chosen families




Why Blended

Families Matter

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

e 17% of children under 18

* More than 40% of adults
have a step relative

e 1in 10 children live with a
stepparent

 Teenagers are most likely
to experience blended
family living arrangements

e Blended families are:
— Increasingly common

— Not dysfunctional by
definition.



)
Y

Families Are Rebuilding

“Many blended families are not broken. They are rebuilding.”



What IVIakeS e Traditional Families:
e Relationship first
Blended Families Senonsb o

e Blended Families:

Differe nt? Children first
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Self-Reflection
#1

What assumptions
do | carry about
divorce?

What assumptions
do | carry about

remarriage?

What assumptions
do | carry about
stepparents?
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Common |\/|yth5 immediately feel
like a family”

About Blended

Familes

e Connection
often takes years




* Love solves everything

Additional * Children adapt quickly
Myths e Stepparents should

parent immediately




Developmental
Stages

Fantasy

Immersion

Awareness

Mobilization

Action

Contact

Resolution




DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES OF BLENDING

| WHAT FAMILIES OFTEN EXPERIENCE COMMON CLINICAL CONCERNS | THERAPIST FOCUS

High hopes, excitement, optimism. WApfL ; : .
<°:> 1. FANTASY We'll be one happy family Normalize the blending process
o

Unreallstlc. Shec o Akt immediately.” and establish realistic expectations.
how blending will go.

Reality sets in. Increased conflict, Stepparent rejection, behavior
- AMEDCIAN

2. IMMERSION disappointment, frustration. problems, couple conflict,
Roles and routines are unclear. overwhelmed parents.

Q 3. AWARENESS Family members recognize Grief, loyalty conflicts, Explore emotions, validate dosses,

differences and challenges. parenting disagreements, AT T e
Losses surface. identity struggles. y ving '

Help families understand conflict
as a normal developmental stage.

., Family members begin expressing Escalafing arcuimants: bolarization Improve communication,
@ 4. MOBILIZATION concerns openly. Tension increases thar ula%iong choosi,np sidas ! reduce triangulation, and help
as issues come to the surface. g ? & ' family members listen to each other.

=i = . Family begins trying new strategies
5. ACTION and making changes.

Small improvements begin.

Resistance to change, inconsistent Strengthen boundaries, clarify roles,
follow-through, role confusion. and build problem-solving skills.

Greater understanding,

: Remaining areas of tension, Reinforce successes, deepen
6. CONTACT 3232?;:nac;‘oi;d;;);liigon testing boundaries. relationships, and build trust.

il
Family develops a shared identity, Maintainins eains diring fittre Support long-term resilience,
7. RESOLUTION stability, and a sense of “we.” it i %rgstressors g maintain progress, and help family
New traditions and routines form. . ; create meaningful rituals.

* KEY POINT: Many families seek therapy during the Immersion or Mobilization stages and mistakenly believe they are failing.
In reality, they are often progressing through a normal developmental process.




THE JOURNEY OF BLENDING _ mepeac
74 M&unf&m 17 CM Why isn’t this working?

This is the most difficult point.

v e Many families give up here.
Blending is a process, not an event.

It takes time, patience, and o 4. MOF'”Z‘"‘T'ON
; : ; - P « Tensions and arguments
intention to build a new family.  £@ 1 3. AWARENESS ; p~ « Triangles form
"+ Differences recognized | ) » Family members
» Losses surface X Ef take sides

« Loyalty conflicts

« Grief emerges _.
0 2. IMMERSION A @ 5. ACTION
= Reality sets in /R = New strategies tried

= Conflict increases e G % i . Boundarlf_‘s s.et .
« Disappointment 20w 1 s _ » Communication improves
« Roles unclear W A . 4 / » Small wins begin

1. FANTASY g A sty @ 6. CONTACT
« Excitement and—;\ e - ¢ - « Understanding grows

« Unrealistic expectations - i « Trust begins to develop
» “This will be easy!” - ' . » Relationships deepen

CLINICAL REALITY o . « More cooperation
Many families enter therapy . -

near the peak of frustration
and mistakenly believe they 2 7. RESOLUTION
are failing. / o .« Shared family identity
: - ~» Stability and connection
New traditions
A sense of “we”

N

In reality, they may be
progressing normally.

STARTINGIEUINT W i THE VALLEY OF STABILITY | |

Two Separate Families s R _ amily Identity
W ;:"1 A_NQ_WF "

n




(]
ooooooooo

Case #1: The
Resistant Teen

Mother: Sarah Stepfather:
(42) Mark (45)

Teen: Emily Brother: Jacob

(15) (10)

Biological
father remains
active
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Emily:

Refuses family activities
Isolates in room
Angry toward stepfather

P rese nt| ng Reports feeling pressured
Emily resists family
PrObIem INGCHENIERPREER

pressured.

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

What is the
presenting
problem?

What is the
underlying

problem?

What interventions
would you
consider?




Hidden Issues

Loyalty conflicts
Grief
|dentity concerns

Fear of betraying
biological father



e Losses include:

— Original family
Grief in Blended structure
o — Traditions
Families _ Time
— Stability

— |dentity




e Children may lose:

— Daily access to parent
— Neighborhood
— Traditions

Hidden Loses

— |dentity
— Family predictability




If | love one parent, |
betray another.

Loyalty Conflicts




Children may fear:
* Replacing a parent

Why Children e Losing attachment

e Additional loss

Resist Adults . Emotional

vulnerability




Audience
Discussion #2

How do loyalty
conflicts show
up clinically?

What signs do
you observe?




THE CHILD IN THE MIDDLE

Loyalty Conflicts Are Real
HOUSE A

Parent 1 | “If | love one parent, | betray the other.”

Values, Rules, : ) ) )
Expectations Pull in Two Directions

with No Easy Answers

o Different rules
and expectations

e Different parenting
style

« Different time, * Guilt o Anxiety

traditions, and ) e ¢ Confusion * Anger
loyalties ! " * Pressure * Sadness

» Different household : .' | 8 * Disloyalty
culture ' - ;

Children need permission to love both parents.
They need reassurance that love is not a competition.

THERAPEUTIC GOAL

HOUSE B
Parent 2

Values, Rules,
Expectations

e Different rules
and expectations

o Different parenting
style

¢ Different time,
traditions, and
loyalties

¢ Different household
culture

PARENTS CAN HELP BY THERAPIST ROLE

Help children feel safe loving \' é + Supporting the child’s relationships with the other parent ;‘i Recognize loyalty conflicts,

both parents without guilt v Avoiding negative talk about the other household

normalize feelings, and foster

or fear of disloyalty. + Reassuring the child: “You don’t have to choose.” security across both homes.

“When children no longer have to choose sides, they can just be kids.”
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Who disciplines?

Who nurtures?

Role Confusion Who decides?

Who comforts?




Feeling:
* Excluded

. * Rejected
D||emma * Powerless

e Unwanted

The Stepparent




“I should be respected
immediately”

Common

“They should treat me
like a parent”

Stepparent
Beliefs

“I shouldn’t have to earn
my role”
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James--Stepfather

(39)
Case #2: The Melissa (37)
Disengaged
Stepfather Three children

Married 2 years




James reports:

e “I'm done trying”

Presenting Melissa reports:

Problem e “He doesn’t help”

Children report

e “He doesn’t care”




Assessment
Questions

What
dynamics are
occurring?

Who is
aligned with

whom?

What
triangles
exist?




TRIANGLES IN BLENDED FAMILIES

The Unseen Dynamic That Creates Distance and Conflict

When two people experience tension, they often pull a third person
into the emotional system. This creates a triangle.
Triangles reduce anxiety in the short term but increase problems in the long term.

HOW TRIANGLES DEVELOP PARENT 1 COMMON TRIANGLES IN
Feeling frustrated BLENDED FAMILIES

1. TENSION EXISTS with Stepparent
BETWEEN TWO PEOPLE
Conflict, stress, or
disagreement occurs.

PARENT - CHILD - STEPPARENT
Child aligns with one parent
against the stepparent.

THE

PARENT - EX-PARTNER - CHILD
2. ATHIRD PERSON
IS PULLED IN TRIANGLE Child is used to communicate or

Oftenia child 6r Aritither carry messages between homes.
femily: b STEPPARENT - CHILD -
BIOLOGICAL PARENT
3. TRIANGLE FORMS Child becomes the go-between
The third person reduces STEPPARENT or'confidant
tension temporarily but Feels excluded or Child absorbs tension, Feels caught in
keeps the problem in place. undermined takes sides, or tries to the middle CLINICAL INSIGHT
keep the peace. Triangles maintain the status quo.
The goal is to reduce triangles and
strengthen direct, healthy relationships.

HELPING FAMILIES BREAK TRIANGLES

Encourage Direct Strengthen Couple

Ay S [ ] @ :
@ @ Communication ® ..{ Relationship ‘ . From Adult Conflict
. S . Help family members speak .. A strong parental partnership | w* w Children should not carry

Protect Children Set Clear Boundaries | ' Build Emotional
@ and Roles Safety

both homes, triangles
naturally decrease.

to each other, not about reduces the need for children emotional burdens or act for what and keep
each other. to take sides. as messengers. subsystems strong.

Clarify who is responsible ‘ i o i When children feel safe in

” HEALTHY FAMILIES CONNECT DIRECTLY. STRONG RELATIONSHIPS LEAD TO LASTING CHANGE.




 (Create a three-
generation blended
family genogram.

* |nclude:
— Divorces

GenOgram — Remarriages

- — Stepchildren
Activity  custody

arrangements
— Emotional cutoffs
— Alliances




e What stood out?

 What patterns
emerged?

Genogram * How might these

patterns effect
functioning?

Processing the




PARENTING STYLE DIFFERENCES

Different Styles, Different Impact

When parenting styles collide, children get confused and families experience conflict.

AUTHORITARIAN AUTHORITATIVE PERMISSIVE

Rules Without Relationship Balance of Warmth and Structure Relationship Without Limits

AR 2 R S |

PARENT APPROACH PARENT APPROACH PARENT APPROACH

» High expectations, low warmth » High expectations, high warmth » Low expectations, high warmth
» Focus on obedience and control + Clear rules with reasoning » Few rules or consistent limits

* “Because | said so.” » Open communication * Avoids conflict

« Little explanation or input * Encourages independence » Child leads decisions

CHILD IMPACT CHILD IMPACT CHILD IMPACT

* Obedient but fearful « Confident and capable « Entitled or demanding

» Low self-esteem » Better emotional regulation * Poor self-control

* Less likely to express feelings * More likely to cooperate » Struggles with boundaries

» Higher anxiety and resentment * Higher self-esteem and resilience « Difficulty with responsibility

May happen when a parent feels
guilty or wants to “earn” love.

Supports connection, trust,
and long-term family unity.

Often appears as a stepparent
overcompensating or feeling
undermined.

i.i CLINICAL TAKEAWAY: Consistency between households matters more than having the “perfect” style. @ ‘

@ COMMON IN BLENDED FAMILIES @ COMMON IN BLENDED FAMILIES @ COMMON IN BLENDED FAMILIES

Aim for connection, clarity, and consistency.




BOUNDARIES SHAPE FAMILY HEALTH

The Goal is Flexible and Clear, Not Rigid or Diffuse

Boundaries determine how much connection, autonomy, and responsibility
exist within and between family subsystems.

RIGID BOUNDARIES HEALTHY BOUNDARIES DIFFUSE BOUNDARIES

Too Closed Just Right Too Open

.
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Little sharing or closeness Balanced closeness and independence Over-involvement
Emotional distance Clear roles and expectations Poor privacy

High rules, low flexibility Open communication Unclear roles and limits
Limited communication Respect for individuality Low autonomy

XX X X X

Independence over connection Flexibility with consistency Enmeshment or chaos

RESULTS RESULTS | RESULTS

Isolation, disconnection, Connection, trust, adaptability, Anxiety, dependency, conflict,
and unmet emotional needs and healthy functioning and lack of personal identity

O/. CLINICAL TAKEAWAY: Help families create boundaries that are CLEAR, FLEXIBLE, and RESPECTFUL.
Healthy boundaries allow connection to grow without losing individuality.




Audience
Discussion #3

Which boundary
style do you
most often
encounter?

Why do you
think that is?
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Self-Reflection
#2

Which family member
do | naturally identify
with?

Child? Biological
Parent? Stepparent?

Former spouse?

How might that effect
treatment?




FIVE PILLARS OF A RESILIENT BLENDED FAMILY

Strang, meda,twns Stronger Farnc’ég,.

Resilient blended families are built intentionally—one pillar at a time.

1. STRONG 2. CLEAR ROLES
COUPLE ALLIANCE & BOUNDARIES

@ W

¢ Partners are a team » Define parenting roles
* United decisions

* Protect relationship time

» Respect biological
parenting

» Set household
boundaries

» Consistent expectations

* Model respect
* Resolve conflict together

Clarity creates
security.

The couple is
the foundation.

3. OPEN

COMMUNICATION

e Listen to understand
 Check in regularly

* Encourage honest
conversations

» Validate everyone's
feelings

Communication

builds connection.

()

. SHARED FAMILY
IDENTITY

4. FLEXIBILITY &
ADAPTABILITY

» Expect ups and downs ¢ Create new traditions

* Adjust as family * Honor each person
changes * Build shared memories

* Stay open to growth  Celebrate “us”

+ Celebrate progress * Foster belonging

Flexibility fuels Belonging creates
resilience. a lasting bond.

- -

CLINICAL TAKEAWAY:

Focus on strengthening these five areas with families.
Small steps in each pillar lead to

big changes over time.




e One of the most

Re|ati0nship important principles

: e Stepparents need
Before AUthOrlty 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

Protect children from
adult conflict

Maintain consistent
expectations

Avoid using children
as messengers

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
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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

lgnore 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

v’ Blended families
develop rather than
form instantly

v" Children often need
more time

v’ Loyalty conflicts are
normal

v’ Grief frequently drives
conflict

v’ Relationships precede
authority

v’ Progress often
appears slowly
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Normalize
Validate

Assess Systemically

Build Relationships

Promote Hope




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

Closing Elull
* The goalis 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”




