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One Step at a Time

You've met the person you want to spend your life with. You love each other, they have nice kids
and you, your partner, friends and family have high expectations for a healthy happy blended

family. So just how hard can it be to fulfil the role of a stepparent?

National Stepfamily Awareness Day (25 July 2010) is an ideal opportunity for the community to
celebrate and acknowledge the immeasurably positive role stepparents, despite their bad rap in the

realm of fairy tales, can and do play in the lives of their stepchildren.

Although each specific stepfamily situation is unique, being a stepparent is not. Of the estimated 5
million families in Australia today, one in every five is a stepfamily. Considered to be the fastest
growing family unit today their needs are changing as rapidly as the society surrounding them.
Stepparents often find themselves ill equipped to deal with the myriad of adjustments and emotions
they experience in their new role, a role that doesn’t come with a job description or guidelines, is

infinitely variable and without clear cut rules.

Stepparenting is often seen as a one way affair. Despite taking a great deal of responsibility and
performing many of the same parenting tasks, stepparents are rarely given equal credit for the
positive influence they have on their stepchildren’s lives. Recent research, undertaken by Edith
Cowan University School of Law and Justice lecturer Natalie Gately, reveals there are many
different challenges in learning to live within a stepfamily structure. Issues that may arise relate to
education, legal and medical rights and responsibilities, and financial obligations. Ms Gately notes
that stepfamilies have a higher rate of deterioration than first families due to the often complicated
dynamics of merging two families but despite these challenges stepparents remain committed to

their stepfamilies.

Too often stepparents encounter friends and family who find it difficult to understand or empathise
with the dilemmas they face leading to lowered self-confidence and as well as high levels of
depression and anxiety among stepparents. This in turn can contribute to a reluctance to seek
help or even discuss the unique adjustment issues they face. “Stepparents are often afraid to ask
for help. They won’t contemplate reaching out. There’s a fear of failure and family unit breakdown.
They tend to keep a lid on things until family members become polarised,” says Steve Martin EO of

Stepfamilies Australia.

Stepfamilies Australia recognises that people seeking help with stepfamily issues need to talk to
someone as soon as possible. The recent launch of the National Stepfamilies Australia Network

ensures that stepfamilies, nationally, have increased access to information, resources, counselling



and education. These strategic partnerships with state stepfamily groups and community service
providers work to ensure that stepfamilies and stepparents are supported by access to: specialist
resources and counselling, research and advocacy, family support services and practitioner

training.

National Stepfamily Awareness Day s a critical opportunity to recognise the support available to
make family transitions as smooth as possible in order to provide these families with the best of all
possible futures.
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