
Bridge Building: Strengthening Relationships 
with Stepchildren 
Finding an effective stepparent role is a challenge.  
By Ron L. Deal  
 
 
Few things are more challenging than the role of Christian stepparent.  In short, the 
stepparent joins the biological parent in raising his or her child, but does so initially 
without a clear role or bond with the child.   

Consider the email I received from a biological father looking for help: “Jean is the 
stepmother to my 7-year-old son.  In the past 10 weeks, a very intense relationship has 
developed between them.  Once inseparable, Jean now wants nothing to do with him 
and has told him as much.  This has strained our marriage, and she has talked about 
leaving.  Our marriage is as perfect as one can get when my son is visiting his mother, 
but when he returns it is very uncomfortable for everyone.  My wife does not understand 
why God is doing this to her, and she is questioning her faith.” 

I can just imagine this stepmother explaining her situation.  She likely feels confused 
about her role, displaced from her husband when her stepson is around, and helpless to 
change the situation.  And she may be feeling guilty because she knows that God is 
expecting her to love this boy.  It’s a difficult situation to be in.   

Finding an effective stepparent role is indeed a challenge.  Yet with healthy 
expectations and a specific strategy to build relationship, a satisfying bond can be 
nurtured. 

Realistic expectations 

Stepparents and biological parents alike frequently expect too much from the 
stepparent, especially early in the stepfamily’s development.  Research confirms, for 
example, that stepparents and biological parents generally assume that the stepparent 
should be affectionate with stepchildren and attempting to assert authority (to establish 
their position as “parent”).   

However, stepchildren report—even five years after the wedding—that they wish the 
stepparent would seek less physical affection and back away from asserting 
punishment.  The challenge, then, for biological and stepparents alike is to lower their 
expectations and negotiate a relationship that is “mutually suitable” to both stepchild 
and stepparent.  Keep these principles in mind: 

1. Give yourself time to develop a workable relationship.  Realize that love and 
caring takes time to develop, especially with pre-adolescent and adolescent 
children.  Some research suggests that children under the age of five will bond with a 
stepparent within one to two years.  However, older children—teenagers in particular—
may take as many years as they are old when the remarriage takes place.  In other 



words, a ten-year-old may need ten years before they feel truly connected with you.  Try 
to imagine your stepfamily in a crock-pot—it’s slow cooking, so don’t rush it.  Besides, 
crock-pots do gradually bring all the ingredients together so trust that the low heat will 
eventually do its work.  Here are some “low-heat” crock-pot cooking recommendations: 

2. Children’s loyalty to their biological parents may interfere with their acceptance 
of you.  Children are often emotionally torn when they enjoy a stepparent.  The fear that 
liking you somehow hurts their non-custodial, biological, parent is common.  The 
ensuing guilt they experience may lead to disobedient behavior and a closed heart.  In 
order to help stepchildren deal with this struggle: 

 Allow children to keep their loyalties and encourage contact with biological 
parents.   

 Never criticize their biological parent, as it will sabotage the child’s opinion of you.   
 Don’t try to replace an uninvolved or deceased biological parent.  Consider 

yourself an added parental figure in the child’s life—be yourself. 

3. The cardinal rule for stepparent-stepchild relationships is this: Let the children 
set their pace for their relationship with you.  If your stepchildren are open and seem 
to want physical affection from you, don’t leave them disappointed.  If, however, they 
remain aloof and cautious, don’t force yourself on them.  Respect their boundaries, for it 
often represents their confusion over the new relationship and their loss from the 
past.  As time brings you together, slowly increase your personal involvement and 
affections.  Together you can forge a workable relationship that grows over time. 

Recently a gentleman told me that it took 30 years before he could tell his stepfather he 
loved him.  Undoubtedly, his stepfather struggled through those years for his stepson’s 
acceptance.  But despite his godly attitude and leadership, his stepson simply couldn’t 
allow himself to return that love.  

Eventually, however, love won out and was able to express appreciation to his 
stepfather for being involved in his life.  Trust that doing the right things in the name of 
Christ will eventually bring you and your stepchildren together.  In the meantime, try to 
enjoy the relationship you have now and build on what you have in common. 

Relax and build relationship 

“Relax” is an interesting word to hear when you feel like you’re not making any 
progress. Yet, that’s exactly what you need to do.  Time and continued positive 
experiences will eventually bring you closer to your stepchildren, but you can’t force 
their affections.  So relax, accept the current level of relationship, and trust the Lord to 
increase your connection over time.   
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FamilyLife is a donor-supported ministry offering practical and biblical resources and 
events to help you build a godly marriage and family. 
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