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Stepbrother + Stepsister = Trouble

When Hormones Rage in Stepfamilies With Teens
By Liza Cohn
July 13, 2004

¥ou're the parent of a healthy teenaged boy, and you just marred the parent of an altractive teenaged gid. The eenagers are suddenly living in the same house
fefethar. Theyre checking each alher oul and soliciling opinions trom fiends about how thay should interact with this appealing membear of the oppoaile gax.

“Any haalihy lsenage boy thinks, ‘She's cute, and we live logether, Whal an my buddies gaing 1o (hink?™ says Margore Engad, PhoD,, presidant and chiel
axscutive afficer of the Steplamily Associaticn of Amanica, based in Lincoln, Met. “And she's thinking, 'He's cule, and he's nice, and showld he be my bodnand ¥
They ane conflicied aboul wha their relationship can or should be”

in traditional tamilies, naburad 1abocs genenally prevent leanagers from exparimenting with sex: Boys know ihay shouldn gel irvobeed with thair Sisbers, Says
Enged. Somalimes igans who hava bean Iving with siegaiblings for marmy yoars instinctively fesl these 1abaoas. But in new stopfamilias. such taboos don’ axist.
Whan teens' hormones ang raging, the teenagers can become confused about how thay shoukd inberact with opposite-sax slepsdlings — and even with
stapparents. That's espacially true il they're fealing precswna from fiands lo becomea romantically imaodoad wilh thair steprelatives, Engel says,

Clarify
Farenis in steplamiles and daling single parents should be avwane of ihe patamtial for sexwal sttraction betwean stapsiblings, They nead b0 clarify and communicate

thair values aboul how they want their i6ens to behave, and should 1ake steps to prevent their teans from becoming romantically involved with one analbier,
Exparis say.

Saxual relationships betwean teenaged stapsibiings can lead (o long-tenm pain, says Palricia Papemos, Ed.D.. a peychislogst in Hudson, Mass , and authos of tha
book, Becoming a Sleplamily (Analytic Press, 1993). That's becauss tamily membens can'l Simgly walk away from one another after a breakup, They bae forced o
fwcn aach oihar again and again at family events, parhaps for their rest of their Ives.

*| had & patient who had & relationship with & stepsibling 88 & eenaper,” Papemaw sBys. “Thal penson is now an wdull, The ralationship was devasating for my
patient. Thix coupls broke up, and the pergon coukin bell anyene what had happened. The siepsiblings ware thrown legether over and ovar sgain i he same
family. N one knaw how theny ware suflenng.”

To halp steptoens awold such painful expariances, pananls shauld, first of all, ba clear about thesr expactations. I's helplul il all he panems in an “exdsnded
shapiamily” — both sets of biclogecal parents and all sleppanents — agres on their values about sex and attraction, says Peter Gerdach, MSW, a tharapist who
spicialires in steplamilias in Oak Park, Il In Somé e chsas, parents may feel that it's OK for stepsiblings to becoms involved with one anolher, given thal
they're not relabed by blood, he says. That may be espacially rue of stepsiblings who don't Bve logeiher on a day-to-day basis.

“Some paranis may think il stepleans act sexually with one another, ifs no different than teens living in separate homes,” he says, Howaver, ghean the potential for
kng-barm pain, most eeperts recommend that parents discourage sexwal relationships between stepsiblings.

Communicate

Talking about sex 1o beens = ot always easy. though, says Paparmow. To communicals iheir values aboul his Ssee, parents should consider making “pubilic
SEfAcE BRAoURCEMEns.” S Lays. This Bype of comiunicaion doesnT requing the teens to respond directly, but lets teens know how parents leel about a
particuar issue

“¥ou might say, W hdve a kot of people from differant families of different sexes. and hera's how we will handle iL™ says Papemaow.

If nerey shapparents aren’l sure aboul thesr values, they ought o visil with a counselor bo establish a plan for (heir tarmily that addresses such issees. says Stacy D,
Phillips, & tamily law atliomey with Phillips, Lemer and Lauzon LLP in Los Angeles. "You need a plan for creating a whole new family, and you need
fo decide what the rules and boundaries will be,” she says. "When you have feens, you need to impose new boundaries an kids whase
hormanes are raging.”

T steplamily plien showld focus on providing for privacy, says Papamow. That may mean ensuing cpposite-sax slepsiblings don't share bathrooms, she says, *If
ihare's a way for 15-year-okd boys and their slepsisters nol 1o share a bathioom, absolubely,” Papemow says. “Sometimes thera isn, and you could make &
sohadule about who gets b5 use a bathnom whan,®

Pagamos mabas thal mary aleplamibes don'l consided craaling Separabe privabe spaces lor stepsiblings in housas: they often try io “bland” kids logeiher in an
affort to creale a traditional® family, *People have the wish or kdea, ‘If we are thrown together, we will ba one big Bended family,™ she says. “Thal can exacerbabe
the tansion. H doesnT suppon whal peophs need o creale a steplamily. Thi Sexuality ssue makes it 100 hand®

Positive Steps

Rather than ingisting on acting liké a fraditional family, s a good idea 10 treal stoprolatives like "guasts”™ whan youra trying 1o decide how Lamily membars shoudkd
be clothed at home, says Papamow. That means teens and adulis should embrace modasty. "People need 1o b fully clothed, ned running arsund in toweds,* she
BayE.

In other alforis io keep leenage hommones in check, panents should avoid erealing opporiunities for Slepsiblings 10 experiment with sex, says Engel. Dont leave
teenaped shapsibling alons 1 homa tegethar, she says, "Don't ask a 15-year-pld boy to baby-sit for his well-developed, 11-year-old stepsister,” she says. "Dont
ghwe tham the reom and space (o experiment, espacially il thay leal pregsure from their peerns.”

Engaged singla paranis may aven consider dalaying thes wedding if they suspect sexual atiraclion batween heir leenagers, Engel Says. Parents should take such
abaps 1o help ansure their leanagens dont gat invohied in relabionships they B really regrot lader and thad could cause the whole family pain, However, parents
shoukd also undersiand that adult slepsiblings sometimes fall in kve with one ancther, and whan your children and stepchikiren are adulls living oulsice your
hmia, al's thesr dacigion.

*Thare's nothing wrong whan adult stepsiblings suddenly discover they love each other,” Engel says. "I have haard of quite & number of cases of this,”
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