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Your Client

The You that is 
Human with 

your own 
journey

The 
Professional 

You

Boundaries & Ethics in Session

• Mission for 
Therapeutic 
Relationship that is 
Ethical and has 
identified/expressed 
Boundaries

• Do you have the 
competency?

• Cultural Awareness of 
how these families 
are different than 
biologically attached 
families

• You have considered 
transference risks –
Self Disclosure

• You have considered your risks of countertransference and 
recognize when you are triggered

• Aware of the possibility you need to do your own work and 
seek support if need be



Your Client

The You that is 
Human with 

your own 
journey

The 
Professional 

You

Boundaries in Competency



Why Are They In Your Office?





Biological Families

The Biological Nuclear Family



https://youtu.be/coAnETNiMA



Creating Common Language For This Family

What Do You Call The Emotion 
That Feels Like This?



Contemporary Families

Building a Contemporary Family

S low Down the 
C hange,  Too Much 
Too S oon C aus es  the 
Body to Overwhelm.  

All S ens ories  Are 
Learning What the 
New Normal is .

 TIP:  We know how to 
help kids  Trans ition 
between 2 homes !!!

The Body Does  That 
Fas ter in S ide by 
S ide,  S hort Periods  
of Time and S afe 
Environments  or 
C ommonly Known 
Things  to That Body.

The Body Requires 
More Time to Adjust 
to New Things



How Does Good Intentions, Good Connection and 
How Does Hope for New Beginnings 

End Up Here at the Counseling Office?
CURRENT CHALLENGES

THEY DIDN’T TEACH US THIS IN SCHOOL

DESTINATION UNKNOWN

ATTACHMENT FEARS BECOME EMBEDDED IN 
WHOLE BODY FUNCTION

LITTLE TO NO UNDERSTANDING OF 
EMOTIONAL/SENSORY TRIGGERS

NO NEW WORDS FOR ATTACHMENT  FEELINGS 
THAT DEFINE PAST/TODAY/FUTURE



Thermostat Scaling & STUCK (Bruises from the past)





Counseling People in Non-Traditional Family Systems

Research Backs Attachment Outcomes Based On:

Conflict: Level of tension between parents.

Healing: How parents adjust to divorce.

Secondary Trauma: Information children are given regarding the divorce.

Attunement: Level of support available to child.

Individuality: Child's personality.

Thermostat: Child's ability to deal with stress.

Neuro Equipment: Age and developmental level of children.
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The You that is 
Human with 

your own 
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You
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YOUR Theoretical Lens

How you spread the good news

Meet the Experts in the Room

You!



Myself as a Therapist 
and Counselor

Your ways as a 
Therapist/Counselor

• Base Working Theory
• Working Trauma Lens
• Some background in Family 

Systems/Groups and how they function
• Open mind  to Not Wrong, Not Right Just 

Different
• Be highly aware of your own 

Counter-transference and 
possible triggers 

• Learn MORE about what 
works and what doesn’t for 
these families.

Where Does A Counselor Start?

• Strengths Focused
• Family Systems
• Brainspotting
• Dr. Papernow
• Deal
• Dr. Glasser
• Gottman
• Attachment 

Theories
• Solution Focused
• Neurocounseling
• 0-5 Infant DC-5



YOUR Theoretical Lens!
Your ways as a 

Therapist/Counselor

• Base Working Theory
• Working Trauma Lens
• Some background in Family Systems/Groups and 

how they function –GENOGRAM/MAPPING
• Open mind  to Not Wrong, Not Right Just 

Different

• Be highly aware of your own 
Counter-transference and possible 
triggers 

• Learn MORE about what works and 
what doesn’t for these families.

Turns Out You Can Be An Expert
 in Contemporary Family Systems!

• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________
• _____________



Why Are They In Your Office?





Why Are They In Your Office?



Thermostat Scaling & STUCK (Bruises from the past)









Thermostat Scaling & STUCK (Bruises from the past)







SUMMARY OF OUR WORK
EXPERTS- PAPERNOW, DEAL, CHAPMAN, & 
FOUNDATIONAL HUMAN DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE

3 Levels for Counselors to work from – Psychoed 
(normalizing), Relational, Individual Interpsychic work 
(Psyche, mind, personality, past, present, values)

The BIG 5 CHALLENGES – Insider/Outsider, Children, 
Parenting Tasks Polarized, Creating New Culture, Ex’s 
Part of the Family

Interventions to help reduce tension in the process of 
change

INDIVIDUAL –Experiences, Personality, Family 
Traditions, Culture

Normal Developmental Stages of New Family System – 
(for now-think forming, storming, norming, 
performing, and adjourning) There are formal stages to 
learn for stepfamily development.

Normal Lifespan Developmental – child, adolescent, 
teen, young adult, adult

Normal Developmental –Maslow, Erickson, Piaget, 
Bowlby, Bandura

Foundation of Grief and Loss Work

Counselor
Tools

Treatment 
Goals to 

Overcome

Interventions
 

Assessments







Why Are They In Your Office?















See Handouts!













Navigating the Spectrum of Childhood Outcomes: 
Co-Parent Self Assessment For Each Bio-Parent

Fostering 
Resilient, Happy 

Children

Cultivating 
Vulnerable, At-
Risk Children

No  Low          Moderate        High CONFLICT

Co-Parenting         Parallel Parenting         Oppositional Parenting    Abuse



CoParenting Structure

Over two to three years after divorce: 

• Cooperative Coparenting is achieved by 20 to 25% of parents

• Parallel Coparenting is achieved by majority of parents at 50 to 
55% of parents

• High Conflict Oppositional Coparenting at 20 to 25% of parenting

Best outcomes for children are related to #1 Low Conflict and #2 quality 
parenting (Authoritarian- Warm and Firm Boundaries)



The Co-Parenting Structure Impacts
Who You Agree is the Best Client

The Informed Consent and Collection of Paperwork

Who is in the Room and Who isn’t

The Interventions

Your Notes

The Treatment Plan

Your Risk of Going To Court

Your Risk of Having Records Requested

Additional Resources, Referrals. and Best Practice



Is Your Stepfamily One of These 3 Common Types?

“Neotraditional” stepfamilies, the most common type, friend and resemble a traditional nuclear family. 
In these families, stepparents eventually come to share parenting tasks. However, they also openly acknowledge that 
this is a subsequent marriage, with additional challenges.  They Understand it will take time to gel together.

“matriarchal” stepfamilies, a strong female figure leads the family. Although the children often have a 
positive relationship with their stepfather, he may function more as a mentor or friend, and does not participate much 
in daily parenting. In these families, the stepfather is seen more as the wife’s companion than as the “dad.”
This model also often works well. However, it may prove challenging if the stepfather decides to take on more 
parenting roles, or if the wife wants him to. The birth of a child into the second marriage may also change the roles 
and cause disruption.

“romantic” stepfamilies, men and women expect an “instant bliss” “Brady Bunch” experience, where two 
families meld into one right away. The stepfamily may also be expected to “make up for” the problems of the first 
marriage…which some family members may want to forget ever happened.
In “romantic” stepfamilies, stepparents may be pressured to take over parenting roles too quickly and without much 
discussion. An idealization of the new relationship often prevents the couple and children from talking honestly about 
problems or figuring out new guidelines. These stepfamilies are at the highest risk of falling apart.

Other types inspired by FOO, Fear From Past –The Pain Cycle, etc.

FAMILY GROUPS





The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) 
Workgroup on Complex Trauma (High, On-Going Conflict) 

Identify 7 domains of impairment in children exposed to complex trauma:

1) Attachment
2) Biology:  Somatic and Epigenetics
3) Affect (Emotional) regulation
4) Dissociation
5) Behavior Control
6)     Cognitive Process
7)     Self Concept

How High Conflict Parenting Delivers 
POOR OUTCOMES FOR CHILDHOOD



1-Keep your COOL- If you can’t stay calm-bite your tongue until you can
2-Calmly check facts (from kids) with the ex  (kids perception is not always 
accurate in the details)
3-Kids complaints from other house (Soft/Hard/Shift Tool)- Soft  part of the 
sandwich-” Daddy has lots of great qualities”    “Mom loves you a lot”       
AND
4-Accknowledge unacceptable behavior with simple, factual statement- The 
hard part of the  sandwich IE: “ your Dad does get drunk”   “You’re Mom does 
say bad things about me sometimes”  
5- Immediately shift from the problem to the child’s emotions/feelings  -
Children need adults to validate their feelings- it must be confusing, it must 
be scary, it must be tense inside you
6-If Client believes that safety for children is a serious issue-make a safety 
plan, empower the child with behaviors he/she can do in times of fear.
7-Use “language of parts”  Part of you feels this way and part of you feels that 
way……Kids have complex feelings like adults, and we can talk about that as 
normal.

Dr. Papernow’s
Psycho ed for Parents: When the Other Parent Does Something Toxic







Challenge #1
Insider/Outsider Positions



Challenge #2
Children in Contemporary Family Systems



Challenge #3
Parenting Tasks Polarize the Adults



Challenge #4
Creating a New Family Culture







Psycho Ed, Normalizing 5 Big Challenges!

Skilled Counselors Move From 1 Level to Another

Level 1 – PSYCHO ED 
Psychoeducation

Teaching Skills 



Thermostat Scaling & STUCK (Bruises from the past)



Psycho Ed, Normalizing 5 Big Challenges!

Basic Joining skills such as empathy (NOT 
AGREEMENT), active listening, emotional 
intelligence, validation, and normalization. 
Counselor Awareness of Parallel Process. 

Skilled Counselors Move From 1 Level to Another

Level 1 – PSYCHO ED 
Psychoeducation

Teaching Skills 

Level 2 - ATTUNEMENT 
Interpersonal Skills

Relational Skills



Thermostat Scaling & STUCK (Bruises from the past)



Psycho Ed, Normalizing 5 Big Challenges!

Basic Joining skills such as empathy (NOT 
AGREEMENT), active listening, emotional 
intelligence, validation, and normalization. 
Counselor Awareness of Parallel Process. 

Some typical examples of intrapsychic issues (occurring 
within the psyche, mind) is Papernow’s “bruise” or 
Triggers, anxiety, trauma, grief, fear, attachment issues 
and or wounds. 

Skilled Counselors Move From 1 Level to Another

Level 1 – PSYCHO ED 
Psychoeducation

Teaching Skills 

Level 2 - ATTUNEMENT 
Interpersonal Skills

Relational Skills

Level 3 - BRUISES
Intrapsychic Issues

Trauma Lens
*When do you shift? Spinning and stuck - BRUISES
*Bruises for outsider stepparents-FOO 
                                   –Rejection/Unprotected
*Bruises for parents-FOO-Never learned co-regulation
*Turn INSIDE-”What happens inside when you…?



Thermostat Scaling & STUCK (Bruises from the past)



They Can’t learn 
new skills if 
LOSS/GRIEF

TRAUMA
TRANSITION 

TIME
 needs aren’t 

tended to.

Communication 
and Language 
Skills are the 
key to 
successful 
family journeys.

They Can’t 
Normalize it if 

they don’t 
know it’s 
normal!

YOU GOT THIS!!! – All Roads Lead to Low Reactivity!





help@StephSternes.com



New 
Language 

Ahead

Stormy Road Ahead
Experts Need To Know The Language



Stormy Road Ahead – 
A Foreign Language For the Untrained Counselor

Identified Patient, Triangulation, Enmeshed, Polarized, Loyalty Binds - Normal, Transition 
Routines, Attunement, Conflict Rupture/Repair, Compassion Traps, 5/1 Ratio, Pace Matters, U-
Turns, Turn Inside, Bruises, Insiders, Outsiders, Look Back, Honeymoon Last, Not Wrong, Not 

Right, Just Different, Critical Thinking Skills for Communicating Hard Stuff,  Secondary Divorce 
Trauma, Role Modeling Emotional Lessons, Stuck Positions, Pain Trumps Empathy, Stuck 

Positions, Crockpot not Blender, Loss for Kids- Gain for Couple, No Brady Bunch Culture 
Norms, Hierarchy of Family System, Rashomon Effect- Multiple Sides to Each Story, NORMALIZE, 
One on One Time, Daily Intimate Connection for Couples,  Shift Don’t Blend, Step Parents Need A 

Break, Spinning or Stuck, Step-Siblings are not biological and experiment-Require Bathrobes,

 Divorce Doesn’t End Relationships- It just Reorganizes it. 
Yours, Mine, and Ours, Boys/Girls, Under 9 years old, Relationships Change Over Time, Process 

Matters More Than Structure, High Conflict Predicts Poor Outcomes, BIO Parent-Child 
Relationship Central to Child’s Well-Being.  Putting Couple OVER Kids, Blaming Child, Finances 

Can Be Tricky,  Family Time Tense-Keep it Short, Loosen Loyalty Binds,  Connecting and 
Disconnecting, Require Civility Not Love, Common Language for Loss, PLACE (Playful, loving, 
accepting, curious, empathetic) CALM on the INSIDE-meet Kids energy by half, Couples Stay 

Connected When Kids are Struggling, The Clothes War, No Home Just Moving From One To The 
Other With Stuff, Polarized Parenting Styles, Step-Parent/Step-Child  Relationships are Key, 

Wrong Turns-Dads Putting Stepmoms in Charge To Soon. FOO Shoulds, Correction Before 
Connection, BIO Remain Disciplinarians,  Stepparent enforces “House Rules”, Extended Family, 

Holidays, Food, Mess, Noise, Personal Bubbles, Things, Routines, Legislating New Family Culture, 
Stranger in a Strange Land. Comparison Traps,  Expand Lens Horizontally and Vertically, Parallel 

Parenting, Co parenting, The legacy of Divorce.
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