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The resource elucidates social and cultural trends which contribute to diversity in modern societies and considers the outcomes for cross-cultural relationships. Except overviewing the framework of multiculturalism in general, the authors focus on the topic of multiculturalism in counseling and family psychotherapy, considering the major factors contributing to diversity such as ethnicity, race, level of acculturation and others. 

Hanna, F.J., & Cardona, B. (2013). Multicultural counseling beyond the relationship: Expanding the repertoire with techniques. Journal of Counseling & Development, 91(3), 349-357.

The authors, associate professors at the University of Northern Colorado, consider multicultural counseling as based on the multicultural competence of family counselors and racial identity of family members. The authors represent the counseling relationship as a promoter of the clients’ psychological freedom, for multicultural counseling navigates cultural differences and thus heals the poor cross-cultural relationships in the family. Alongside with the Precursors Model of Change, the authors discuss specific techniques able to overcome cultural conflicts in the family and thus provide individuals with psychological freedom. 
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The present book addressed directly the issue of blended families and typical challenges they usually encounter in the process of adaptation. The author describes peculiar causes which lead to formation of blended families and addresses and addressed the position and conditions faced by both stepparents and stepchildren. Moreover, the book focuses on the key coping strategies and techniques efficient in development of secure relationships in blended families. 

Ivey, A.E., D’Andrea, M.J., & Ivey, M.B. (2012). Theories of counseling and psychotherapy: A multicultural perspective (7th ed.). Los Angeles, LA: SAGE Publications.

The authors, professors at the University of Massachusetts, St. Mary's University, and the University of South Florida at Tampa, pay close attention to the consideration of the role played by multiculturalism in counseling and psychotherapy. They analyze the multidimensional nature of multicultural counseling and conclude that ethnic or racial identities of family members contribute to multiculturalism. The authors trace the connection between cultural backgrounds of family members and the latter’s failure to accept another culture. The multicultural competence of family counselors is represented as crucial for family counseling. The authors explore the role of multicultural competence and its components’ importance for the overall effectiveness of counseling.

Kenney, K.R., & Kenney, M.E. (2013). Counseling the multiracial population. In C.C. Lee (Ed.), Multicultural issues in counseling: New approaches to diversity (4th ed.) (pp. 105-126). New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons.

The authors, program coordinators at Chestnut Hill College, consider blended family counseling as counseling of the multiracial population. The source introduces a step-by-step program of counseling multiracial families. The program is designed to overcome cultural conflicts between family members via navigation of racial and cultural differences between individuals. The authors argue that any process of counseling begins with the identification of family members’ races (and cultures) and concerns, for races determine a specific cultural background of any individual pushed to interact with other cultures of his or her family’s members. 

Macfarlane, A.H., Blampied, N.M., & Macfarlane, S.H., (2011). Blending the clinical and the cultural: A framework for conducting formal psychological assessment in bicultural settings. New Zealand Journal of Psychology, 40(2), 5-15.

The authors, professors at the University of Canterbury and the Doctor of Ministry of Education, examine the effect of multiculturalism on counseling in New Zealand’s bicultural society. Psychological assessments are represented through the prism of a close association between counseling and multiculturalism. The authors argue that both clinical (psychological) and cultural knowledge must be involved in the process of counseling, for cultural knowledge can provide counselors with information appropriate for successful interventions. For the authors, everyday (cultural) assessment is closely related to psychological assessment.
Santisteban, D.A., Mena, M.P., & Abalo, C. (2012). Bridging diversity and family systems: Culturally informed and flexible family based treatment for Hispanic adolescents. Couple Family Psychology, 2(4), 246–263.

The authors, professors and a research associate at the University of Miami, consider the role of cultural blending in the case of Hispanics in the US. In particular, the authors examine the nature of cultural conflicts that take place in the cultural context of Hispanic adolescents and their families, which appear in a quite different cultural setting. The authors present culturally informed treatment as an effective method to navigate cultural differences and thus overcome cultural clashes. Thus, using the example of Hispanics in the US, the authors bring evidence of the connection between family counseling and multiculturalism.

Abstract

This paper examines the application of blended family counseling approach in multicultural counseling. The paper considers the role played by multiculturalism in the emergence of cultural conflicts between members of blended families and family counselors’ use of the multiculturalism concept for the effective mitigation of culture-related conflicts. At the same time, multiculturalism asserts itself in the multicultural competence of blended families’ counselors. The paper’s findings show that the entire l nature of blended family counseling, three elements of multicultural competence, and application of key principles of multiculturalism prove relevance of blended family counseling for multicultural counseling practice.
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Blended Family Counseling as Multicultural Counseling

Introduction

Multiculturalism is an integral aspect of the modern world rooted in globalization and migration trends. Nowadays, people of various nations and races move from one location to another either escaping from persecution and wars or looking for new better jobs. Thus, globalization and immigration promote cultural diversity as a whole and diversity in families in particular. Moreover, the modern social tendencies have contributed to transformation of family as a social unit and led to emergence of a great number of stepfamilies, or blended families. Blended families consisting of parents and children of various cultural backgrounds significantly contribute to the tendency of mixing multiple cultural traditions in the family and in society as well. Also, numerous blended families throughout the world face the necessity to adapt to specific cultural characteristics of their members, especially ‘new’ members. Moreover, the growing cultural diversity of the modern societies and American society in particular make the issue of multiculturalism relevant for family counseling as well. From this perspective, blended family counseling asserts itself as a distinctive form of multicultural counseling, applying similar practices and pursuing similar goals such as helping family members navigate cultural differences and adapt to the environment of diversity. 
Blended Family and Diversity

First of all, it is crucial to form a profound understanding of blended family as a concept in order to identify the techniques and theories which are applied in blended family counseling. In the modern society, such trends as globalization, secularization and increase in divorces have contributed to the development of more complex and heterogeneous relationships within the family. As Hurwiz (1997, p.1) notes, blended families as the families commonly resulting from remarriage and headed by one of the biological parents became a common phenomenon in the modern society. However, there are processes and circumstances which might form a blended family: death of one of the parents and further remarriage, divorce and remarriage, adoption of a child by the heterosexual or same-sex couples, remarriage to a same-sex partner who has children from the previous heterosexual marriage, and many others. In any case, creating a blended family involves an unavoidable merging of two different families which might be characterized by different or even opposite cultural and social backgrounds. 
When members of different families blend, they are involved in the process of cross-cultural exchange and adaptation, for there are variations in collective identities (such as gender, social identity, age etc.), worldviews, beliefs and upbringing between individuals with different family backgrounds. While step family in general is an instance of diversity, it is an even more challenging social unit in highly multicultural countries such as the U.S., for variations is race, ethnicity and traditions enclosed in the related cultures or places of origin. 
Multicultural Counseling and Blended Family

If defined broadly, “the term multicultural counseling and therapy refers to those helping interventions that involve clients who are characterized by multiple group identities that impact their psychological development and sense of well-being” (Ivey, D’Andrea & Ivey, 2012, p. 93). Thereby, this counseling framework challenges the tenets of classical psychotherapeutic frameworks such as strategic, system, structural and psychoanalytic, because they consider therapeutic approach universal (Falicov, 2015, p. 68). At the same time, multicultural counseling considers differences created by variable sociocultural identities. Multiculturalism in counseling literally mixes evidence and theoretical foundations not only from psychology but from social and cultural studies as well. 
As blended families per se present a mixture of different cultural backgrounds and beliefs, counseling for blended families appears to be closely related to multicultural counseling in a broader sense: it addresses blended family issues caused by cultural differences of family members. 
Needless to say, members of blended families are often representatives of various cultural identities, as they originate from different cultures, while those cultures obviously affect their psychological well-being and produce specific impacts on their cognitive and socioemotional development. In fact, both parents and children from blended families can experience challenges in the process of adaptation to cultural differences of other family members. In this context, blended family counseling approach acts as an assistance in the process of family conflicts resolution as these conflicts are rooted in multicultural diversity. The mentioned conflicts are believed to emerge when one or more family members fail to accept and understand a culture differing from their own cultures. Here, cultural absolutism prevents blended families’ reconciliation with peculiarities of other cultures. Blended family counseling, in turn, is originally intended to address these issues and help the family members overcome culture clashes effectively, as it is rooted in multicultural counseling approach.

Cultural Dimensions of Blended Family Counseling

In light of the task performed by blended family counseling, it becomes clear that this approach encloses a strong cultural element in its strategies and techniques. Family counselors realize that it is a family member’s inability to accept another race or culture as equally good and important that causes numerous culture-related family issues (Brammer, 2012). Cultural dimensions of counseling prove their significance for the overall success of blended family counseling, for they provide family counselors with the information about cultural backgrounds and ethnic influences of blended families’ members. Such information can significantly contribute to positive outcomes of counseling, as it reveals potential causes of cultural conflicts in blended families. Otherwise, blended family counseling is deprived of its multicultural competence to address blended family issues triggered by cultural differences. In such a context, the cultural dimension is crucial for blended family counseling. In other words, a specialist working with a blended family must possess sufficient cultural competency in order to construct a culture-sensitive approach.
Racial and Cultural Identities of Blended Families and Multicultural Counseling

The relations between blended family counseling and multicultural counseling are also justified by the fact that the former often focuses on racial and ethnic identities of family members. A blended family might experience a number of both external (in interactions with society, macro level) and internal (inside the family environment, meso level) challenges if some of the ‘new’ family members belong to a different racial or ethnic group. In this regard, Hanna and Cardona (2013) argue, “…multicultural counseling also seems to have focused on such issues as racial identity and on the multicultural competence of the counselor” (2013, p.349). Obviously, the crucial component of blended family counseling is cultural sensitivity towards the racial/ethnic identity of each family member affected by the issue. Moreover, cultural identity is associated with each family member’s race or ethnicity. As Gallardo-Cooper and Zapata (2014, p.502) note, “ethnic variance influences family functioning domains, such as communication style, problem-solving methods, emotional expressions, bonding preferences, help-seeking style, parenting roles, and the like”. As a result, counselors of blended families (which work on overcoming of current conflicts and prevention of potential conflicts in the future) analyze blended families’ racial identities as the factors shaping the clients’ attitudes, dispositions and other relevant characteristics. 
Thuswise, multiculturalism appears to be a solution to cultural conflicts in blended families, for it promotes acceptance of cultural diversity and, by doing so, enables effective interaction between members of multicultural families. With its emphasis on multiculturalism, blended family counseling, in turn, is relevant in addressing family conflicts and paying due regard to the analysis of each family member’s racial (and cultural) identity to help blended families navigate challenges which are caused or affected by diversity of the family environment.

Multicultural Competence of Family Counselors

As it has been mentioned, multicultural competence is a critical component of successful blended family therapy. As in multicultural counseling of ethnic and racial minority group, a counselor working with blended families is required to possess sufficient knowledge about the clients’ cultural environment which would allow for understanding the nature of a family conflict. 

Significantly, family counselors’ multicultural competence consists of counselors’ awareness of their own cultural identity, counselors’ knowledge of cultural values and beliefs of blended families’ members as well as “culturally appropriate intervention strategies” (Brammer, 2012, p. 36). The three categories are equally important and produce the most positive effects when applied together.

Again, as in multicultural counseling, knowledge required for effective blended family counseling includes the family counselor’s awareness of their own culture. Thereby, the counselor might display cultural congruence in relation to one or more family members. Still, the multicultural competence of family counselors suggests that psychologists’ own cultures serve as a method to understand what blended family members feel when their cultures cross with another culture or cultures. For example, if a family counselor is an African American who consults a blended family consisting of African Americans and white Americans, he can use his own cultural background to put himself in his clients’ place to gain some insight into the nature of a cross-cultural conflict or conflicts emerging in the family.

However, family members’ cultural values and beliefs are of the highest priority for family counselors. “The psychologist’s cultural knowledge may be especially important […], as his or her understanding of the clients’ worldviews and cultural contexts may permit a blending of knowledge that facilitates constructive, collaborative and mutually respectful engagement in the therapy process” (Macfarlane, Blampied, & Macfarlane, 2011, p. 9). That is, mutually respectful engagement in family counseling significantly adds to multiculturalism in a blended family. At the same time, cultural backgrounds of the family members can be a solution to the blended family issues, as they can be modified or aligned with each other to promote effective multicultural interaction in the family. 

Still, to analyze and address cultural conflicts emerging in a blended family effectively, a family counselor must have specific professional qualities beneficial for the clients’ desire to cooperate with the counselor. In particular, Brammer (2012) asserts, “In all multicultural contexts, flexibility, tolerance, and open-mindedness are essential components for working with clients” (p. 397). Thus, it is suggested that counselors of blended families are tolerant to blended families’ cultures and ready to understand their clients’ cultural values and beliefs due to their flexible thinking. Hence, counselors must have an unbiased approach to consideration of their clients’ cultural conflicts in order to resolve blended families’ issues.

Finally, for the most effective blended family counseling, family counselors’ objectivism must be supported by appropriate intervention strategies’ use. It is clear that only intervention strategies based on cultural characteristics of a blended family can be beneficial for blended family counseling. This peculiarity places blended family counseling in the framework of multiculturalism: The fact is that culturally appropriate methods and techniques are powerful enough to change the family members’ negative perception of other family members’ cultures and thus motivate them to accept another culture as an element of the world’s cultural diversity that deserves respect and recognition. So, multicultural counseling of blended families is designed to assist the family members’ navigating cultural differences between them. Family counselors, in turn, strive to “…to create a more complete picture of culturally informed interventions with diverse multicultural patient groups” (Santisteban, Mena, & Abalo, 2012, p. 248), that is, blended families’ members.

In particular, culturally informed interventions significantly contribute to blended families’ successful adaption to cultural peculiarities of each family member as well as to the social environment and its responses. Naturally, there are specific strategies of cultural adaptation, such as “…assimilation, cultural tourism, cultural transition, cultural amalgamation, and dual biculturalism” (Crippen & Brew, 2013, p. 263). Each is rooted in multiculturalism and designed to assist blended families’ success in adaptation to cultural variations. Moreover, each strategy is intended to promote and protect blended families’ multiculturalism. So, counselors of blended families are to use culturally sensitive methods and techniques to bring culturally diverse family members to common family values, including mutual respect for cultural peculiarities of each member of a blended family. Overall, it is obvious that blended family counseling is virtually based on the same strategies as multicultural and culturally sensitive counseling.
Application of Family Counselors’ Multicultural Competence for Effective Blended Family Counseling

Actually, the multicultural competence of family counselors is applicable to any member of blended families, as both parents and children can experience difficulties in adaptation to the diverse family environment. Beginning with early childhood, many people are taught to perceive their own culture as an absolute. Others cultures, in turn, are interpreted as additional or alien and thus unimportant or insignificant. As a result, when representatives of different cultures are united in a blended family, they can just oppose or try to suppress manifestations of other cultures under the influence of their subjective cultural mindsets. Similarly, such issue might be encountered by the members of ethnic, racial or sexual minorities in conditions of the dominating culture (the former two are a common occurrence in the multicultural environment of the United States). 
In this respect, blended family counseling asserts itself as multicultural counseling, for it considers cultural contexts and cultural development of each member of a blended family as those aspects able to cause cultural conflicts. Hence, “…counselors are culturally self-aware, aware of the client's culture, and willing to bring culture into the discussion during interactions with clients” (Ahmed et al., 2011, p. 22). That is to say, various cultures blending in multinational families becomes the matter of discussion during counseling sessions. 

In order to facilitate overcoming of cultural conflicts faced by themselves and their children, parents of blended families enter the stage of a detailed analysis of racial and cultural differences between them and children of their life partners. “This stage involves the parents learning to acknowledge racial and cultural differences and to create opportunities for the entire family to get to know and become involved in the … culture…” (Kenney & Kenney, 2013, p. 121) of each family member despite both racial and cultural differences between members of blended families.
When a cause of a cultural conflict or clash is clarified, blended families’ counselors use culturally appropriate interventions to transform negative cultural attitudes into positive ones. The latter is achieved in the process of the family members’ reconsideration of cultural values, beliefs and the worldviews as a whole. It takes place due to family counselors’ assistance to blended families’ understanding of multiculturalism’s positive effects on humanity. 

Blended Family’s Multicultural Context as a Promoter of Multiculturalism

The above-mentioned information suggests that blended families’ issues are rooted in the context of diversity in family environments. In such a manner, a mixture of different cultures in a blended family serves as a pre-condition of the family members’ development of cultural relativism. The latter is extremely important for the transformation of culturally antagonistic family relationship into the mutual respect for cultural peculiarities of each family member. In this respect, culturally competent family counselors act as initiators of positive changes in a blended family, which experiences conflicts or challenging conditions caused by cultural diversity and absolutism. Generally, “culturally competent counselors recognize that individuals’ actualizing behaviors are significantly affected by the worldview, values, beliefs, and [appropriate behaviors] that characterize the culture within which people are situated and identify” (D’Andrea & Daniels, 2012, p. 47). Such acknowledgement of cultural diversity per se creates a key aim of blended family counseling as a form of multicultural counseling: to guide blended families in overcoming culturally-based difficulties only via recognition of multiculturalism as an important aspect of relationships.

As Comas-Diaz & Brown (2016) note in the overview of multiculturalism in counseling, multicultural reality gave rise to the concept of ethnic family and formed a special framework of ethnic family counseling. “An ethnic family therapeutic framework acknowledges numerous principles, including ethnic minority realities, the impact of the external system on minority cultures, the ethnic differences in minority, and the centrality of ethnicity and language” for counseling process (Comas-Diaz & Brown, 2016, p.245). As it has been illustrated, blended families are often comprised by individuals descending from different cultural and ethnic groups, while it is especially visible in the U.S. context with its large share of stepfamilies and ethnic diversity. Thereby, blended family counseling practices turn out to intersect with ethnic family counseling, which is, in turn, an aspect of multicultural approach in psychotherapy. 
Whether a cultural conflict is caused by simply differing cultural contexts of family members’ upbringing or by their belonging to different races or ethnicities, only acceptance of multiculturalism is powerful to address the conflict. For sure, “each person is raised in a plurality of cultural subgroups that exert a multiplicity of influences depending on the degree of contact with each subcultural context” (Falicov, 2015, p. 68). Therefore, even if blended families’ parents or children are of the same race, they can markedly differ from each other, for even subcultural contexts of their lives obviously do not bear a likeness to one another. For example, white Americans brought up in Massachusetts and California have quite different cultural values, beliefs and the worldviews as a whole, which can cause cultural conflicts’ emergence in the context of their unification in a blended family. Thus, it is a cultural or subcultural context that sets the stage for the development of cultural misunderstandings between members of blended families.
Conclusion
Considering the data presented above, it is possible to conclude that blended family counseling in the wide variety if its aspects might serve as a distinctive form of multicultural counseling, with similar principles comprising the ideological and theoretical foundations of both.  Blended family counseling relies on the concept of multiculturalism in dealing with multiple instances of conflicts rooted in different sociocultural identities and backgrounds. As multiculturalism in general, blended family counseling promotes understanding, recognition, and acceptance of cultural diversity. The latter serves as an effective method to overcome cultural conflicts or clashes emerging in blended families through tolerance and unification of family members. Thus, blended family counseling is ultimately multicultural counseling, for it is based on cultural competency, cultural congruence, unbiased approach, and culturally appropriate interventions to make blended families navigate cultural differences and accept diversity.
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