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TIME AND TERMS

The process of your child making a successful adjustment to divorce takes time.  The amount of time depends upon many factors and differs from one child to the next.  In essence, successful adjustment means “coming to terms with change.”

SEPARATING FROM PARENTAL CONFLICT

Children often are “caught in the middle” of the parental conflict.  This can be quite painful for children, as their emotions may be “stretched” in many directions.  Emotional and behavioral problems can result.  Keep children out of the parental conflict to safeguard their mental and emotional health.

FACING THE REALITY OF THE DIVORCE

Children often have trouble accepting that their parents are getting - or are - divorced.  This denial may allow them to build a fantasy world that limits their emotional growth.  Children must learn to face the reality of divorce if they are to maintain their mental health and continue to mature emotionally.

LETTING GO OF RECONCILIATION FANTASIES

Most children hope their parents will get back together.  They may cling to this hope for years and develop schemes to reunite their parents.  Failure to let go of reconciliation fantasies can put added emotional stress on children.

GETTING OVER THE SENSE OF LOSS

Children tend to be deeply hurt because of a parent’s absence.  Painful emotions such as anger, blame, confusion, grief and rejection can result.  Children must learn to understand and accept the loss if they are to grow past the experience.
RESOLVING ANGER AND TENDENCY TO BLAME

Children may stay outwardly angry or keep their anger hidden for years.  They also may blame one or both parents, other siblings or themselves for the divorce.  These unresolved feelings can separate children from the family and from reality.  Counseling can help them resolve these feelings and develop healthy attitudes.
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BUILDING REALISTIC HOPES FOR THE FUTURE

Many children who experience divorce worry about repeating their parents’ mistakes.  They may develop a fear of intimacy and find it difficult to trust their own ability to give and receive love.  With time, emotional maturity and successful adjustment to divorce, most children gain the confidence needed to become healthy adults and parents.

COMMON CHILDHOOD REACTIONS TO DIVORCE

Children have differing reactions to divorce at different ages.  Much depends on the child’s emotional maturity and other personal factors, as well as the circumstance surrounding the divorce.  Typical age-group reactions to divorce of children include the following.

Early Childhood
Children six-years-old or younger tend to fear abandonment and express their feelings by crying or clinging to parents.  Perhaps most damaging to their emotional health, they often blame themselves for their parents’ divorce.

Late Childhood
Children between the ages of 7 and 12 tend to worry about life in general.  Their emotional responses to divorce can range from very deep anger, to an acute sense of loss, to feeling rejected by the absent parent.  Divided loyalties are common among children of this age group.
Early Adolescence
Children from age 13 to 15 are often confused, insecure and prone to wide mood swings.  Divorce is an added stress, which may cause them to feel rejected, ashamed of or angry with their parents.  In extreme cases, some children of divorce withdraw from family and friends.

Late Adolescence

Children between the ages of 16 and 18 may feel embarrassed by their parents’ divorce.  Fear of intimacy can be an issue because they are at an age when they are concerned about their ability to maintain healthy relationships.  Resentment can result from shaken expectations of how parents should act versus reality.
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WAYS TO HELP CHILDREN THROUGH DIVORCE

Much of how children are affected depends upon how their parents handle the divorce process.  Parents who end their marriage in a mature and healthy manner reduce the harmful effects on their children.  It also is important to be sensitive to how each child is reacting to and handling the divorce.  Other ways to help children through divorce include the following.

· Allowing them to adjust to the divorce at their own rates

· Making sure they know they did not cause the divorce

· Letting them express their feelings about the divorce

· Answering their questions about the divorce

· Maintaining contact between them and the absent parent

· Not expecting one of them to fill the absent parent’s shoes

· Not tampering with their love of or loyalty to the other parent

· Not saying bad things about the other parent

· Not using them as go-betweens with the other parent

· Spending time alone with each child so that he or she feels special
· Providing security by showing love and commitment to them

· Getting counseling if they are having difficulty with the divorce

WHEN FURTHER HELP IS NEEDED

Divorce can cause some children to experience emotional or behavioral problems.  When such problems arise, contact a child psychologist, counselor or therapist for help.  It is important parents realize that some children of divorce suffer deeply from the loss, and that unresolved emotional or psychological problems related to the trauma of divorce can persist into adulthood.  The following Internet websites also provide information about helping children of divorce to make a successful adjustment.

The Divorce Center

www.divorcenter.org/
Parents Without Partners

www.parentswithoutpartners.org/

National Organization for Women (NOW)

www.now.org/
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