FOR THE CHILDREN’S SAKE

Information for parents
going through divorce

MARRIAGES END,
FAMILIES DON’T HAVE TO
Although you are ending your relationship with your
spouse, your responsibilities as a parent continue. The way
you handle this emotional time will help determine how
your children cope.
Children need to know they still have the support and
love of two parents, even though those parents have
chosen to end their relationship. By maintaining an
interest and involvement in your children’s lives, you
will help them manage this difficult transition.
Parenting is difficult under any circumstances. The
following information will help you to support your
children through the end of your marriage.

TELLING YOUR CHILDREN
ABOUT THE DIVORCE
It is important that you
prepare your children for your
separation from your spouse,
and that it happen in advance
of the divorce. Although there
is no one-size-fits-all way to
do so, some basic principles
hold true regardless of your
family situation or the ages of
your children. How you talk
to your children about your
divorce, and how you and
your spouse conduct yourself during this discussion, will
influence how they cope during the divorce and afterward.

Present a united front
It is best to tell the children together and present the
decision as a joint one. Be honest and sensitive, and relay
information in a manner appropriate to the children’s
ages. Be prepared for your children to have a strong
emotional response. Do not become angry or upset. Your
job is to reassure, empathize and validate their feelings.

Do not play the blame game
Besides assuring them they are not the cause of your
divorce, avoid placing blame for the divorce on one of
the parents and making one parent the “bad guy.” It’s
not helpful to relate tales of wrongdoing, and although
it may temporarily make the injured party feel better, it
only gives the child additional problems to grapple with,
including feelings of disloyalty to the other parent.

Anticipate your children’s questions
If you can adopt your child’s view of the world, you’ll get
a notion of what they’ll likely want to know. Why the
separation? When will it happen? Where will I live? Will I
stay at the same school? How often will I visit the parent
I don’t live with? What will happen to my stuff? Can I
continue my activities?
Although children do not need to know all the details
about the marriage’s demise, the more a child is
encouraged to ask questions, the more in control he
or she will feel.

Two homes instead of one
Both parents should remain in the home for about a week
or two after telling the children about the divorce, because
they need time to process the news. Allow the children to
speak with both parents individually and privately if they
have questions before one parent moves out. And once the
nonresidential parent finds a new place to live, allow the
children to participate in picking out objects for the new
home. The parent with whom the children reside can help
them purchase something small that will help them feel
at home in the new dwelling when they
spend time there.

Involve the school
Inform teachers and school social
workers about the divorce, so they
can be on the lookout for any
problems your children may
be experiencing at school
and can be sensitive to any
negative behavioral issues
they may be exhibiting.

When extra support is needed
Not all children need to see a therapist to help them cope
with the divorce’s impact. Parents
can be their child’s best support
system by sheltering and
protecting them from the
most harmful effects of
the divorce. They do so by
modeling good behavior
toward their former
partner. However,
if you notice changes
in behavior in
your child, such as
problems with peers,
a drop in grades, angry
outbursts, increase in or loss of appetite or bedwetting, it
may be time to consider bringing them to a mental health
professional.

Engage in cooperative parenting with your former partner.
Seek to find agreement with your
former spouse on subjects relating to your children.
Parents must separate
child-rearing issues
from their problems
with each other.
Children need to
know both parents will enforce
discipline, that the
rules between the
two households are
consistent and that
they are responsible for chores at both places. Their sense
of security depends on the consistency of these limits to
their behavior.

Reassure them that although their parents will now live
apart, both will continue to love them.

Provide continuity by creating a regular
schedule for your children, one that both
parents can uphold.

COMMUNICATING WITH YOUR
CHILDREN FOLLOWING THE DIVORCE

Coping with too many changes at once can be
disruptive. Maintaining a regular bedtime, homework
time and mealtime is important. Plan to adjust
schedules as your children mature.

Give them time to adjust to the changes in
relationship and living situation.
Separation and divorce are stressful for everyone in the
family and significantly affect relationships between
parents and children. Each family member will deal with
the changes in his or her own way. It is important to be
respectful of the differences in how your children try to
adjust.

Support your children’s relationship with
their other parent to ensure their healthy
development.
Although this can be challenging, it is necessary for your
children’s healthy emotional development. The goal is for
them to respect and have ongoing contact with both you
and your former spouse. Avoid encouraging your children
to take sides, to talk on your behalf to their other parent
or tell you about their other parent’s personal life. Doing
so will foster frustration, guilt and resentment. They
should be encouraged to love both parents.

Communicate age-appropriately about the
lifestyle changes that may occur.
Children should not be burdened by their parents’ financial issues, but they do need to know, in simple terms, the
financial situation and what changes they can expect to
happen as a result of having to maintain two households.

SPENDING TIME
WITH YOUR CHILDREN
If you don’t live with your children, spend as
much time with your children as is practical.
Your parenting plan should be dependable, yet flexible.
If plans change, as they often must, give the other
parent ample warning and give the children an
honest explanation.

Have children spend time in both parents’ homes.
This will ease the transition and ensure that they feel
comfortable in both places. Having familiar items in both
homes will also reassure them.

If you are the residential parent, prepare your
children for their time with your former partner.
Make sure your children are ready at the appointed time
and have all the needed clothing and equipment for the
duration of their visit with their other parent. Be ready for
them to return at the mutually agreed-upon time.

If you are the non-residential parent, make your
children’s visits a high priority, and make them
positive and meaningful experiences.
It is your involvement with your children, not activities or
gifts, that is important. While all children enjoy presents,
your time and commitment will do more to convince
them of your love. Enjoy
your children’s company
and the opportunities to
be a parent to them.

Provide ample time
for your children
to adjust to the
beginnings and
ends of visits.
It is normal for children
to struggle with transitions, so give them space
to adapt. One week, they may return to you happy and
energetic, and the next week they may seem sullen and
resentful. Keep talking with your children and with their
other parent to iron out difficulties and agree on solutions.

THE CHILDREN’S BILL OF RIGHTS
IN DIVORCE
1. The right to love and be loved by both of
		 your parents without feeling guilt or
		disapproval.
2. The right to be protected from your
		 parents’ anger with each other.
3.
		
		
		

The right to be kept out of the middle of
your parents’ conflict, including the right
not to pick sides, carry messages or hear
complaints about the other parent.

4. The right not to have to choose one of 		
		 your parents over the other.
5. The right not to have to be responsible for
		 the burden of either of your parents’
		 emotional problems.
6.
		
		
		

The right to know well in advance about
important changes that will affect your life;
for example, when one of your parents is
going to move or get remarried.

7. The right to reasonable financial support
		 during your childhood and through your
		 college years.
8. The right to have feelings, to express your
		 feelings and to have both parents listen to
		 how you feel.
9. The right to have a life that is as close as
		 possible to what it would have been if your
		 parents stayed together.
10. The right to be a kid.

Think carefully before including new partners
during your visits with your children.
Children need time to adjust to the divorce and to
reestablish their relationship with both of you as
individual parents. Introducing someone new makes
it difficult for them to achieve that task and dilutes your
time with them. Since your child may feel threatened
when a parent begins to date, encourage open lines of
communication so that you can address your child’s fears,
fantasies and wishes.

Reprinted from Psychology Today.
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