The Challenge of Divorce
There is almost a 50/50 chance that couples who marry today will divorce, and almost
half of all children now growing up in the United States have seen or will see their parents’
marriage end. Divorce is one of the most difficult experiences many people ever face. A divorce
is something that most adults and almost all children do not want, and it can take a very long
time to accept. Even people who want to divorce often find that they have mixed emotions.
There are marriages that are empty, chronically conflict-ridden, or even abusive, and ending the
relationship is the right decision. However, even when it is the right decision, divorce is only the
better choice between two painful alternatives.
Divorce is extremely stressful, but research shows that most people, including most
children, cope successfully with the stress. The popular media typically emphasize the
irreversible damage of divorce, especially for children. This makes for dramatic headlines, but it
does not reflect the reality of scientific evidence. Research indicates that divorce has few lasting
effects on children’s mental health or performance in school. In fact, what is most notable about
children of divorce is their resilience, their successful coping despite life’s difficulties. Divorce
poses many challenges to children, and even years later, many children report painful memories
of divorce and perhaps of ongoing troubles in family relationships. Still, after a period of
readjustment, most children successfully face the challenges. Divorce is usually painful; but, if it
is handled properly, it does not lead to irreversible damage.
It takes time for parents and children to re-establish family life after divorce - at least a
year or two, perhaps longer. It also takes hard work. Parents may have to work harder at
parenting, at a job, or at getting along with each other; and children may have to work harder in
order to help their family. Still, the work can pay off; and for most families divorce remains a
painful memory, but a memory that is not so painful that they cannot get on with their lives.
Explaining Divorce to a Child
The meaning of divorce is quite different for children of different ages, and explanations
need to be tailored accordingly. Infants and toddlers obviously do not understand what divorce
means, but they do understand if their daily routine changes. Security and consistency are what
is most important to them. Preschoolers and young school-age children may understand the
word “divorce,” but they, too, are more interested in practical things. Some of the questions they
want answered are:
• Where will I stay?
• Where will my stuff be?
• When will I see Mom?
• When will I see Dad?
• Do you still love me?
School-age children want to know more about the reasons for divorce; and, as time passes,
they may ask tricky questions that need to be answered honestly but simply. Whatever their
age, children need a “G rated” not an “R rated” explanation of the reasons for divorce. Eight- to
twelve-year-olds also need answers to their many practical questions about their daily routines,
and they can use a parent’s help with the tricky question of what to tell their friends. Adolescents
want the most information, and they should get an honest but limited explanation. It is
appropriate for teenagers to know why their parents split up, but it is inappropriate for them to
know all the details of their parents’ marriage. They are children, not friends.
In thinking about what to tell children of different ages about divorce, it may be helpful to
think about what is appropriate to tell a child of the same age about “where babies come from.”
Children of any age deserve honest information about both topics, but they do not need to know
every detail. Of course, repeated and increasingly sophisticated explanations are needed, as

children grow older; but just as with what they learn about sex, much of what children believe
about divorce will differ from what they are told. Children’s beliefs will be closer to parents’
explanations when parents offer information designed to help the children, not to unburden
themselves or to blame their spouses.
A few tips may help in making sure that explanations meet the needs of children, not
parents.
• Always reassure children that they are loved.
• Always try to be neutral (or positive, if possible) about children’s relationship with the
other parent.
• Always think about the conversation in advance, and maybe try it out on a friend first.
• Most important of all, put yourself in your children’s shoes. What would you want to
know, and how would you want to be told?
Legalities and the Children
Divorced families are still families, and a major task that parents face is renegotiating
their family relationships with their children and with each other. Deciding how each parent will
spend time with the children is one of the biggest issues that must be negotiated legally. This
tricky question may be tied to other things, such as who will move from the family residence, the
question of financial support, or the desire of a parent to relocate to a different part of the
country.
No one type of legal or physical custody arrangement has been found best for children.
Many people feel that the best arrangement is joint legal and physical custody, in which parents
share decisions and spend approximately equal time with their children. Others argue sole
custody is best, insisting that children need one home and one parent in charge. A few other
people want different arrangements, such as having children live primarily with the parent of the
same sex.
Research does not strongly support any one of these alternatives over the others. What
works best depends on a family’s circumstances, not on some abstract legal term. When
determining what will work best, some principles to consider should be:
• Keep conflict to a minimum
• Maximize quality contact
• Maintain consistency
• Keep it simple.
Fighting with a Former Spouse
Research makes it very clear that the more parents fight with each other -- before,
during, and after a divorce -- the more psychological problems their children experience. This is
especially true when children witness or overhear the conflict, or when they are put in the middle
of a dispute. Even very young children feel tension, torn loyalties, and mixed messages when
their parents are struggling. Therefore, a simple and very important rule about fighting is: Keep
children out of the middle.
Obviously, disagreements are expected between divorced partners. Different
philosophies about raising children can become difficult to manage, and old hurts and new
jealousies can create many reasons for anger and pain. Getting angry often feels good to a
parent (at least for a while), but children benefit if their parents cooperate. This makes for one of
the trickiest emotional balancing acts in divorce. The solution usually is not for former spouses
to be “friends.” In fact, it often works better if parents have a more distant, polite, businesslike
approach to working together in rearing their children. Some fighting may feel good (temporarily)
to a hurt former spouse, but parental conflict is not good for children.

Children’s Relationships with Both Parents
As a rule, more contact with both parents is better for children, but only if the parents’
conflict is contained. If fighting is uncontrolled, children may do better to see one parent less -and be exposed to less fighting as a result. More contact with each parent may mean sharing
time with the children equally; but that arrangement is the exception, not the rule. Many divorced
families maximize contact between children and both parents by keeping a stable routine during
the school week but then coming up with creative options for using weekends, school vacations,
and summer holidays. Other parents recognize that major changes are likely to take place as
children grow older, and this helps them to accept less attractive options for the time being.
Consistency in schedules and rules makes life less stressful for everyone. Once parents
agree on a plan for spending time with their children, they do well to stick to it religiously.
Children want to know where they are going to be at what times, and, while a change or delay
may seem small to a parent, it can be a big deal to a child. Everyone needs some flexibility, of
course; but flexibility works best if it follows after a consistent routine has been established.
A few rules on parenting alone can be useful to keep in mind. Children need love, but
they also need discipline. Each household needs a few clear and reasonable rules about such
things as bedtimes, responsibilities, and appropriate behavior; and parents should expect these
rules to be followed. No means no, and parents make a big mistake if they let their guilt turn no
into “maybe not.” Of course, a positive focus is the best way to discipline. Praising children for
doing ”good” works much better than criticizing children for doing ”bad”.
Finally, get children involved in taking responsibility for their actions and duties. Call a
family meeting, explain the problem, and ask children what they (realistically) think is an
appropriate solution. Children can discipline themselves pretty strictly if given the chance, and it
is hard for them to argue against rules that they set for themselves.
Trouble Spots
Some children develop psychological problems following their parents’ divorce, and
many more have trouble making an adjustment. Crying, worrying, and constant questions about
the divorce are obvious signs; but increased aggression, disturbed sleep, spending more time
alone, or lower grades also can be signals. Parents often have a hard time being objective in
evaluating how their children are coping, and obtaining an outside opinion can be a great help.
Child-care providers or teachers, for example, see many children and can give valuable
feedback.
All children are upset to some degree when their parents first separate. You should
worry about something deeper if your children have ongoing problems, and their upset is
frequently tied to continuing problems in family relationships. The parents may still be fighting;
one parent may be inconsistent in spending time with the children; or the schedule may be too
complicated. Alternatively, one or both parents may be disciplining the children ineffectively; the
children may not be getting enough affection; or parents may be putting too many emotional and
practical burdens on the children. Because of these possibilities, three good things that divorced
parents always can do for their children are:
• To work on coping better themselves
• To work on maintaining a positive relationship with their children
• To work on finding a way to stop fighting with each other.
Ways to Get Help
Many people do not know how to react to a divorce. As a result, many potential
supporters move away from the divorced family. For this reason, parents and children often
have to ask for help in coping with divorce, and this is the time to ask. In addition to seeking the
help of friends and relatives, many parents also find self-help books useful at this time. Parents

should call on professional helpers, too, if there seems to be a need. Lawyers can give advice
and negotiate agreements for parents, or parents may want to seek out a divorce mediator.
Divorce mediators usually are either mental health professionals or lawyers, but they
specialize in helping divorcing or divorced parents negotiate their own legal agreements in a
more cooperative manner. Therapists who are familiar with divorce and comfortable in offering
direction also can provide objective opinions, support, and advice to individuals, to parents and
children, or to former spouses.
Finally, groups for parents or children may be especially beneficial in divorce. Self-help
groups for parents are available in most communities, and more schools are offering groups for
children of divorce.
Out of the many available options, two self-help books that we particularly recommend
are Robert Emery’s, The Truth about Children and Divorce (Plume, 2006) and Nicholas Long’s
& Rex Forehand’s, Making Divorce Easier on Your Child (McGraw-Hill, 2002).
What Is Cognitive Behavior Therapy?
Behavior Therapy and Cognitive Behavior Therapy are types of treatment that are based firmly
on research findings. These approaches aid people in achieving specific changes or goals.
Changes or Goals might involve:
•

a way of acting - like smoking less or being more outgoing;

•

a way of feeling - like helping a person be less scared, less depressed, or less anxious;

•

a way of thinking - like learning to problem-solve or get rid of self-defeating thoughts;

•

a way of dealing with physical or medical problems - like lessening back pain or helping
a person stick to a doctor's suggestions; or

•

a way of adjusting - like training developmentally disabled people to care for themselves
or hold a job.

Behavior Therapists and Cognitive Behavior Therapists usually focus more on the current
situation and its solution, rather than the past. They concentrate on a person's views and
beliefs about their life, not on personality traits. Behavior Therapists and Cognitive Behavior
Therapists treat individuals, parents, children, couples, and families. Replacing ways of living
that do not work well, with ways of living that work, and giving people more control over their
lives are common goals of behavior and cognitive behavior therapy.
The Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies (ABCT) is an interdisciplinary
organization committed to the advancement of a scientific approach to the understanding and
amelioration of problems of the human condition. These aims are achieved through the
investigation and application of behavioral, cognitive, and other evidence-based principles to
assessment, prevention, and treatment.
For more information, please contact ABCT at
305 7th Avenue, 16th Fl., New York, NY 10001
Phone (212) 647-1890

