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Resources for . . .  
 

“Divorce:  Helping Children Survive” 
 

 
I.  How Children May Feel:  
 
 A. Sadness 
  1. Losses sustained (loss of parent, family togetherness, home, financial security, 

friends, etc.) 
  2.  Expression of sadness:  crying, withdrawal, depression, etc.  
 
 B. Insecurity/Worry 
  1. Feelings of vulnerability and fears 
  2. Concerns about how the child’s personal needs will be met (food, housing, etc.) 
  3. Doubts about future relationships with parents 
  4. Fears of abandonment by both parents 
  5. Worry about the health and well-being of the absent parent  
 
 C. Rejection (“left me”; “if loved me, would not have left”)  
 
 D. Loneliness 
  1. When the custodial parent is absent a lot (work, less time for the child, etc.) 
  2. When the non-custodial parent does not spend time with the child 
  3. When the child has to move away from friends and playmates  
 
 E. Conflict 
  1. Feels “pulled” between the two parents (divided loyalty issues) 
  2. Used as a “pawn” in the parents’ own struggles with each other  
 
 F. Anger 
  1. Various types of unfairness involved in a divorce, resulting in anger 
  2. Expression of anger:  open hostility, withdrawal, passive-aggressive behavior, 

outbursts that are over-reactions to the immediate circumstance, etc.  
 
 G. Guilt  
  1. Feels responsible for causing the divorce (“my fault”) 
  2. Feels responsible for solving the parents’ problems (“I failed”) 
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 H. Shame (embarrassment, ashamed) 
  1. Feels “bad” because of “broken home” or “a statistic” label 
  2.  Feels “different” from “normal families” 
  3. Intensified by certain religious teachings/values 
 
 I. Relief 
  1. Welcomes the absence of parental conflict and stress 
  2. Feels “glad that it’s over”  
  3. Frequently has mixed feelings:  some relief and some sadness 
 
II.  What Children May Need: 
 
 A. Explanation of “what’s happening” 
  1. Separation/Divorce—“a reality” 
  2. Arrangements (living locations, custody, care-giving, etc.) 
  3. How much information? “on a need-to-know basis” 
  4. Preferably told by both parents at the same time  
 
 B. Reassurance 
  1. “Not your fault” 
  2. “You’re still loved” 
  3. “We’ll take care of you” 
  4. “You’ll not be left” 
 
 C. Encouragement to experience and express feelings 
  1. Encouraged to be aware of feelings 
  2. Permission given to express feelings (appropriately) 
  3. Parental use of effective listening skills to encourage expression  
 
 D. Time to adjust 
  1. Grief reaction 
  2. Potential misbehavior 
  3. Decreased school performance (involve school counselor and/or teachers)  
  4. Development of coping skills  
 
 E. Security 
  1. Using appropriate limits, structure, etc. 
  2. Having regular routines for daily life 
  3. Maintenance of family traditions and rituals as much as possible  
 
 F. Resources 
  1. Supportive adults (teachers, relatives, friends, etc.) 
  2. Books, videos, materials, etc. that explain divorce reactions 
  3. Professional family therapy  
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 G. Freedom to “be a child” 
  1. Not treated as a “little adult” with inappropriate responsibilities  
  2. Not used as a “confidant” by either parent 
  3. Not expected to become a parent for the actual parents  
  4. Not involved in the parents’ own personal struggles 
  5. Not used as a communication vehicle between the parents  
 
 H. Role models 
  1. Parental modeling of effective coping 
  2. Sex-role modeling to offset the absence of the non-custodial parent  
 
III. How Children May Struggle: 
 
 A.  Explaining that “I’m a child of divorced parents” 
 B. Dealing with questions about the child’s parents from teachers, friends, etc. 
 C. Adjusting to two different households (rules, chores, schedules, etc.) 
 D. Living with “less” (time, money, attention, resources, opportunities, etc.) 
 E. Reacting to the parents’ new friends, dates, etc. 
 F. Trying to stay out of the conflict between the parents 
 G. Handling new situations (new housing, schools, step-family, etc.) 
 H. Resolving personal beliefs about marriage and divorce  
 I. Making a decision about “which parent” (custody, etc.) 
 J. Coping with broken promises and inconsistences from the parents 
 K. Understanding unique age-related issues (preschool, elementary, teenage issues) 
 L. Dealing with changes in extended family relationships (grandparents, aunts/uncles, etc.)   
 
 
 
 


