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Helping Children Cope with Divorce  

Research tells us that 40% 

of married couples in 

America who have children 

will eventually divorce, 

which is a dramatic change 

from 50 years ago (see 

graph).  This means we 

have only recently begun 

to understand how to best 

support children through 

this time of family change.   

This newsletter will provide 

parents, caregivers, 

and family support 

folks with some  

ideas and resources 

to help children 

whose parents are  

divorcing or have  

recently divorced.  

 

For more information about 

talking to your children about 

divorce go to:  

http://www.helpguide.org/

mental/children_divorce.htm  
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What to Tell Your Kids  

When it comes to telling kids about the divorce, many parents freeze up. Make the  

conversation a little easier for both you and your children by preparing significantly 

before sitting down to talk. If you can anticipate tough questions, deal with your 

own anxieties beforehand, and plan carefully what youõll tell them, you will be  

better equipped to help your children handle the news.  Difficult as it may be to do, 

try to strike an empathetic tone and address the most important points right up 

front. Give your children an honest ñbut kid -friendly ñexplanation.  Here are some 

important points on what to say and how to say it:  

 

Tell the truth. Your kids are entitled to know why you are getting a divorce, but 

keep it simple and honest, like òWe canõt get along anymore.ó You may need to remind 

your kids that while sometimes parents and kids don't always get along, parents and kids 

don't stop loving each other or get divorced from each other.  

Say òI love you.ó However simple it may sound,  letting your kids know that your 

love for them hasnõt changed is very powerful. Tell them youõll still be caring for them in 

every way, from fixing their breakfast to helping with homework.   

Address changes.  Preempt your kidsõ questions about changes in their lives,  

acknowledging that some things will be different now, but other wonõt. 

Avoid blaming and show restraint. Itõs vital to be honest with your 

kids, but without being critical of your 

spouse. Hurtful events, such as infidelity, 

make this more difficult, but avoid  

playing the blame game and remain  

respectful of your spouse when  

discussing the separation.    

Present a united front.  As 

much as you can, try to agree in advance 

on an explanation for your separation or 

divorce ñand stick to it.  

Plan your conversations 

and share logistical  

information. Make plans to talk 

with your kids before any changes in the 

living arrangements, school, or activities 

occur, but donõt overwhelm them with the details.  If possible, plan to talk when your 

spouse is present.  

Know how much information to give, staying age -aware. 

Especially at the beginning of your separation or divorce, youõll need to pick and choose 

how much to tell your kids. Think carefully about how certain information will affect them.  

In general, younger kids need less detail and will do better with a simple explanation, 

while older kids may need more information.  

Keep it real. No matter how much or how little you decide to tell your kids,  

remember that the information should be truthful above all else.  



Working with Your Ex*  

(*These guidelines are intended for those who can work with their ex -spouse safely and not 

for those who may be leaving due to domestic violence issues.  For help in that situation 

contact: Humboldt Domestic Violence Services at 707 -443 -6042 or 1 -866 -668 -6543.)  

Conflict between parents can be very damaging for kids. Itõs crucial to avoid putting your 

children in the middle of your fights, or making them feel like they have to choose between 

you.  Remember that your goal is to avoid lasting stress and pain for your children.  

 

Some Guidelines  

¶ Take it somewhere else.  Never argue in front of 

your children, whether itõs in person or over the phone.  

¶ Use tact.  Refrain from talking with your children about 

details of their other parentõs behaviors.  

¶ Be nice.  Be polite in your interactions with your ex. 

This sets a good example for your kids and can cause your 

ex-spouse to be gracious in response.  

¶ Look on the bright side.  Choose to focus on the 

strengths of all family members.  

¶ Work on it . Make it a priority to develop an amicable 

relationship with your ex as soon as possible. Watching you 

be friendly can help reassure your children.   

 

For more information, read:  

Tips for Divorced Parents: Co -Parenting With Your Ex and Making Joint Custody Work  

http://www.helpguide.org/mental/coparenting_shared_parenting_divorce.htm  

Provide Structured Stability  

While itõs good for kids to 

learn to be flexible,  

adjusting to many new 

things at once can be very 

difficult. Help your kids 

adjust to change by 

providing as much  

stability and structure as 

possible in their daily 

lives.  This does not mean 

having rigid schedules or 

everyone having the same 

schedule, but instead  

creating some regular 

routines at each house-

hold and consistently 

communicating to your 

children what to expect 

will provide your kids with 

a sense of calm and  

stability.  

The Comfort of Routines  

The benefit of schedules 

and organization for young 

children is widely known, 

but many people donõt  

realize that older children 

appreciate routine, as well. 

Kids feel safer and more  

secure when they know 

what to expect next, such 

as knowing that no matter 

what home they are in,  

dinnertime is followed by a 

bath and then homework.  

Maintaining routine also 

means continuing to  

observe rules, rewards, and 

discipline with your kids. 

Resist the temptation to 

spoil during a divorce by 

not enforcing limits or  

allowing rule breaking.   

http://www.helpguide.org/mental/coparenting_shared_parenting_divorce.htm


Childrenõs Bill of Rights  

when Parents are not Together  
(from the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers: http://www.aaml.org ) 

 

Every kid had rights, particularly when Mom and Dad are splitting up.  Below are some 

things parents and kids shouldnõt forget when the family is in the midst of a break-up.  

 

You have the right to love both your parents.  

You have the right to be loved by both of them.    

That means you shouldnõt feel guilt about wanting to see your dad or your mom at any 

time.  Itõs important for you to have both parents in your life. 

 

You do not have to chose one parent over the other.   

If you have an opinion about which parent you want to live with, let it be known.  But 

nobody can force you to make that choice.  If your parents canõt work it out, a judge 

may make the decision for them.  

 

Youõre entitled to all the feelings youõre having.   

Donõt be embarrassed by what youõre feeling.  It is scary when your parents break up, 

and youõre allowed to be scared, or angry, or sad, or whatever. 

 

You have the right to be in a safe environment.   

This means that nobody is allowed to put you in danger, either physically or  

emotionally.  If one of your parents is hurting you, tell someone ñ either your other 

parent or a trusted adult like a teacher.  

 

You donõt belong in the middle of your parentsõ break-up.   

Sometimes your parents may get so caught up in their own problems that they forget 

that youõre just a kid, and that you canõt handle their adult worries.  If they start putting 

you in the middle of their dispute, remind them that itõs their fight not yours. 

 

Grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins are part of your life.    

Even if youõre living with one parent, you can still see relatives on the other parentõs 

side because youõll always be a part of their lives. 

 

You have the right to     

be a child.   

Kids shouldnõt worry about adult 

problems.  Concentrate on your 

school work, your friends, activities, 

etc.  Your mom and dad just need 

your love.  They can handle the rest.  

 

Itõs not your fault.  Donõt 

blame yourself.  

http://www.aaml.org/


 

Know When to Seek Help  

Some children go through divorce with relatively few problems, while others have a 

more difficult time. Itõs normal for kids to feel a range of emotions, but time, love, 

and reassurance should help them to heal. If your kids remain overwhelmed over 

time though, you may need to seek professional help.  

 

Normal Reactions to Separation and Divorce  

Although strong feelings can be tough on kids, the following reactions can be  

considered normal for children.  

¶ Anger . Your kids may express their anger, rage, and resentment with you and 

your spouse for destroying their sense of normalcy.  

¶ Anxiety . Itõs natural for children to feel anxious when faced with big changes. 

¶ Mild depression . Sadness about the familyõs new situation is normal and 

sadness coupled with a sense of hopelessness and helplessness is likely to become a 

mild form of depression.  

It will take some time for your kids to work through their issues about the  

separation or divorce, but you should see gradual improvement over time .  

Red Flags for More Serious Problems  

If things get worse rather than better after several months , it may be a sign that 

your child is stuck in depression, anxiety, or anger and could use some additional 

support. Watch for these warning signs of divorce -related depression or anxiety:  

 

Discuss these or other divorce -related warning signs with your childõs doctor,  

teachers, or consult a child therapist for guidance on coping with specific problems.  

¶ Sleep problems  

¶ Poor concentration  

¶ Trouble at school  

¶ Drug or alcohol abuse  

¶ Self-injury, cutting, or eating disorders  

¶ Frequent angry or violent outbursts  

¶ Withdrawal from loved ones  

¶ Refusal of loved activities  


