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Preface


This book has grown out of fifteen years of working with families that have experienced divorce. Initially, my efforts were focused on those families which sought professional help for children who were having difficulties accepting and adjusting to their parents’ divorce. In my role as a clinical practitioner and a supervisor in the outpatient clinic at the University of Michigan’s Children’s Psychiatric Hospital, and at the University of Michigan’s Center for the Child and the Family, I have had the opportunity to observe over 500 families in which a divorce had occurred. This in-depth clinical work, often consisting of three to twelve months of weekly contacts with each family, taught me a great deal about the ways in which parents and children react to, struggle with, and often cope successfully with the stresses of divorce. 

At the same time, I had questions about how much of what I saw in a clinical, helping context was also true of families that did not seek professional help. Since 1981, my colleagues and I at the University of Michigan have been conducting research with children and adolescents attending public schools in suburban and rural communities in southeastern Michigan. Using a variety of research approaches, including semistructured interviews and standardized personality tests, we have examined nearly a thousand youngsters, approximately half of whom had experienced parental divorce and half who had not. In a series of investigations published in professional journals, it became clear that many children wrestle with stresses and conflicts related to divorce for years after their parents separate. Though the majority were progressing well developmentally, compared to youngsters whose parents had not divorced, it required active efforts on their part. Divorce-related issues were never far from their minds, and a substantial number of them were experiencing problems in their development that children whose parents had never divorced did not have to face. 

As it became clear that divorce was a continuing presence in the psychological lives of the great majority of the children we saw, I established the Family Styles Project at the University of Michigan. The aim of the project was to develop, implement, and test the effectiveness of a supportive, brief group intervention for children whose parents had divorced. Since 1982, we have served approximately 2,000 youngsters in grades one through nine. Several thousand other children have participated in this program, as it has been adopted both by schools in Michigan and other states. 

Though our emphasis was on developing a preventive intervention program for children of divorce, there was another serendipitous by-product of these groups: they provided a new window for observing and understanding children’s reactions to divorce and how they coped. In the safety of a group context conducted in the familiar setting of their school, these youngsters told us and each other a great deal about how they felt and what they thought about divorce. They illuminated for us the impact on them of parental fighting and arguing, becoming caught in the middle of these conflicts, seeing one or both parents in great emotional distress, having reduced or no contact with their noncustodial parent, parental dating, and remarriage. In the group sessions, they shared their privately held, rarely voiced (especially in the context of formal research endeavors) feelings and ideas about divorce. We were stunned by the long-term concerns of children, and began to conceptualize divorce as a process consisting of a series of events that unfold over many years. 

However, we were also impressed by how well many of these youngsters were doing. The majority seemed to be coping well. Some seemed to be especially resilient, perhaps by temperament, and able to meet even the most disconcerting changes wrought by divorce with equanimity. Others had a particularly sturdy custodial parent who adjusted well to the divorce and was able to shelter the children from the more dramatic stresses that can arise in the context of divorce. Still others had parents who could put their own hostilities and distress to rest and effectively coparent after the marital separation. We learned from the children who participated in our groups that there are several avenues to good adjustment after divorce.

Collectively, these clinical, research, and intervention experiences have led me to think about divorce in terms of the stresses for children created by marital separation. The nature of these stresses appears tied to the stages of the divorce process. In chapter 2, I describe the three stages of divorce and the stresses that seem especially common to each. This stage model of the divorce process is carried through each of the chapters focused on the ways in which youngsters experience their parents’ divorce. 

At the same time, it is clear that the ways in which children react to, feel about, understand, and cope with the psychosocial stresses at each stage of the divorce process are largely determined by their cognitive, emotional, and social development. Each child, at any level of development, is certainly a unique person. However, clinical and research investigations have demonstrated that a good deal of the enormous variability in children’s responses to their parents’ divorce is related to their level of psychological development. Thus, a child’s stage of development is a central, organizing feature of this book. 

The ways in which a child processes and understands information about divorce, the reasons for it, and the changes it brings about are largely determined by his cognitive abilities, which in turn are very much tied to his age. Similarly, the kinds of concerns children have about divorce, the expectations parents and youngsters have of each other, the nature of parent-child relationships, and the coping styles of boys and girls are all decisively linked to their level of psychological development. 

Levels of child development will be divided into five stages. These stages will be delineated according to age: infancy and toddlerhood (birth to two-and-a-half years old); the preschool years (three to five); early elementary school years (six to eight); later elementary school years (nine to twelve); and, adolescence (thirteen to seventeen years old). Though the age of the youngster is used to define her point in development, it is the levels of cognitive, emotional, and social growth that are the key issues. Some youngsters will exhibit a level of psychological development which is at a higher or lower stage than would be expected given their chronological age. And it is not unusual for a child to have reached a particular level of development in terms of cognitive growth and yet be at a different stage emotionally or socially. It will be helpful for the reader to examine the stage immediately above and the one just below the level indicated by a child’s actual age. This is especially true if the youngster’s age is on the border between two levels (for example, the child who is six years old frequently evidences development at both the early elementary school stage she is in as well as the preschool level just left). 

A word needs to be said about the illustrations provided in this book. I have taken great care to disguise the identity of the parents and children who served as the basis for these examples. At times, composites have been used to further protect the confidentiality of the families. Fortunately, through direct clinical practice, the supervision of others in training, and the willingness of colleagues to share their professional experiences, I have knowledge of a sufficient number of families to have several examples at each stage of divorce and of child development with very similar experiences. And in all illustrations, the words of the children, parents, and mental health professionals are direct quotes or close paraphrasings of what was said. 

I also wish to underscore the fact that the children who appear in these pages were not suffering from an emotional illness. They were reacting to the stresses associated with the divorce process. They came to the attention of mental health professionals because either one or both parents, or some other concerned adult in their lives, were sensitive to their distress. My experience, through research interviews and our school-based support groups, with youngsters who never had any contact with a mental health professional, leads me to be convinced that the children who served as the basis for these examples are not atypical. 

I think it is also important to note that many children do well after divorce because one or both parents are intuitively aware of the issues put forth in this book. These parents understand the stresses confronting their youngsters and act effectively on their behalf. For parents who are successfully meeting the challenges of parenting after divorce, this book will serve to confirm their approaches and may help make more understandable why their efforts have been effective. For other parents, struggling with the vicissitudes of raising children in the context of divorce, this book can provide insights and ideas for helping their youngsters cope well with divorce and, therefore, grow and prosper in its aftermath. 

This book is aimed at more than one audience. It is for parents who wish to understand the challenges and stresses divorce presents to children and learn how to be helpful to them. But it is also for other concerned adults who touch the lives of children whose parents have divorced and are in a position to facilitate a child’s good adjustment. Pediatricians and family practitioners are often “front-line” professionals who regularly have contact with children. They can be of enormous help to parents and children who are coping with divorce-related stresses. Attorneys, judges, and court-based case workers are often in the position of assessing the impact of particular divorce circumstances on children, talking with youngsters and parents about divorce issues, and making recommendations regarding postdivorce family arrangements. They, too, can facilitate youngsters’ successful adjustment to divorce. Teachers often spend as much or more time with children than parents. They see the ways in which children are affected by and cope with divorce and can provide their charges with understanding on a daily basis. This book is also addressed to my colleagues in the mental health professions. When parents come to us with a youngster who is having difficulties adjusting to a divorce, how we understand the child and what we convey to parents can shape in powerful ways the self-perceptions, feelings, and actions of parents and children, alike. This book can provide ways of intervening with families to empower parents in their efforts to raise their children effectively. The focus here is not one of psychological disturbance but of divorce-specific stresses and how to cope with them. 

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the considerable efforts of many who have contributed to my work with and understanding of divorced parents and their children. I am indebted to the past and current members of the Family Styles Project, who began with me as energetic, enthusiastic graduate students and have become valued colleagues. I also wish to thank the Office of Prevention Services of the Michigan Department of Mental Health for their generous financial support. Under the directorship of Ms. Betty Tableman, the Office of Prevention Services has provided us with resources to develop our school-based support groups and glean the insights these groups have afforded us. Similarly, the financial support of the Washtenaw County (Michigan) Community Mental Health Center, under the direction of Mr. Saul Cooper and subsequently Dr. Lucy Howard, has been invaluable. The Psychology and Psychiatry Departments of the University of Michigan, chaired by Professors Albert C. Cain and John Greden, respectively, have contributed handsomely to the financial base needed to carry out the clinical and research missions of the Family Styles Project. 

School personnel, including principals, teachers and secretaries, too numerous to mention by name, who have graciously facilitated our prevention program and research efforts deserve special thanks. Without their help, our research and intervention programs with youngsters and their parents could not have been possible. And the children and parents who participated in our groups and research projects, and those who sought special help, who taught me about the pain of divorce and how to cope with and transcend it, merit my heartfelt appreciation. 

I am especially thankful for the close collegial relationships I have enjoyed with Professors Albert C. Cain and K. Gerald Marsden. I appreciate beyond words their wisdom, their confidence in me, and their friendship over the past two decades. I also wish to acknowledge the invaluable assistance and guidance provided by the editors at The Free Press. Ms. Laura Wolff helped me find an effective format for expressing my ideas and guided my efforts through the first half of this book. Ms. Gioia Stevens kept me on track for the remainder of the book and firmly but gently kept the reality of deadlines before me. I also wish to thank Ms. Paulette Lockwood for typing this manuscript and retaining her good humor throughout revisions. 

Last, and by no means least, I am immensely grateful to my family for their patience and understanding throughout my career. My parents, my mother- and father-in-law, and my children (most of the time) have endured my long hours at the office, and therefore less than full involvement in family matters, with grace, humor and support. My wife, more than anyone, has kept the home fires burning with the sustaining and renewing force of her love. It is therefore to her that this book is dedicated.



1
Introduction


There was a dramatic increase in the rate of divorce in the United States between 1960 and 1980. Before 1960 about one child in nine saw his or her parents divorce. By 1980 this number had jumped to one child in three.1 Though the rise in the divorce rate has leveled off since 1980, the United States Bureau of the Census is projecting that for the 1990’s, 40 percent of all children growing up in America will experience a parental divorce. 

Our society has become much more aware of the fact that marriages can be personally unfulfilling, emotionally painful, or even physically dangerous for many adults. Religious institutions, state legislatures, and the courts have relaxed their restrictions regarding divorce and have become more tolerant and accepting of divorce as a solution to marriages that are not working. 

There is a debate among professionals about which is more upsetting and difficult for children: parents staying in a seriously troubled marriage or getting divorced. Research on this question suggests that either choice presents difficulties for children. The idea that it is good for parents to stay together “for the sake of the children” has not been confirmed by clinical reports or empirical research. Families are remarkably different from one another in terms of how they function as a unit, how they deal with conflict, or how they might deal with the parents’ decision to separate. It is very unlikely that there is only one “right way” for adults to handle their marital conflicts. Some marriages can be preserved by mutual commitment to examine and correct individual and interpersonal problems that contribute to marital difficulties. Other marriages are best ended for the good of the adults and the children. 

The ending of the social and legal contract of marriage can be seen as something like social surgery, in which the bonds between husband and wife are cut by divorce. Just as physical surgery has potential benefits and risks so too does the social surgery of marital dissolution. In physical surgery, the most common aims are to correct conditions that are painful, disfiguring, limiting, and/or life threatening. And there are risks. These include infection, adverse reaction to anesthesia, and blood loss, any of which can result in serious complications, physical damage, and even death. 

Possible benefits from the social surgery of divorce are relief from emotional pain, avoiding personal “disfigurement” or limitations through lack of individual growth and fulfillment, and/or escape from a physically abusive and possibly injurious home environment. But here, too, there are risks. Divorced men are more likely than married men to have psychiatric problems, serious accidents, and to be in poor health generally.2 Divorced women often experience depression and frequently suffer from markedly reduced and even impoverished economic circumstances.3 The children of divorce become more vulnerable to developing a wide variety of social, behavioral, emotional, and academic problems. 

The risks to healthy, wholesome child development that appear linked to divorce include an increased probability that the following problems may emerge: (1) angry and aggressive behavior; (2) sadness, low self-esteem, and depression; (3) impaired academic performance; and (4) trouble with intimate relationships in adolescence and adulthood. 

For some youngsters these difficulties are short-lived, and within a year or two of the parental separation they regain their developmental stride and are able to put the problems behind them. However, there is mounting evidence now that a substantial number of children, perhaps as many as 30 percent to 50 percent, bear the painful and disruptive legacy of their parents’ divorce for years.4

Though these figures are alarming, it is important to keep them in perspective. If 30 percent to 50 percent of children of divorce experience lasting, divorce-linked difficulties, then it follows that 50 percent to 70 percent do not. Researchers and mental health professionals agree that nearly all children wrestle with conflicts and upset feelings for up to a year or two after their parents separate. Smooth growth in the areas of cognitive, emotional, social, and/or behavioral development is often disrupted, at least temporarily, by the turmoil and changes usually accompanying divorce. But the majority of youngsters do not appear to have long-lasting problems attributable to divorce. 

Medical advances, most less than a century old, have illuminated the nature of the risks of surgery and, therefore, what can be done to reduce their consequences. Information about the patient’s general health history and current health status, knowledge of the disease or injury affecting the patient, awareness of how infection occurs, and increasingly sophisticated methods for administering and monitoring anesthesia and for typing and closely cross-matching blood for possible transfusion have made most surgical procedures relatively safe and often routine. The likely outcome of a simple appendectomy in the 1980’s is far better than it was in the 1880’s. Mental health professionals and child development experts are at the very beginning of a struggle to make the consequences of parental divorce for children as benign and positive as medical science has made many kinds of physical surgery. 

It is the aim of this book to integrate what we know about how youngsters grow and develop cognitively, emotionally, and socially, and what we understand about the divorce process in order to arrive at methods for reducing the risks of divorce for children. The material in this book will provide parents, therapists, educators, pediatricians, attorneys, and judges with a framework for understanding the ways in which divorce can affect the lives of children. Using the framework will permit these groups of concerned adults to help children adjust to and cope effectively with life after divorce.



2
The Stages of Divorce


In order to determine how parents and professionals can help children cope successfully with divorce, it is essential to understand the major factors influencing the child’s reactions and adjustment to divorce. Three key factors contribute to how youngsters experience their parents’ divorce: 

  	The stage of the divorce process
 	The child’s level of development
 	The child’s gender
 



Each must be considered in order to enable parents and other concerned adults to facilitate children’s healthy adaptation to divorce. 

Years ago divorce was considered a single, legal event. Parents would separate and eventually “the divorce” would be granted by the court. As we began to study divorce more closely, it became clear that rather than being an isolated occurrence, divorce is a process unfolding over many years. This process can be divided into three stages, each with its own characteristic life events. From a child’s perspective there are specific psychosocial stressors accompanying each phase of divorce. That is, there are certain life circumstances at each stage that are stressful for children. In order to be helpful to youngsters, it is important to understand the nature of these stressors. 

The three stages of the divorce process are the immediate crisis phase, the short-term aftermath, and the long-range period. The boundaries between these stages of divorce are not firmly drawn. For some families the crisis stage lasts only up to a month or two after the parents physically separate; for others, the stage can continue for a year or two past the point of separation. Similarly, the short-term aftermath phase may end as early as six months after parental separation. But for some families, especially where parents are embroiled in a bitter, corrosive divorce with serious financial and/or custody disputes, it becomes a protracted phase of the divorce going on for years. It is not so much time alone that determines the stage the divorce process is in, but rather the specific life circumstances. The degree to which conflicts are being resolved and new patterns of living established are the hallmarks of transitions from one stage of divorce to the next. And it is precisely these factors that impinge in different ways on the lives of children and, therefore, require different kinds of help and support from parents and professionals. 

The Immediate Crisis Stage

The first stage of the divorce process begins as parents separate and/or a petition for divorce is filed. The fact that parents are seeking to dissolve their marriage becomes public; children now realize that the conflict or emotional distance between their parents is not merely a normal part of family life that will continue indefinitely. Changes in the household become apparent as one parent leaves and children begin to sense that their lives will be altered dramatically. For youngsters this initially is a time of shock and disbelief; regardless of the amount of parental conflict that had existed, perhaps accompanied by open threats or discussion about divorce, children are nearly universally surprised, frightened, and saddened by the knowledge that divorce will occur.1 This is a wrenching realization for most children who have held onto the belief that their parents would never get divorced. The implicit unspoken promise of parents that the family will always be together is shattered. 

Conflict between parents is one of the most serious Stressors a child encounters during the immediate crisis of parental divorce.2 When one or both parents decide to separate, conflict between them is very frequently intense. Often one parent feels rejected by the other’s decision to leave the marriage. Even the parent who initiates a separation may feel that he or she has been provoked into doing so. In either case at least one parent typically feels painfully wounded by his or her spouse. The message is clear: You are no longer loved, and (in many instances) you are no longer lovable or even worthy. 

When people are hurt deeply a common and automatic self-protective response is to become angry. The wound to pride and self-esteem is often treated almost reflexively; the impulse is to heap disparagement and fury on the source of the pain. Even in men and women who are usually on an even keel emotionally and are not given to uncontrollable, angry outbursts, the level of rage can be palpable. The usual sensitivity to and thoughtfulness about their children’s needs, characteristic of so many parents, temporarily disappear in the maelstrom of intense anger. It is not at all unusual for youngsters to hear loud arguments and name-calling and to observe parents shoving and slapping one another, or worse. The raw, uncontrolled fury of these storms of rage is highly disturbing to youngsters of all ages. 

However, even in the most rancorous separations, not all conflicts between parents take the form of pitched battles. Interspersed with these explosively angry exchanges, and sometimes in place of them, parents can demean and derogate one another in more controlled, quieter tones. At times this appears as verbal jousting matches: 


Spouse A: [when the child is being dropped off for a visit] I told you I was taking Greg to a movie tonight at 7:00. You’re late. 

Spouse B: You didn’t tell me that. You must have forgotten to mention it. Sometimes your memory goes as you get older. 

Spouse A: Maybe it’s your hearing that’s going! Next time I’ll write it down for you. 

Spouse B: Maybe it’s your thinking that’s going! Besides, he’s seen that movie already. Don’t you know what your son has seen? Don’t you listen to him? 



And so on. While this sort of conflict can escalate into an explosion, some couples can keep it going at this level while children silently, or not so silently, watch the two people they care most about tear at each other with little mercy. Yet some parents who engage in this more quiet devastating warfare insist that they do not fight, scream, or argue in front of the children. They are genuinely surprised to learn how painful it is for youngsters to witness exchanges of this sort. 

An alternative and even more subtle style parents sometimes use to express conflict is to criticize their (ex-) spouse within earshot of the children. 


Father: [to his children when they are with him for dinner] Let’s get something good to eat for a change. You must be real tired of those dry hamburgers your mother fixes. 

Children: They’re not so bad. 

Father: Sure, if you like to eat leather with too much salt [laughing]. You must be starved. Look at that shirt, Johnny! Did your mother forget to do the laundry again? She’s got a great memory, like an elephant—one that’s had brain surgery! 

Mothers can also use this method to demean their (ex-) husband.

Mother: [to her children who have just returned from a weekend with their father] Did you have a nice time? How did it go at your dad’s? 

Children: Ok, it was all right. 

Mother: You mean your father actually got off the couch to do something with you? I don’t believe it! I always thought he stuck to couches like he was glued to them. 

Children: We went to see a movie. 

Mother: Great! Well, he never was much at talking to people. At a movie he can just stuff his mouth with popcorn and ignore you. By the way, speaking of popcorn, is he still on his diet, or is he back to beer and pretzels for dinner? 



Sometimes parents are so caught up in their hurt-angry feelings that they are not aware of how frequently they make these sorts of belittling, hostile comments. Many parents will truthfully report that their separation is going fairly smoothly, that they do not fight or discuss things in front of their children. They characterize their beginning divorce proceedings as “civilized.” Yet their youngsters are constantly being reminded of how little one parent thinks of the other, as real or imaginary faults are magnified. 

A few parents experience their divorce as “friendly.” Not only are explosive, angry outbursts, verbal jousting, and put-downs absent, but both members of the couple seem calm. They may even take time for pleasant conversations over coffee at one another’s homes when the children are being picked up or dropped off. Mutual respect and caring feelings are still very much in evidence. At times this may take on the quality of too much closeness for a couple that is separated and headed for divorce. Family dinners may continue regularly or sporadically, father may come over to mow the lawn, and he may sleep over from time to time. While this “friendly” divorce may be enormously reassuring to youngsters, it poses another more subtle problem. For many children it becomes more difficult to understand the need for a divorce. It also makes it much harder for children to give up the common, treasured wish for parents to eventually sort out their disagreements and get back together again. The fueling of this reconciliation wish leaves many youngsters even more deeply saddened and upset about the divorce. After all, if parents get along so well and seem to like and care for each other, why should they live apart? The hope for a fully reunited family is kept in front of the child, tantalizingly but frustratingly just out of reach. A moderate level of conflict between parents is surprisingly helpful to youngsters as they begin the task of coming to terms with the reality and finality of their parents’ divorce. 

The first stage of the divorce process is usually psychologically painful for one or both parents. Regardless of how much a couple wants a divorce and believes it is essential to their personal well-being, it is one of the most socially, emotionally, and financially dislocating experiences of adulthood. 

Divorce requires each parent to carve out a new social identity as a divorced, unpartnered adult after years of functioning as a member of a couple. Divorced men and women find themselves not being invited to get-togethers they used to attend as a part of a couple. They may begin to feel socially isolated. And most adults find the prospect of reentering the dating scene confusing, unsettling, and downright frightening. 

The spouse who feels most responsible for the decision to separate often experiences guilt and remorse along with relief, while the one who feels left must grapple with a sense of being unlovable and unworthy. It is ironic that both of these sets of feelings, guilt-remorse and a sense of being unlovable-unworthwhile, often produce the same psychological problems: depression or attempts to avoid being depressed. It is not at all unusual for children to see a parent crying, sleeping too much, feeling unable to get off the couch to get dinner or do the laundry, being inattentive to them, losing interest in eating, or generally appearing joyless. One major alternative to being depressed is to be chronically angry or irritable. This not only leads to the kinds of warfare between parents described above but also makes many parents less patient and more snappish with their children. Common ways of trying to escape depression and anger include immersing oneself in work activities or beginning a rollercoaster-like social life. Both result in children seeing much less of their parents. 

Financial distress is also prominent during this stage of the divorce process, particularly for women who have primary responsibility for children after the marital separation. 3Many mothers have left the job market or interrupted their education to raise children and manage the family household. Others have given up full pursuit of a career and worked only part-time outside the home in order to devote themselves to their families. Entry into the full-time job market is extremely difficult for mothers who have not developed the necessary competitive skills and experience. Even women who have continued to work full-time outside the home are generally paid substantially less than men for comparable positions and efforts. Child support payments, which are intended to provide economic resources and security to youngsters, are often made irregularly, partially, or in many instances not at all.4

Men, too, experience economic stresses after marital separation. Maintaining two households is obviously more expensive than having a shared residence. Add to that the considerable legal costs of divorce, child support payments, and the expenses associated with continuing to see one’s children (for example the cost of transportation, extra clothing, bedding, and toys) and it becomes clear that divorcing fathers who are conscientious about their responsibilities also are frequently strapped for money. Financial demands become even more draining when a man remarries and begins to support a new family too. 

The first stage of divorce has been labelled as a period of “diminished parenting capacities.”5 Social isolation, loneliness, irritability, depression, and anxiety collectively threaten to overwhelm even the psychologically best-adjusted parent. It is nearly impossible to be as attentive, caring, tolerant, and empathic a parent as one usually is in the face of these emotional pressures. But the escape routes from the tensions usually wind up taking parents from their children, as newly separated men and women throw themselves into work, job retraining, or social activities. As involvement in parenting is reduced, children are increasingly left in the care of others, or more typically in the case of older children on their own. Clearly, to the extent that at least the primary, custodial parent can manage these stresses and adapt quickly to the multitude of changes ushered in by the initial marital separation, the less distress the children will experience.

Approximately 90 percent of all minor children live primarily with their mother after parents separate. Nonresident fathers typically have less than biweekly contact with their youngsters, and their involvement declines as time goes by. 6For most children, divorce means either the complete or partial loss of the relationship with their father. 

Many parents are puzzled by their youngsters’ openly expressed yearnings for more contact with their father, the children’s excited anticipation of a scheduled time with him, the especially good behavior displayed by many boys and girls when they are with their father, their attempts to please him, or conversely, their upset feelings over having little or no contact with him. Mothers often point to how little time the children had spent interacting with their father before the marital separation. Others may note that the youngsters see their father nearly every week and wonder why that is not enough. What many adults fail to recognize is that having a father present in the home feels very different to most children than seeing him regularly and even fairly frequently when he lives apart from the rest of the family. Brief interactions around dinnertime, specific chores, help with homework, a good-night kiss, comments about an upcoming school event, and the like create an atmosphere of father-presence that is lost when he is no longer living under the same roof. 

Even when fathers are able to see their children regularly and frequently (that is, at least once a week), the nature of the relationship is altered substantially. The easy give-and-take of brief everyday interactions gives way to extended periods of time during which fathers and their children are together for the clear purpose of seeing one another. The structure of the father-child relationship becomes more a set piece with an emphasis on planned activities. Dinners at fast-food restaurants, shopping trips to a mall, and going to movies are tightly and carefully scheduled and now rarely occur spontaneously. And the activities are supposed to be fun! Thus, fathers are placed in the role of “Disneyland Dad” rather than a full-fledged parent concerned about homework, chores, and the myriad of day-to-day family rituals such as mealtime and bedtime activities. 

The loss of the relationship with the nonresident parent is mitigated to a great degree by a newly emerging arrangement known as joint physical custody. Here parents spend equal or nearly equal time (usually defined as no more imbalanced than a 70 percent-30 percent split) with the children. It is distinguished from joint legal custody, though both are loosely referred to as “joint custody,” in which both parents legally maintain a voice in key decisions affecting their children such as religious training, educational plans, and medical care. Joint legal custody does not carry with it any implications at all for how much time the youngsters live with each parent. 

On the face of it, joint physical custody appears to eliminate the stress of losing one parent: the child lives with each parent for regular periods of time, which are usually spelled out in interim court orders during the first stage of the divorce process and in final court orders after that. The “Disneyland Dad” (or Mom) phenomenon is largely avoided as both parents stay centrally involved in the lives of their children. Parents continue to experience themselves, and are experienced by their youngsters, as full-fledged parents. 

However, as with most choices there are trade-offs. Parents who have joint physical custody arrangements must interact with each other more and make more joint decisions. And they need to do so at precisely the time that they find themselves in greatest disagreement and emotional turmoil, namely during the earliest phase of the divorce process. The danger of intensifying conflicts between parents and emotionally upsetting one or both parents, two important potential sources of stress for children during the immediate crisis stage of divorce, is increased through joint physical custody. There is also considerable stress for many children as they move back and forth between two residences and, possibly, two entirely different neighborhoods. It is not surprising that joint physical custody works best when parents can cooperate on behalf of their children, keep their conflicts at a minimum when interacting around matters having to do with the children, and generally coparent efficiently.7

The Short-Term Aftermath Stage

This phase of the divorce process usually lasts for up to two years after the immediate crisis has passed. The turmoil and shock of the first stage gives way to a deepening recognition of the realities of divorce. The legal process of negotiation and/or adversarial conflict between spouses finally yields a divorce decree during this time. Patterns of economic support, custody, and visiting schedules set down in the initial period of the separation become routine.8

Conflict and hostility between parents continue to be common and serious sources of stress for children. Though parents live apart, the process of resolving disagreements around custody, division of property, level of child support, and visiting arrangements for the nonresident parent can sustain and exacerbate the wounded feelings, anger, and general rancor of the predivorce relationship and first phase of the divorce process. 

Older children frequently are drafted by their parents to participate in this conflict as allies, pawns, or go-betweens. It is not unusual for a hurt, angry parent to turn to a child for help in this ongoing war. Many parents try to justify their position in the divorce to a youngster and in doing so burden the child with private, adult aspects of the divorce. An (ex) spouse’s drinking, sexual activities, insensitivity, or other shortcomings are presented to the child as evidence for self-vindication. 


Mother: When you see your father this weekend, remind him that he’s late again with the support check. You can tell him he’s only hurting you when he’s late. 

Father: Is your mom going out with that same guy? Does he stay overnight sometimes? Someone ought to tell her that she’s acting like a real jerk. 

Mother: I’m sorry you can’t go to camp this summer. Your dad’s still drinking away his money instead of thinking about you. That’s why we got divorced in the first place. I hope you don’t wind up like the bum he is. 

Father: If your mother doesn’t buy you some new clothes, I’m just going to quit sending her all that money. You know I send her $500 a month. What does she do with it? Five hundred dollars a month! She could buy you a lot of things with that. 

Mother: I don’t know if you can go to your father’s place this weekend. He’s three months behind in his support checks. Why should he get to see you if he doesn’t even care enough about you to send us the money he’s supposed to. Maybe I should get the court on him. 

Father: I know things are hard at your mom’s house. She never could get things organized; she’s always been a flake. You’re getting old enough to tell the judge you want to live with me. Wouldn’t you like that? 



Children often hear comments of this sort. In their own anger and frustration parents can forget that they, not their children, are the ones getting the divorce. They will have an ex-husband or ex-wife but children do not have ex-mothers or ex-fathers. A youngster’s emotional ties are usually strong to each parent. Regardless of how true statements of this nature are, missiles aimed at an ex-spouse will more readily lodge in the heart of the children, wounding and frightening them. 

Lonely parents, suffering the dislocation of divorce, will many times turn to their children as sources of emotional support and comfort. It is not at all uncommon for parents to sleep in the same room or even the same bed with youngsters. Mothers frequently say that their children are lonely or frightened at night, so they permit young children to climb into bed with them or allow their older children, even young adolescents, to sleep in the same bedroom in a sleeping bag. Fathers often explain bed or room sharing with youngsters in terms of living in the very small apartment they rented after they moved out of the family home. They claim there is not enough space to permit separate sleeping quarters. In nearly every instance, these are rationalizations for the parents’ own unconscious wishes to feel especially close to a child and to relieve their own feelings of loss and isolation. 

Though children may enjoy these sleeping arrangements, they are emotionally costly to them. Sleeping apart from parents is a developmental achievement for youngsters. They acquire a firmer sense of independence, autonomy, and competence by being able to manage this sort of separation from parents. Having a child in the same bed, or even bedroom, with a parent is equivalent to a vote of “no-confidence” in the child’s abilities to be on his own and can affect feelings of independence in school and with friends. For some children sharing the intimacy of close sleeping arrangements with a parent of the opposite sex may also be inadvertently stimulating. Even if there is no sexual activity at all, the very closeness of sleeping with a parent can be exciting to children. This kind of excitement has a forbidden quality to it and can provoke intense feelings of guilt and shame. Children who regularly sleep with or near a parent often seem to feel more conflicted with that parent, almost as if they have to make up for the closeness at night by being distant or uncooperative during the day. 

Parents who feel lonely and overwhelmed by the interpersonal conflicts and financial burdens of divorce along with the stresses of single-parenting sometimes turn to their children for yet another kind of support. Children are given the tasks of regularly preparing meals, looking after younger siblings, doing laundry, and generally keeping up the household. The child, in effect, becomes parent-like. The “parenting child” provides realistic help to beleaguered parents, but at the cost of partially sacrificing important elements of childhood. At the time in their lives when it is developmentally appropriate to loosen the emotional ties to parents in favor of building and consolidating peer relationships while exploring the possibilities of the world beyond the family, these youngsters become stuck in day-to-day responsibilities at home. They become old beyond their years, forego the freedom of childhood to find and develop new interests and abilities, and often experience long-lived resentment over the burdens placed upon them. 

In addition to continued hostility between parents and parental neediness, the deepening sense of loss of the relationship to the noncustodial (or nonprimary) parent, typically father, is another potential source of stress for children in the short-term aftermath stage of divorce. Most children see their father less than once a month during this period.9 The father’s role as a model of masculine development for his sons diminishes, as does his contribution to his daughters’ emerging sense of femininity and comfort in interacting with males.10 Boys and girls are also at risk for becoming overly enmeshed with their mother in the absence of a relationship with their father as if all their emotional eggs were in one basket. 

However, although more attention is usually paid to fathers’ tendency to become peripheral in their children’s lives, many youngsters also suffer a partial loss of their relationship with their mother as well. The economic necessity for mothers to return to the work force, increase the time already spent at work, or engage in some educational/vocational training reduces the time and energy available for child-rearing. The appropriate and understandable need to begin to construct a whole new social life further decreases the availability of mothers. In effect there is a double-barrelled loss of parents: the obvious shift in the father—child relationship and the more subtle but equally important changes in the mother—child relationship. For most youngsters, these losses are painful as they learn to do without the comfort, security, and pleasure of close, supportive parent—child relationships. Fortunately, many children learn to cope well and eventually develop a precocious sense of independence and competence.11 But others seem to get stuck in their social-emotional growth and languish on the shores of childhood, feeling too frightened and alone to attempt to set sail into the waters of adolescence and young adulthood. 

Children must also begin to contend with a new source of stress during the short-term aftermath stage of divorce. For the first time in their lives the majority of youngsters face the conflicted prospect of fully acknowledging their parents’ sexuality. Parental dating often becomes a part of life during this phase of divorce. Until this time children are usually able to maintain the fantasy that their parents are not sexual beings and, thus, can avoid the burdens, curiosity, and conflicts this realization brings. Though by middle elementary school grades most children are aware of the biological connection between sexual intercourse and having children, they are not prepared to accept emotionally that their parents can become sexually aroused and like it! For their parents to have had sex for procreative purposes is barely acceptable to elementary school-age children and well understood by adolescents. For a parent to be sexually active for the pleasure of sex with someone besides the child’s other parent, even in the context of a mature, intimate relationship, is unacceptable to most youngsters of any age. Dating, which may mean having more than one partner, is even more difficult for children to experience as appropriate behavior for a parent. When the child’s opposite-sex parent is dating, it stirs uncomfortable feelings of curiosity and excitement. When it is the child’s same-sex parent who is dating, it raises conflicted possibilities (through modeling and identification) for similar behavior on the part of youngsters. This can be especially troubling to adolescents who are wrestling with their own emerging sexuality and are struggling to find appropriate ways of coping with it. 

Parental dating stirs up conflicts other than sexual ones as well. Regardless of which parent is dating, children are confronted by a new competition for their parent’s time and affection, making them even more vulnerable to worries about being unimportant to parents. The obvious pleasure a parent takes in a new dating partner threatens a child’s sense of importance to that parent. The spectre of losing the relationship with the parent looms large indeed. Secondly, the parent’s dating also interferes with a fond, though sometimes secret or apparently only casual, wish most youngsters have that their parents will reconcile their differences and get back together again. The hostility or aloofness many parents report their children have toward a dating partner stems in large measure from these two worries. 

To the extent that parents continue to be at war with one another and enlist their children in the conflict, feel lonely and turn to their children for companionship, feel overwhelmed by the demands of single-parenting and seek to shift these responsibilities to their children, are anxious about financial pressures and throw themselves into work or retraining to the near exclusion of parenting, are pained by the social isolation of this stage of divorce and immerse themselves in the pursuit of new intimate relationships without awareness of or attention to a child’s reactions to parent dating, youngsters will suffer new and ongoing stresses related to the unfolding divorce process. Parents are understandably vulnerable to the multiple stresses associated with this stage of the divorce process. When parents can acknowledge and then cope with these pressures without abandoning their role as a parent, children are considerably less distressed. Grandparents, friends, religious affiliations, parent support groups, and individual counseling are resources many parents and children find helpful during this difficult time of divorce transition. 

The Long-Range Period

The long-range phase of the extended divorce process typically begins two to three years after the initial separation. However, at times the first two stages can be prolonged due to battles over custody, visitation, and/or financial settlements, or conversely, because of an enmeshed couple’s difficulty in achieving a final emotional separation and legal divorce. In fact, these often go hand-in-hand, with bitter disputes in evidence on the surface accompanied by a deeper, perhaps unconscious, need to stay mutually involved. This is a manifestation of the old adage, “We can’t live together, but we can’t live without each other.” 

A major Stressor for children in the long-range phase of the divorce process is continued interparental hostility. It is precisely because one or both ex-spouses are having difficulty in coming to terms emotionally with being separated that long-lasting, intense conflicts between parents persist. This has a very different flavor from the anger and hurt feelings so common during the first two stages of divorce. Rather than a reaction to the understandable pain and general distress associated with the earlier phases of the divorce process, protracted, bitter conflict is nearly always indicative of a serious problem in accepting the finality of the divorce. 

Frequently one parent believes that the divorce is a much needed, adaptive solution to an intolerable marital relationship, while the other is unable to relinquish that bond. This may take the form of jealousy and continued efforts to “Court” the ex-spouse and press for a reconciliation. Expressions of extreme dependency that the person is not consciously aware of are not unusual: an adult may drink heavily, become physically Hl, or provoke being dismissed from a job. These may be put before the ex-spouse with indirect or direct pleas for support and involvement. 

But perhaps the most common form of persistent enmeshment is when one parent feels so deeply wounded and enraged that he cannot let go of the relationship. The motive for the continuing conflicts is neither reconciliation nor emotional support. The tie that binds this relationship is made up of self-justification and punishment of the ex-spouse. The milder but nonetheless maddening forms of this conflicted enmeshment include frequent lateness in paying child support, regularly picking up or dropping off a child at the wrong time, and requesting many small but irritating changes in visiting schedules and/or financial arrangements. Or the provocation can be more direct, ranging from refusal to follow court orders regarding support payments and visitation to harassing telephone calls and repetitive litigation. More recently there seems to be an increase in use of the ultimate nuclear strikes of divorce-related parent warfare: kidnapping and false accusations of child abuse. 

While some irritability and disagreement is not unusual even years after the initial separation, youngsters who are faced with ongoing, serious conflicts between their parents at this stage of the divorce process are at a significant risk for developing emotional and behavioral disorders. The cumulative effects of such persistent and corrosive interparental hostility are compounded by the virulent nature of parental warfare occurring so late in the divorce process. Every effort should be made to limit, and hopefully end, serious conflict at this stage of divorce. This may include seeking individual psychotherapy to work out the underlying issues that fuel the conflict, consistently refusing to accept an ex-spouse’s invitations to perpetuate this destructive dance, altering the mode of communication with an ex-spouse (for example, insisting on written communication about visiting schedules in place of explosive verbal communication), and if necessary, obtaining legal counsel with the aim of reducing any direct contact with an ex-spouse. 

Though many parents continue to date during the long-range stage of divorce, the great majority eventually marry during this period.12 Thus, the stresses for children of parents dating give way to those that remarriage brings. Frequently a parent’s marriage is preceded by an informal and intermittent or more formal live-in arrangement. It is common to have a progression in which dating leads to a commitment to date one person exclusively and for that to result in the new partner beginning to spend occasional nights sleeping at the parent’s home. Gradually the number of “overnights” increases until for all practical purposes the couple is living together. Since youngsters are most directly affected by live-in arrangements and the remarriage of their custodial parent, and most children reside with their mothers after a marital separation, further discussion will assume that context. 

When a mother takes a part-time or full-time live-in partner, she also changes the interpersonal dynamics of the entire household. Her children are more fully aware of the fact that she has a serious commitment to another adult. The competitive feelings youngsters often have toward their mother’s dating partner can be intensified. They observe directly her affectionate, caring, and even exciting feelings toward him and may worry about their own place in her heart. Will she leave them and go away with her new partner? Will she still love them? Most children do not articulate these feelings to themselves or their parents. Instead they feel generally uneasy, irritable, and/or frightened. They know they do not like the situation but are not sure why. 

In addition to these competitive feelings and the worries they spawn, children often resent their mother’s live-in partner because he is a threat to a cherished, if unspoken, wish: the hope that mother and father will reconcile their differences and get back together. If mother really loves this new man, she may marry him and then she and father will never get back together. 

Children are not only affected by their feelings and fantasies about the relationship between mother and her new partner. They also have a relationship with him that is filled with mines ready to explode. If he is nice and likeable, many children are faced with feeling disloyal to their father for enjoying the company and activities they share with mother’s boyfriend. One important reason youngsters can be prickly and uncooperative with him is to avoid just such a loyalty conflict. If he is too distant or unfriendly, children feel rejected by him and even more dramatically excluded from the relationship between mother and her partner. It begins to feel to them that they are superfluous bystanders to the new couple’s relationship. 

Perhaps the greatest source of stress for youngsters, one they will verbalize openly if given the opportunity, is the enormous outrage they feel toward mother’s boyfriend when he tries to discipline them or assign them chores. From his point of view, he may feel that he is helping out his new partner who has been struggling with the considerable pressures of being a single parent. From the children’s perspective, he is exercising an authority to which he has absolutely no legitimate claim. How dare he ask them to do the dishes, take out the garbage, or worse, ground them for some infraction! Who does he think he is? 


Mother: [to her ten-year-old son] It’s 8:20 and the dinner dishes are still in the sink. You know it’s your job to wash them on Tuesdays. Let’s get to it. 

Son: But there are so many! Why did you have to cook such a big meal? 

Mother: It’s no worse than most nights. Come on, the faster you get to it, the quicker it’ll get done. 

Son: [whining] Can’t I wait ’til this T.V. program is over? 

Mother: [twenty minutes later] Hey, it’s getting close to bedtime. Come in here and do the dishes. 

Son: [sullenly] I don’t feel like it. Can’t I do the dishes tomorrow night? There are too many tonight. 

Boyfriend: [slightly irritated] Come on now. Your mother let you watch the end of your program. Now it’s time to get the dishes done. 

Son: [upset] I’m tired. Besides there are too many dishes. I’ll wash the dishes tomorrow night. 

Boyfriend: [more irritated] Your mother told you to do them tonight, young man. Now do what your mom said. Don’t give her a hard time. 

Son: [angrily] I’m not gonna do them tonight. I told you I’d do them tomorrow. 

Boyfriend: Your mom said tonight! Do them now unless you want to be grounded! 

Son: [running to his room] I don’t have to do them! You can’t ground me. I’m not doing them. 



Mother’s boyfriend feels he is helping his beleaguered partner deal with an uncooperative son. He stays out of it until he begins to sense that she is frazzled and is getting upset. He intercedes to support her and tries to add his firmness to mother’s position. The son quickly becomes irritated, the boyfriend feels ineffective and then threatens a disciplinary action. That becomes the last straw for the son. Interactions of this sort are very common in situations with a live-in boyfriend or a new stepfather. 

The early stage of remarriage introduces similar conflicts into the lives of children: competitive feelings toward the stepparent for the time and affection of the parent; conflicted loyalties between their positive feelings toward the stepparent and their own parent of the same sex; anger toward the parent and stepparent for interfering with the wish for a reconciliation between the parents; and, resentment over the stepparent’s assigning chores or handing down discipline. In addition to these conflicts, which are common to parents dating, having a live-in partner, and remarriage, there are new potential stresses for children when the stepparent has children from a previous marriage or there are youngsters born in the new marriage. The presence of stepsiblings from the stepparent’s former marriage or half-siblings from the new marriage creates new competitive possibilities for many children. Not only do they have to share their mother with her husband but they also have to share her with step- and/or half-siblings. What can make this especially hard for children is that acquiring these new siblings also usually means that they are partially losing a special place in the family. A boy who was the oldest child in the household may have a stepbrother who is now the eldest. Or the girl who was the youngest, the “baby” of the family, may be displaced by an even younger stepsister or the birth of a half-sister. The girl who had a brother and was the only girl in the family may now have a stepsister thus losing the unique feminine role in the sibship. 

Stepsibling relationships also pose another potential problem besides competitive ones. A sixteen-year-old boy and his fifteen-year-old stepsister may find themselves attracted to one another. Living under the same roof, regularly or only when the stepsister is visiting on a weekend or during the summer, can stimulate exciting feelings that can cause great guilt in the youngsters or concern and uneasiness in the adults. 

The number and serious nature of the potential stresses facing children whose parents choose to marry again can make it appear that it is easier to remain single. However, the stresses associated with remarriage, while real and perhaps partly responsible for the fact that approximately half of second marriages with minor children on the scene end in divorce, are also opportunities for enhanced emotional and social growth for children. The chance to observe a loving relationship between a man and a woman can serve as a new corrective model for intimate adult relationships. A close, caring relationship between a boy and his stepfather or a girl and her stepmother can facilitate the child’s development of a solid sense of masculine or feminine identity. A warm, loving relationship between a boy and his stepmother or girl and her stepfather can build the youngster’s self-esteem, increase confidence in feeling accepted by the opposite sex, and provide practice in relating comfortably to members of the opposite sex. 

And there are numerous potential sources of stress for children who grow up in a single-parent household. Most one-parent households are mother-headed and have only one income, an income often substantially below that of a man, which frequently results in continuing economic distress; this means fewer opportunities for educational and extracurricular experiences. Reduced economic circumstances usually means living in a neighborhood in which the educational resources are not as good as they are elsewhere. The parent will also be less likely to afford extra music lessons and some athletic activities. Economic constraints may limit growth-enhancing experiences such as trips to museums and zoos, attending concerts and plays, or having a computer or set of encyclopedias right in the home. Even children whose fathers pay substantial child support are frequently faced either with not attending college or not going to the college of their choice, because many divorce agreements do not make provisions for this expense. 

Economic factors are not the only source of possible stress for children who are raised in single-mother families. There is a great potential for mothers and children to form overly close, enmeshed relationships with each other. The tendencies in this direction, described earlier in the context of the pressures on parents associated with the short-term aftermath stage of divorce, can harden and become an ongoing life-style in the long-range phase of divorce. The child who is involved in an enmeshed relationship with mother has a more difficult time engaging fully in appropriate peer relationships. He may be immature, refusing to grow up or not being permitted to leave the mother-son dyad. Or she may be pseudomature, comfortable only with adults, as she becomes a parent or a peer and confidant to her mother, or a substitute mother to her siblings. Although the stresses of remarriage are avoided when a parent remains single, the opportunities for enhanced child development associated with remarriage are lost.

The stresses associated with each stage of the divorce process can be formidable even under the best of circumstances. Whether the side effects of the social surgery of divorce are better or worse than the impact on children of continuing a bad marriage is not the issue: either situation will create difficulties for youngsters of all ages. The question facing parents who do divorce is what can be done to minimize this stress for their children and thus facilitate healthy social, emotional, and cognitive growth. The very first thing parents—and other adults who hope to help youngsters cope effectively with divorce-related stresses—need to know is the critical importance of being able to communicate constructively with children. This is the cornerstone of assisting all children who are faced with stress.



3
Communicating With Children


When children are in emotional distress they either feel awful and know it or they find themselves involved in maladaptive, troublesome behaviors that serve as defenses against becoming directly aware of their inner pain. A youngster may feel frightened that a parent will get hurt in the course of an angry argument between parents or may ward off that fear by becoming angry and combative at school. He may be furious at the parent who leaves the family home when parents have separated, or he may preserve the loving feelings toward that parent by, instead, becoming provocative and disruptive at school. She may feel painfully torn in her loyalties toward each parent after divorce or actively take the side of one parent against the other in order to lay these loyalty conflicts to rest. Establishing a communicational link between an adult and the child serves several crucial functions that help reduce the youngster’s emotional distress or the maladaptive behavioral defenses against feeling it. 

Adult-child communication about emotional upset or problem behaviors gives children a sense that they are understood and are not alone with their troubles. This empathic bridging is itself a relief to children who can become overwhelmed by difficult feelings or the trouble they are getting into. To be frightened, sad, or feel behaviorally out of control is bad enough; to feel isolated in their distress is unbearable. The very fact that a child*s troubles can be perceived and even possibly understood becomes a sustaining ray of hope. 

When an adult opens a communicational channel with a child, it is a clear demonstration that the grown-up is not intimidated or repelled by the child’s emotional or behavioral difficulties. The effect this has on children is to reduce the intensity of the upset. After all, if a parent, teacher, or some other responsible adult can voluntarily approach the problems, it must mean that they are not nearly as awful and need not be as overwhelming as they have seemed to the child. The adult’s calm in the face of the child’s emotional pain or behavior problems and the willingness to try to make sense of what is going on also provide the youngster with a model for confronting his or her troubles, and hope of resolving the underlying conflicts. 

The process of communication affords insights into the nature of the emotional distress or interactional problems. A child can begin to understand why he or she feels sad, gets angry at school, worries about being hurt, feels unworthy, or has difficulty sleeping. Insight yields a dawning sense of mastery, new perspectives on events, and alternative options for behavior, all of which help relieve emotional pain or the need to act in ways that bring trouble to the child. 

Adult-child communication can reveal a child’s burdensome misconceptions and provide opportunities to correct them. The child who has believed himself to be the cause of a divorce and the youngster who has believed that a parent’s failure to visit regularly was due to her own shortcomings are two common examples of misconceptions leading to internal pain or action defenses against it. Clarifying these misunderstandings is enormously relieving for children. 

Finally, the communication process provides new, safe opportunities for expressing conflicted, worrisome feelings. This is more than catharsis, though that is helpful in its own right; it is a way to practice venting feelings that the child believes would be unacceptable to parents or other adults. The youngster who is furious at mother for beginning to date after divorce may worry that she will find that anger unacceptable and therefore reject the child for it. Or the child may become guilty or anxious about even feeling, let alone expressing, intense anger toward the mother whom he loves as well as, at least temporarily, hates for caring about someone else. Many children will inhibit powerfully conflicted feelings, such as rage at a loved parent, to the point of not even knowing that the anger is there. Instead they may seem depressed, disguise their anger by becoming uncooperative at home, or take their feelings out on someone else, such as a teacher or another youngster. Adult-child communication about these sorts of conflicted feelings can provide children with a safe arena for coming to know, accept, and therefore modulate them. 

The great majority of parents are caring, well-intentioned people.

Many believe that it is important for their children to feel comfortable enough to tell them when they feel troubled or upset. Most parents also want to be open with their youngsters. Parents who are separating or who have divorced want to explain what has been happening and the implications of the divorce and the multitude of changes that usually accompany this important restructuring of the family. There is often an implicit belief that communicating with children about important family events which very much affect children’s lives will help relieve their concerns and minimize potential negative effects on them. 

However, the most common complaint child and family therapists hear from divorcing or already divorced parents is that it is difficult to talk with the children about important changes in the family. I have heard parents say: “He won’t talk to me about his dad not living at home anymore,” “I don’t know what feelings she has about the divorce because she doesn’t talk about it,” “She must have questions about everything that’s been happening, but she never asks me about what’s going on,” and, “I’ve tried to talk with him about the divorce, but he just clams up or walks away.” Clinicians hear parents spontaneously mention the need to talk not only about divorce-related matters but also about topics such as death of a family member or pet, birth of a sibling, beginning to attend a new school, chronic physical illness of a child or a parent, a child’s first piano recital, an adolescent’s first romance, and peer pressures to drink and experiment with drugs and sex. 

The fact is, however, that in a great many families parents rarely discuss emotionally charged topics with their children. Interested and involved parents ask their children about what happened at school that day, if they had a good time playing with friends at the park, whether they had fun at a friend’s birthday party, whether a math test was hard, or what a concert was like. The responses from youngsters vary greatly: there are the open, rambling accounts given by preschoolers and early elementary school children; the often detailed, factual reports from boys and girls in later elementary school grades; and, the brief, unrevealing answers given by many adolescents. In most everyday efforts at parent-child communication, the topics addressed do not involve emotion-laden family transactions or relationships and require little if any self-disclosure of the child’s private thoughts, concerns, or feelings. In short, they are “safe” subjects. 

Other common forms of day-to-day parent-child communications are basically requests or directives—“What’s for dinner?” “Will you play a game with me?” “Can I have an ice cream cone?” “Can I have the car this Saturday night?” “Can I have a friend sleep over this Friday?” “Will you drive me to a movie tomorrow night with my friends?” “Can I stay up to see the special on TV?” Parents direct (however gently) that youngsters set the dinner table, go to the bathroom, eat with utensils rather than their fingers, make their bed, stop hitting their brother, share their toys with friends, finish their homework, be home at a particular hour, and so forth. The responses of parents and children to requests and directives are usually brief and often are “answered” with behaviors rather than words alone. Conflicts surely arise, but these are typically handled with very brief discussion, negotiation, insistence, or discipline. Attention is rarely focused on anyone’s private feelings, thoughts or concerns. Thus, it is not at all surprising that parents, no matter how well-motivated and caring, have trouble communicating with children about their personal reactions to important family events like divorce or other stressful life circumstances they encounter outside the home. They have virtually no experience at it! 

Parents are not the only adults who are at sea when it comes to this type of communication with children. Teachers and pediatricians, who interact with children regularly, have remarkably little or no training in discussing the inner lives of children. Attorneys and judges, who often talk with children about highly upsetting issues such as custody and visiting schedules after divorce, or about injury and mistreatment arising from possible child abuse/neglect, are usually ill-equipped to communicate effectively with youngsters. 

Adults are often hindered in their efforts to communicate with children by false assumptions about children’s abilities to handle conversation about difficult issues. One powerful implicit expectation many adults have as they approach a child who is confronting a stressful life event is that the child will clearly and obviously welcome the opportunity to discuss his private reactions to the upsetting circumstances. Nothing could be farther from the truth! Children generally hate looking squarely at and talking about their emotional distress. The preferred modes for coping with internal turmoil are not to think about it, to act as if nothing were wrong, and to admit to no upset feelings. This can be enormously costly to the child, either burdening her with painful feelings or the consequences of getting into trouble as a result of the behavioral defenses against being in touch with uncomfortable feelings. Most youngsters, even through adolescence, are reluctant to become consciously aware of, let alone discuss, their emotional upset. 

Another false assumption many adults make is that children will be able to take a psychological step back from their emotional experience and observe what it is that they are feeling. This is a difficult process when it comes to painful feelings even for many adults. It requires a blend of cognitive and emotional maturity that is beyond most teenagers, let alone younger children. Even if a youngster is motivated to discuss private, upsetting feelings and concerns with an adult, the capacity to observe these internal states analytically usually does not appear until late adolescence. 

Adults also often assume incorrectly that children can put their conflicted feelings into words. Even when youngsters are aware of being upset, it is usually experienced as a global, undifferentiated state of distress. Finding the appropriate language to express its specific nature requires a level of cognitive-affective integration well beyond the grasp of children until they reach their midteen years. It is far more likely for children under stress to translate their feelings into actions than words. These behaviors, which serve to protect youngsters from psychological pain, are precisely what often gets them into trouble with adults. The child who is sad about not seeing his father much after a divorce will rarely put that feeling into words. Instead he may withdraw from social interactions with friends or turn to compensatory ways of trying to feel good again, such as overeating, trying extra hard to do well at sports or academic subjects, or even using “recreational” drugs. 

Finally, and perhaps most important of all, adults assume that they will find the child who is facing a difficult set of life circumstances poignantly appealing. Television programming and articles in the popular printed media often portray such children as silently suffering waifs. Our hearts go out to these children, and we are prepared to be understanding, empathic, and helpful. This seems to be a very popular, widely shared myth. In fact, when children are notably unresponsive to good-willed efforts to engage them and get them to talk about their troubles, adults then feel helpless and uncomfortable, two feelings that do not sustain an initial charitable perspective toward the child. This becomes even more problematic when the youngster has begun to “act out” feelings, that is, erect behavioral defenses against experiencing the emotional pain triggered by upsetting life events. The child who has become uncooperative at home, is overeating, picking on a brother or sister, in trouble at school for talking back to the teacher, has taken the family car without permission, or has come home from a party with alcohol on her breath rarely stimulates warm, nurturing, protective feelings in most adults. The task of understanding and keeping firmly in mind that the source of such behaviors is emotional distress, now rendered invisible because these behavioral defenses are in place and working to spare the child that pain, is formidable indeed! 

Collectively, these false assumptions usually doom the well-intentioned efforts of parents, educators, pediatricians, and other professionals to communicate with children. Initial good intentions and caring feelings quickly give way to attempts at controlling or disciplining the youngster. Adults may feel resigned, defeated or angry about their failure to reach the child. 

Even when adults are not encumbered by erroneous assumptions, their efforts to communicate may be hindered by uncertainty about how to talk to children. Thus, it is helpful to learn effective methods for initiating or enhancing communication about most problems. Communication between adults and children that helps youngsters cope adaptively with emotional distress and the behavioral defenses against its recognition is most effective from the preschool years through early adolescence. While some of the communication methods presented below can be used with older toddlers, infants and toddlers usually are best served in times of stress by adopting particular parenting styles and by altering the home atmosphere rather than by talking with them about their upset feelings. These supportive measures will be elaborated in subsequent chapters focused on infants and toddlers at each stage of the divorce process. 

Communicating constructively with all youngsters around emotionally charged issues depends heavily on what are called displacement techniques. Displacement refers to the use of indirect forms of communication that are the stock and trade of child therapists. These include the use of hand puppets, dolls and dollhouses, action figures (soldiers, monsters, dinosaurs), and drawing. In short, many displacements capitalize on the kinds of activities and materials that are comfortable, appealing, and familiar to children. In addition there are verbal displacements such as reading a story together, making up a story that is tailor-made for a particular child and her life circumstances, and talking with the youngster about imaginary boys and girls or children in general.

Regardless of the specific displacement vehicle (hand puppets, drawing, talking about imaginary boys and girls), the aim is to represent in the displacement the nature of the child’s emotional distress or the observable behavior problem, the likely source of the difficulty, alternative ways of coping, and, at times, a reassuring or positive outcome to the underlying difficulties. These displacement methods circumvent the need for a child to take a psychological step back from painful emotional experiences, observe them internally, and then put their feelings into words in order for effective communication to occur. 

Displacement techniques will vary according to the youngster’s level of development. What are familiar and pleasurable activities for preschool and many elementary school age children are experienced as babyish and silly by older elementary school children and adolescents. 

Preschoolers and elementary school children enjoy many play activities that lend themselves to displacement techniques. However, there are considerable differences among children. While some will find hand puppets great fun others will see them as childish or uninteresting. Some youngsters love playing with dollhouses while others are drawn to action figures, a distinction that often, but by no means always, falls along gender lines; girls typically prefer the former and boys the latter. The parent can use her knowledge of the child to make a good guess about what he will find engaging, and professionals who do not know the child well enough can ask the parent. Different activities and materials can be tried if the first does not capture the child’s interest. 

A professional (for example, day-care provider, therapist, pediatrician, educator, attorney, or judge) should always inform and obtain consent from parents if she plans to use these methods, as they are surprisingly powerful techniques. The basic strategy consists of several steps: 

  	Represent in the displacement the observable signs of emotional distress. This can be crying, fighting, refusing favorite foods, being uncooperative at home, having trouble with schoolwork, demeaning or avoiding a parent, and so forth. 
 	Comment about how upsetting the observable behavior is to the displacement figure who is used to represent the child.
 	Represent and verbalize the underlying emotional pain or internal distress that the displacement figure is experiencing.

 	Correct verbally by demonstrating in the displacement any misperceptions or misunderstandings (based on fantasies, beliefs, or internal conflicts) the child may have that could be contributing to the emotional distress. 
 	Represent the acceptability of conflicted feelings.
 	Portray alternative ways of expressing and coping with conflicts.
 



After each step the child is invited to comment on what is going on, what the displacement figure is thinking and feeling, and what might happen next. However, the adult continues without pressing the child for an answer if no comment is made by the youngster. 

AMY is a bright, energetic four-and-a-half-year-old whose parents separated six months earlier. She had no immediate observable reaction at the time, but recently began showing signs of distress just before going to her father’s apartment every Wednesday and Friday evening for overnight visits. She sobbed loudly and would cling to her mother when it was time to leave for her father’s. Mrs. A was puzzled by Amy’s distress. She described a good relationship between Amy and her father. Mr. A was understandably hurt and dumbfounded by his daughter’s reaction. During consultations with a psychologist, Mrs. A told of her new dating relationship with a man she had met at work. Amy appeared cool toward her mother’s new friend. 

Both Mr. and Mrs. A are caring, involved parents. Each had tried discussing Amy’s unhappiness with her. They asked what was bothering Amy. Mrs. A also asked if everything was all right at her father’s house, and Mr. A asked if things were going well at mother’s. (It is common for parents to expect less than adequate caretaking on the part of the other when this sort of problem presents itself.) Each parent told Amy that she seemed scared and asked her what she might be frightened about. These direct approaches, which come so naturally to adults, shed no light on what was troubling Amy. 

The psychologist suggested that one parent, whichever felt more comfortable beginning, start to represent Amy’s conflicts using displacement. Dolls and dollhouses were things Amy often played with, so they were chosen by the parents as the specific vehicle for the communication. Note, however, that this could have been done just as effectively using other materials such as hand puppets or drawings, depending on a child’s interests. Mrs. A volunteered to try this first. 

She was asked to select a relatively calm, quiet time on a day when no trip to father’s was scheduled to introduce Amy to this indirect approach to communication. Mrs. A told her daughter that they would play a game about a girl who had not one but two houses. Mrs. A set up a scene in which there were two dollhouses. She said that a mother and daughter lived in one and the girl’s father lived in the other. Amy was invited to give the family a name (she chose the “Two-House-Family”) and to think up a name for the girl (she picked “Mandy”). Mrs. A then represented the observable problem in the displacement. She had Mandy and the mother doll playing together. Next she had the father doll come to the door and say, “It’s time for you to come to my house now so we can be together and have fun.” Then Mrs. A had the Mandy doll begin to cry and hold onto her mother. 

Mrs. A then commented on how upset Mandy seemed to be. She asked Amy what might be upsetting the Mandy doll. Amy said she did not know but was watching the doll play with interest. Mrs. A accepted that readily and quickly moved to say that, “Mandy seems very scared about leaving her mom; look how she’s holding onto her like she wants to stay with her mom.” Here, Mrs. A represented and verbalized the emotional pain of the displacement figure. 

Mrs. A had the Mandy doll go with her father to his house. When she got there, Mrs. A asked Amy, “What happens next?” Amy volunteered that the Mandy doll felt sad and missed her mother. When Mrs. A commented that Mandy’s mother was home waiting for Mandy to come back the next day, Amy spontaneously and angrily said, “She’s not at home, she’s out with her boyfriend!” Mrs. A asked why Mandy did not seem to like that and Amy replied, “Because then she’ll get married and go away.” Mrs. A corrected this fantasy saying, “She wouldn’t get married without talking to Mandy first, and besides even if she did get married some day, Mandy would still live with her mom no matter what. That’s how it is between moms and their daughters.” Amy replied that, “Mandy wouldn’t want to live with that jerk anyway!” Mrs. A said that Mandy seemed angry at her mother for going on dates and not spending more time with her and suggested that if Mandy told her mom when she was angry about that maybe her mom would plan special times for her and Mandy. Here Mrs. A verbalized the acceptability of her daughter’s anger and indicated a way to cope with it. Amy appeared to lose interest at that point and wanted to watch TV. 

In this example Mrs. A followed the six steps to using displacement communication. She was able to elicit Amy’s private worry that Mrs. A would get married and leave her. Amy’s underlying anger about having to share her mother with Mrs. A’s boyfriend was also revealed and then verbalized and accepted by Mrs. A. Mrs. A was able to reassure Amy within the context of the displacement, that is, by talking about Mandy, that boyfriends do not take mothers away from their daughters. 

It is important to note that during the displacement activity neither mother nor daughter spoke directly about their own situation, thoughts, or feelings. Yet a great deal of communication occurred between them! It is crucial that the displacement be maintained and that the adult not give in to the temptation to begin addressing issues directly with the child as insights into the youngster’s difficulties are achieved. Doing so disrupts the communication as children suddenly feel that the conversational spotlight is directly on them. It is equally important to permit the child to terminate the communication by going to a different activity such as watching television, getting a snack, or going outside to play. This is not a sign that displacement is not working but only that the child has had enough for the time being. The adult can return to the displacement at a later time. In fact, it is usually helpful to have the communication repeated several times over a period of weeks (or even months for older children). Mrs. A set up the same scenario with the two (dollhouses approximately a dozen times over a three-week period before Amy’s anguish at leaving her to spend the night with her father began to diminish. Repetitions of the communication at different times, sometimes using alternative displacements, such as hand puppets or drawing pictures to go over the same issues, are usually required for the communication to be maximally effective. 


BRIAN is a usually quiet, somewhat shy, seven-and-a-half-year-old second grader. Yet recently he began fighting with other boys at school and taking their drawings and destroying them. His parents separated when he was six-and-a-half and are in the middle of a bitter divorce, in which the property settlement and level of child support are being fought out legally. His parents are furious at each other over these financial issues and are having loud arguments in Brian’s presence. Even when Brian and his younger sister are with only one parent, they hear each say derogatory things about the other. 

Guided by instructions from a psychologist they consulted, Brian’s father began to set up an indirect means of communication. Because of Brian’s interest in certain cartoons, animal hand puppets were chosen as the displacement figures. A tiger puppet was given the name “Tony” by Brian. A wolf puppet was used to represent Tony’s father and a lion puppet his mother. A frog and a dog puppet were the other boys at Tony’s school. Brian’s father represented the observable signs of Brian’s distress by having the tiger go to school and push the dog and frog puppet around. He had Tony say, “I don’t like you, I’m going to take all your drawings and tear them up.” Brian watched quietly. Brian’s father then commented about how upsetting this all must be for Tony. “He really doesn’t want to fight; it feels crummy to always be fighting instead of playing,” he said. Brian was invited to decide what happened next. He said, “Tony’s going to get into a lot of trouble,” but would not elaborate on just what kind of difficulty this would be. Brian’s father verbalized the tiger’s underlying emotional pain by saying, “He must be so mad that he just gets himself into trouble day after day after day.” 

Brian’s father then had Tony go home after school. He showed Tony’s mother, the lion, having an argument over the telephone with the wolf puppet who represented Tony’s father. The lion-mother said, “I want more money, you jerk,” and the wolf-father replied, “You can’t have any more, you double-jerk!” Brian’s father asked Brian, “What happens now?” With considerable feeling Brian said, “Probably the two jerks will keep screaming and fighting like they always do!” His father then represented the acceptability of his son’s angry feelings toward both his parents by having Tony say, to the wolf-father and lion-mother, “Why don’t you two jerks just beat each other up; I hate it when you jerks fight all the time.” Brian became very quiet. His father asked what the lion-mother and wolf-father would do, but Brian stayed silent. Finally Brian’s father had each parent say how sorry they were that their arguing had upset Tony. He added, “Maybe that’s why Tony fights so uch in school. He’s got mad feelings at his mom and dad but he carries those mad feelings to school with him instead of telling his parents how angry he gets at them.” Then Brian’s father provided an alternative way of coping with Brian’s anger: “Maybe Tony should shout, ‘time out’ at his mom and dad when they start arguing.” Brian took the tiger puppet and had him start hitting the lion-mother and wolf-father yelling, “Take that you jerk!.” After several minutes, Brian’s father asked if Tony wanted to put his angry feelings into words. Brian replied quietly, “He’s just mad at them,” and seemed to become restless. His father asked if his son would like to keep playing with the hand puppets or do something different. Brian opted for going to get an ice cream cone with his father. 



In this interchange, Brian’s father followed five of the six steps of displacement communication. Since there did not appear to be a misperception contributing to the difficulty, step number four was not enacted. Brian’s attentiveness demonstrated his engagement in the puppet play. When he became actively involved, his anger at his parents became clear. Implicit in his problems is Brian’s idea that he could not express his anger toward his parents for arguing nor did he feel empowered to do anything about it. His father accepted, in displacement, the son’s anger at his parents and provided a way of both trying to stop it and expressing anger by suggesting that Tony yell, “Time out.” Within six weeks Brian’s provocative behavior at school was replaced by his usual quiet, somewhat shy style. This seemed due not only to the support he felt and the insights he achieved via the displacement communication but also to his parents gaining a fuller and more compelling understanding of how their fighting was at the root of their son’s behavior problems and underlying emotional distress. They had substantially modified their style of arguing and were more careful to restrict their disagreements and shouting matches to times when Brian and his sister were not present. They had also begun trying to avoid cutting each other down when the children were within earshot. 

The use of play materials (that is, dolls, dollhouses, and hand puppets) as the displacement vehicles is most effective from preschool through elementary school years though some young adolescents can still use drawings. For some teenagers and many older elementary school youngsters creative verbal displacements can be effective ways to initiate communication. These include talking about “other guys” (or girls) in general, or fashioning stories about specific, imaginary youngsters. But adolescents also need direct communication because they have a tendency to experience displacement methods as too circuitous and not relevant to them if they are overused. 


CARL is a thirteen-year-old eighth grader who lives with his mother and two younger brothers ages ten and eight. Mr. and Mrs. C divorced three years ago when Carl was ten. He sees his father every other weekend, alternating between a Friday afternoon to Saturday afternoon and a Saturday afternoon to Sunday afternoon schedule. While Carl has shown some signs of irritability since his parents’ divorce, until recently he has been doing reasonably well. 

For the past six months, however, Carl has become increasingly resistant to listening to his mother. Requests for him to help out at home, as he had been doing, are now met with comments such as, “later,” “not now,” and “I’ll do it in a few minutes.” When he does not follow through and is reminded of what needs to be done, he becomes angry and tells his mother to leave him alone and not “bug” him. He seems to be getting more uncooperative, sullen, and angry as each week passes. This behavior does not appear when Carl is at his father’s home. Mr. C feels his ex-wife must be doing something wrong. Mrs. C consulted a therapist about her mounting frustration with her son’s behavior as well as her ex-husband’s accusations that she is at fault for Carl’s emerging difficulties at her home. 

The clinician reassured Mrs. C that it is common for a child to have problems with the custodial parent and be on good behavior with the other parent and introduced her to the idea of displacement communication. She was given the six-step outline about how to implement this strategy and was told that with teenagers, unlike displacement communication using play materials with younger children in which all steps can be unfolded at a single time, the steps had to be done using very brief statements over a period of several days. The therapist suggested that Mrs. C begin the displacement statements at times when no conflict was evident and when she was not asking Carl to do a chore. Further, the clinician said that it would be best if her comments were made in a matter-of-fact tone with no expectation that Carl would respond to them. 

On day one of this communicational program, Mrs. C mentioned to Carl, “I heard that after parents split up and get a divorce that a lot of times guys don’t like to feel that they’re taking orders from their mom, especially when they get to be teenagers like fourteen- or fifteen-years-old.” Carl continued eating his afterschool snack. After a minute or two Mrs. C added, “I guess a guy can get pretty mad when he feels he’s sort of being bossed around by his mother, and then he figures, ‘she can’t tell me what to do’.” This was all that was said on the first day. Mrs. C had implemented step one by representing in a verbal displacement the observable signs of Carl’s distress. 

The next day Mrs. C said, “I was thinking about guys getting mad about feeling their mom is bossing them, and, you know, it must be hard for guys to start feeling upset with their mom. Especially if a mom and her son have been getting along pretty well and liking each other.” Carl responded saying, “Well I’m not upset about anything.” Mrs. C underscored her first comment; “Well it can’t feel too good for a guy to feel like his mom is on his back all the time.” Carl replied, “If you didn’t bug me all the time, then I would be just fine!” Mrs. C concluded that day’s communication saying, “It usually helps to try and figure things out and come up with a plan when you’re feeling bugged. Let’s think about it some more and see what we can do.” 

On the third day Mrs. C verbalized the underlying emotional distress saying, “I’ve thought some more about what we’ve been talking about and it seems to me that maybe guys feel their mom isn’t respecting the fact that they’re growing up when they keep asking him to do things. Maybe it feels like he’d be sort of a little kid if he did everything his mom said.” Carl jumped in at that point and said, “I’m no wimp and I can think for myself!” Mrs. C moved quickly to correct his misperception; “I don’t think a teenager is a wimp because he helps out around the house or respects his mom.” Carl added, “He is if he just follows orders and gives in all the time.” Mrs. C then accepted her son’s conflicted feelings and suggested an alternative way of coping with them by saying, “I can see why a guy could want to be helpful to his mom and at the same time feel like a wimp by always doing what she asked. Maybe it would make more sense if a guy and his mom sat down and both of them made a list together of the things a guy could do around the house that would be a help.” Carl said, “It would just be your list anyway.” Mrs. C replied, “Then you make a list and we can talk about it. How about doing that this weekend?” Carl agreed and drew up a more extensive list than Mrs. C had hoped for. They continued to communicate in these ways with Mrs. C implementing whichever steps in the communicational process seemed appropriate, as Carl had difficulty from time to time following through on the list he, himself, had developed. 



This example illustrates a common problem in carrying out verbal displacements with teenagers: Carl frequently commented outside the displacement referring directly to himself and his mother; for example, “I’m not upset” and “If you didn’t bug me, then I would be just fine” when responding to her displaced statements about “guys.” It is tempting for adults to respond in kind and immediately abandon the displacement by talking directly to the youngster about himself or their own role in the interaction. This is usually a mistake that adults must resist; adolescents may find this directness too threatening and retreat to uncommunicative shrugs or silence. After all steps in the process have been implemented, usually several times, a teenager may say something like, “I’m talking about me and you keep talking about guys” in an irritated way. The adult can try being more direct if the adolescent is clearly signalling that he is fed up with the roundabout quality of the indirect communication. But the adult should be prepared to return to the displacement method if the adolescent has difficulty communicating constructively in the more direct style. 

Another difficulty in using verbal displacement with teenagers is the amount of restraint it takes on the adult’s part to keep the steps brief and to space out the process over several days. There is an urge if the youngster is not responding much to the statements to push on further at that time. Conversely, if the adolescent is engaged in the process and revealing his or her thoughts and feelings, there is a tendency to try to capitalize immediately on the momentum of the communication. However, it is best to stick to the plan for a couple of weeks to avoid the possibility of the adolescent becoming skittish or overwhelmed by the conflicts that are being revealed. 

In each of these three examples of displaced communication the parents have been calm and accepting of their children’s responses. This is perhaps the most difficult part of implementing interventions of this sort. Parents are understandably and appropriately emotionally involved in their children’s lives. They feel sad about problems their youngsters are having, angry about misbehavior, and defensive about their own possible contributions to their children’s difficulties. Parents commonly feel on the spot when a child is showing signs of distress, and believe it reflects poorly on them (or worry that others will think so). No parent can completely put these feelings aside and remain fully emotionally neutral during all efforts at displaced communication with their youngster. But it is helpful for parents to keep in mind that they are doing something on behalf of their children when they talk to them in these ways and that if they do get upset and seem to “blow it,” they can always try again later that day or even the following week. Children are so receptive to displaced communication that parents can return to it when they are feeling more calm and settled. 

Finally, it may appear that these examples of parent-child communication depend on the parent intuitively knowing just the right thing to say. In these cases, a psychologist was carefully coaching the parents about what to say and anticipating, based on years of experience, the various possible ways a displaced communication might go. In subsequent chapters there will be many examples of how this type of parent-child interaction can unfold. The reader can find the script that best fits a particular child’s age, behavioral difficulties, and/or distressed feelings for each stage of the divorce process. The very fact that displaced communication makes no direct references to the child permits adults to try out different kinds of displacement until one is found that works, without appearing inconsistent. 

Communicating with children is centrally important to helping them cope with stress. But it is not the only ingredient in effective parenting. Subsequent chapters will describe other methods of alleviating divorce-related distress children experience and will illustrate communicational strategies tailored to children at different ages.



4
The Divorce Experience for Infants and Toddlers


The first stage of child development that we will examine is infancy and toddlerhood. It begins at birth and covers approximately the first two-and-a-half years of life. There are dramatic gains during this period in a youngster’s cognitive and emotional growth. From being a baby who understands no verbal communication and without any language skills, the child progresses to the point where he can comprehend a great deal of what is said and is able to make himself understood much of the time. Motor development also proceeds at breakneck speed, with sitting up, crawling, walking, and running unfolding over this time. 

These realistic accomplishments provide the basis for a shift from complete physical and emotional dependence to an emerging sense of independence from parents, especially the one who has been most centrally involved in the day-to-day care of the child. However, this newfound sense of freedom has not yet been consolidated. Infants and toddlers tend to become distressed when their primary caretaking parent leaves them, if only to go into another room in the home. Absences of several hours from this parent, even when left with a familiar caregiver, are stressful. The very young child is prone to develop powerful worries over being separated from a parent. The need for mothers to return to work quickly or increase their work hours after a marital separation can thus be especially stressful for infants and toddlers. 

Infants and toddlers depend on parents for their emotional equilibrium as well as basic care. When young children are physically uncomfortable, hungry, tired, or frustrated, the calming influence of the parent is essential. Without it, so-called “affect storms” in infancy and temper tantrums in toddlerhood tend to ensue and feel painfully disorganizing in these youngsters. Conversely, the feelings of an emotionally anguished or furious parent resonate within the very young child and result in great distress. This phenomenon of emotional resonance makes the children remarkably vulnerable to upset feelings parents frequently experience in the context of divorce. 

Despite their tremendous strides in acquiring cognitive abilities, infants and toddlers are still quite limited in how much they can understand about their world. Thinking tends to be tied to concretely perceived objects and events with the capacity for abstract reasoning only minimally developed. The task of visualizing where a father’s new apartment is and keeping in mind visiting schedules after the parents’ marital separation is impossible. Yet these pale beside the conceptual task of understanding why a child’s parents live apart and are “getting a divorce.” The youngster’s immature cognitive abilities make his life feel unpredictable, confusing, and at times frightening after his parents separate. 

The young child’s temperament has increasingly been recognized as a key factor influencing how she will respond to stress in her life.1 Some children have an “easy” disposition that permits them to adapt to and even at times enjoy dramatic changes in their environment. Other youngsters with a “difficult” temperament become easily distressed when predictable routines are changed or loud noises (such as arguments between parents) are overheard. They are also hard to soothe once they become upset. These biologically determined, inborn factors, which we lump under the rubric of temperament, can play a significant role in how a young child adjusts to her parents’ divorce. 

These cognitive and emotional characteristics of infants and toddlers make them exquisitely vulnerable to the stresses of divorce. Pronounced changes in their routines, warfare between parents, and the emotional upsets of one or both parents are bewildering and painful life events for these very young children. 

The Immediate Crisis Stage

As noted in chapter 2, the immediate crisis stage of divorce often consists of major changes in the life of the family, its structure and interactions. Parents separate, and usually it is the father who leaves the family residence. The parents’ emotions can be intense with wounded pride and the anger and depression that so frequently accompany this psychological pain palpably in evidence. Guilt on the part of the parent who initiated or provoked the separation commonly results in depression or anger reflexively invoked to ward it off. Not only are there changes in the physical environment and usual day-to-day routines, but the emotional state of each parent also undergoes dramatic oscillations as they cope with their own reactions to the beginning of the end of their marriage. 

The confusion that infants and toddlers feel is due in large measure to the cognitive limitations of early childhood. But these are not the only factors contributing to confusion and a more vague sense of disorientation. Day-care and baby-sitting arrangements may have to be altered as mother returns to or increases her involvement in work or school. New caregivers and new caregiving settings may be introduced into the lives of infants and toddlers, and along with these new arrangements come changes in schedules. All of these shifts can disrupt the smooth trajectory of childhood development, in part because very young children cannot organize them cognitively. As such, they cannot understand exactly what is happening to them or why their lives are changing so dramatically. This is especially upsetting to infants and toddlers, in part because they cannot anticipate significant events in their lives. Where they will be, what adult(s) will be there, how long they will be separated from a parent, and when and what they will be fed begin to feel totally unpredictable. The expectable sense of continuity in their lives is seriously disrupted by these major changes. 


JASON’S parents separated when he was fourteen months old. His mother had left her job as a salesperson in a women’s clothing store one month before Jason’s birth and had stayed at home full-time to care for her young son. Jason’s father, a foreman for a large construction company, was not an involved father. He often drank with co-workers after quitting time and many times did not eat dinner at home. Both parents were nineteen years old when they married and now, at twenty-two, their relationship was distant, punctuated by loud arguments over minor irritations. 

When Jason’s mother filed for divorce, she moved out of the family apartment with Jason to another one. Within a month she realized she had to return to work full-time in order to help support erself and her son. Jason had enjoyed the full attention of his mother since his birth. She almost never left him with neighbors or baby-sitters and took him everywhere with her. But with her return to work, she had to arrange day care for him. On short notice she put together a patchwork pattern of day care. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, she dropped him off at a neighbor’s house at 7:30 a.m. on her way to work. At 2:30 P.M. the neighbor returned Jason to his apartment where he was cared for by a high school girl who had just come home from school until 5:45 P.M., when his mother returned from work. Tuesdays and Thursdays Jason went to a different neighbor’s home and was with the same high school student from 2:30 to 5:45 P.M. at his own home. 

Jason cried and whimpered when his mother left him in the mornings. He began to suck his thumb after two weeks of this schedule. The two neighbors who provided lunch for Jason claimed that he often refused to eat. He spent most mornings watching television and cried plaintively when it was turned off. He seemed happier in the afternoons when he played with his own, familiar toys while being looked after by the high school sitter in his own apartment. However, he frequently would look up from some activity and ask “Momma?” and begin to cry. Jason’s mother found him irritable and easily frustrated in the evenings. Though he had learned to walk before the parents separated, he had gone back to crawling and only walked occasionally. He protested when his mother began getting him ready for bed at night and sobbed when she left his room. Jason cried in a panicky way when his father came to pick him up for his every other week Friday evening to Saturday afternoon visit. He tried to hide behind his mother and clung to her desperately. In fact, Jason also acted this way whenever the doorbell rang; visits from mother’s friends and the paperboy coming to collect money provoked the same response. Jason’s mother occasionally began going out on dates several months later. He acted in a similarly frightened, upset way when the baby-sitter arrived, when his mother’s date showed up, and again when she left to go out. 
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