
 Divorce or Separation & Children 
A separation or divorce can cause children of any age to feel that their world has turned 

upside down, making them upset at mom and dad for splitting up, even possibly guilty, 

thinking that they may have caused the split. 

   It’s normal to grieve a family breakup, but parents can help kids to understand, cope 

and maintain a close bond to parents. Here’s how: 

• Make their well‐being a top priority.  

• Use patience, reassurance, and listening as they learn to cope with unfamiliar circumstances.  

• Provide routines, which shows them that they can count on you for stability and structure. 

• Maintain a respectful relationship with your ex, so kids don’t see or hear parents in conflict.  

 

What a Child Wants from Mom and Dad During a Separation or Divorce 

• I want you both to raise me, teach me what’s important, and help me when I have problems.  

• I want to love you both and enjoy time with each of you.  

• Don’t act jealous or upset, or I’ll feel I must take sides and love one parent more than the other. 

• Say only nice things about my other parent or say nothing; unkind words about them upset me. 

• Communicate directly with each other so that I’m not the go-between and there’s no confusion. 

• Don’t fight; work to agree on matters that affect me. If you fight, I may think I caused it and feel guilty. 

• Stay involved in my life (visit, call, email, text, ask me questions), or I’ll feel unimportant and unloved. 

 

How to Tell Kids about an Upcoming Separation or Divorce 

• Pick a time when you’re rested, unrushed and can be calm.  

• Carefully prepare what you’ll say; think carefully how certain information will affect them; younger children need 

less detail and do better with simple explanations, older kids may want more facts. Be truthful.  

• Avoid lengthy reasons that may confuse. Use simple words like “We can’t get along anymore.”  

• Present a united front. Try to agree in advance with your spouse on an explanation for the separation/divorce, and 

stick to it. Respect your spouse when giving reasons for the breakup. Avoid blaming. Be honest without sharing 

negative things about or labeling your spouse. (This can be difficult if there’s been hurt such as infidelity, but the 

sooner you start forgiving, the better for your own emotional well-being and the kids. Focus on the future.)  

• Explain what will change and when, and what will stay the same; be specific on things that matter to them, like living 

arrangements, school, family gatherings, etc., but don’t overwhelm them with details. 

• Try to anticipate their questions and your responses. If you don’t know an answer, respond that you aren’t sure 

now, but when you know the answer, you’ll tell them, and in meanwhile everything will be okay. 

• Encourage them to ask as any questions, anytime. It’s normal for them to have questions and also normal for them 

to think that they shouldn’t ask. Ask the next day if they’ve any more questions, to let them ask about things they 

didn’t think of at your earlier talk, or if they didn’t understand the answer you gave yesterday. 

• Talk with your children before changing living arrangements; have your spouse present, if possible.  

• Say “I love you” to let kids know your love for them hasn’t changed and that if you’ve been upset, it’s not their fault. 

Assure them that while parents and kids don't always get along, parents and kids don't stop loving each other or get 

divorced from each other. Emphasize that you’ll still be their parent, involved with and caring for them. 

 

Help a Child to Grieve  For kids, separation or divorce can feel like intense loss of a parent, the life they knew, maybe 

their home or school, extended family gatherings, etc. Help them to grieve their loss and adjust to new circumstances by 

encouraging them to express their feelings. Notice their moods and ask what they’re feeling; help them find words for 

their feelings (children often have difficulty expressing emotions). Listen. They may feel loss or frustration about things 

that surprise you. Let them be honest. Children may be reluctant to share feelings, fearing it will upset you. Let them 

know that whatever they share is okay. They may blame you for the divorce but if they aren’t able to share their honest 

feelings, they’ll have a harder time working through them. Respond carefully and gently.                                     (more…) 



• As kids age and mature, they may have new questions; be open to repeat the same ground again, with more detail.

• Acknowledge their feelings. You may be unable to fix their problems or change their sadness to happiness, but it’s

important to acknowledge their feelings. Inspire trust by showing that you understand this is not fun for them.

• Kids may think they caused the divorce, recalling when they argued with parents, got poor grades, or were in

trouble. To help your kids let go of any such misconception, repeat why you decided to get a divorce. Kids may seem

to “get it” one day, and be unsure the next. Be patient, reminding them that both parents will continue to love them

and that they are not responsible for the divorce.

• Give them reassurance and love. Children have remarkable ability to heal if given support and love. Consistently kind

and wise words and actions will reassure them of your love.

• Let kids know that though the physical circumstances of the family will change, they can continue to have good

times and relationships with both parents. Tell them things may not always be easy – just as they wouldn’t in an

intact family -- but that things will work out, as you all work together.

• Be physically close (hug, pat, or just be nearby), reassuring kids of your affection and presence.

• Be honest. If they raise concerns or anxieties, respond truthfully.

Moving Forward 

• Provide as much stability and structure as possible in their daily lives, but structure and continuity don’t mean rigid

schedules or that mom and dad’s routines must be the same. But having some routines at each home and consistent

communication will provide kids with a sense of calm and stability. We all feel more secure when knowing what to

expect such as, in either home, dinnertime is followed by homework then a bath and free time.

• Maintaining routine also means continuing to observe rules, rewards, and discipline. Resist the temptation to spoil

kids during a divorce by not enforcing limits or allowing them to break rules.

Care for Yourself 

• Take care of yourself; that’s best for your kids. Grieving the end of a relationship is painful and unsettling, so you

may feel confused, isolated, and fear the future. Explore how to cope with the pain in healthy ways, so you’ll be

calmer; your kids will sense your ease and feel better, too.

• Find a support group and guidance to help you to heal and move forward.

• Care for yourself, too; exercise and eat healthily with your kids and minimize sugar, which affects sleep.

• See friends and supportive family often. Don’t avoid those who may ask about the divorce; if you don’t want to talk

about it, just ask them to pick other topics and to pray for you to get into your new life smoothly; they’ll understand.

• Consider keeping a journal of feelings and thoughts, which can help release negative emotions. As time passes, you

can look back on how far you’ve come. When you’ve moved on, you can discard it.

• (If you pray, ask God to hear kids well, to maintain hope and to forgive your ex; it’s hard to hold anger toward

someone you’re praying for. Forgiving him or her can free you to move forward. – Chaplain Linda )

When to get Professional Help for Kids Some kids go through divorce with few problems, even if they show anger, 

anxiety, or mild depression for a time. Others have a very difficult time and may need professional help if these signs 

appear and remain even after several months: poor concentration, trouble at school, drug or alcohol abuse, sleep 

problems, self-injury, eating disorders, frequent anger or violence, withdrawal from loved ones or former activities. 

Discuss these or other warning-signs with your child’s doctor, teacher or therapist for guidance on coping with specific 

problems. 
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