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Telling the Kids

Today , we know a grea t dea l about the powerfu l hea l ing ef-

fects of a meaningfu l “narrat ive” on chi ldren who have suffered

a des tabi l i z ing shock. There i s even research to suggest tha t

k ids who come out of such events – an ear thquake , for example

- wi th a cogent s tory do bet ter emotiona l ly and psycholog ica l ly

than k ids who are lef t with a s tory tha t doesn' t f i t toge ther , or

worse , no story at a l l . The shaping, wi th your chi ld ren, of a

pos i t ive s tory of the “ear thquake” of d ivorce i s not jus t a nec-

essary ev i l that goes with making a change . I t i s an important

protect ive tool , and can be an impor tant e lement in managing

the effec ts of the divorce on the ir deve lopment .

The day you te l l your ch i ldren about your d ivorce wi l l

probably be etched in the ir memorie s for l i fe - th i s i s true for

many of the adu lt ch i ldren of d ivorce we ta lk to , and i t makes a
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lo t of sense . Whether the message is ent i re ly unexpected or

not , i t comes as jol t to a chi ld ’ s sense of a safe and predic table

wor ld . If she i s l ike most kids , she wi l l begin immedia te ly to

have ques t ions about what happened . The soc ia l fabr ic of the

fami ly tha t has surrounded her is torn . What was des troyed?

What remains? Who can she re ly on? Where wi l l her l i fe take

her now? Depending upon a chi ld ’s age , of course , much of thi s

ques t ioning may not take the form of a conversat ion – even an

inner one - but may ra ther show up as a genera l i zed anxie ty

about her l i fe , her wor ld , and her fu ture .

So , what can you te l l your chi ldren about thi s event tha t wi l l

ca lm the ir fears , que l l the ir anxie ty , and re inforce - ra ther than

undermine - the ir na tura l re s i l ience in the face of future d i f f i -

cu l ty ? We l l , think about i t . What would you or anyone want to

know if your wor ld had been rad ica l ly rear ranged thi s way? You

would want to know fir st , what has chang ed . Equal ly impor tant ,

bu t perhaps le ss urgent , you would do a thorough inventory of

what wi l l s ta y th e same . F ina l ly , you would ask the quest ion , what

do e s i t a l l m ean fo r and about me .

What Wil l Stay the Same

#1 - Pa ren t s wi l l s ta y pa rent s . This is the number one fear

chi ldren have a t any age -- and the number one thing to di scuss

wi th them. The second most impor tant re la t ionship in my l i fe -

my parent ’ s mar r iage – has suddenly ended. Where does tha t

leave the f i rs t most important , my parents re l a t ionsh ip with me?

My daddy i s leaving my mommy, wi l l he leave me too? If my

parents can d ivorce each other , can they jus t as quick ly d ivorce

me?

“We' r e s t i l l y ou r pa r en t s . We l ov e l ik e we hav e a lway s l ov ed y ou.

We wi l l t ake ca r e o f y ou in a l l t h e way s we a lway s hav e , b o th phy s i c a l l y

and emot i ona l l y .” This is the message that must be foremost in

your narrat ive .
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How you communica te thi s message wi l l depend upon your

chi ld ' s age and emotiona l matur i ty – someth ing we’ l l ta lk about

la ter in thi s sec t ion. But though a chi ld ' s over t re sponse can

range from tear s , to anger , to a cava l ier “ . . .wha tever , Dad,” h i s

future re la t ionsh ip with you i s a pr imal concern for him as he

confronts a fu ture where mom and dad are no long toge ther .

Thi s means that you must reassure h im now and of ten in the

future . Kids won' t usua l ly a sk for th is reassurance . In fac t ,

af ter the f i r st few times, they ' l l probably ask you ease up. But

the fact they have regi s tered the informat ion tha t “Mom and

Dad are going to cont inue to love me as my parents” does not

mean it has taken hold in the more pr ima l bra in centers , where

fear and insecur i ty tend to ca l l the shots . The ear thquake of

d ivorce speaks d irect ly to these center s , impr int ing a le sson of

insecur i ty about re la t ionships . For tuna te ly , thi s learning can be

erased and rep laced wi th a more posi t ive unders tanding - but i t

takes a reassur ing s tory combined wi th extra love and a t tent ion

and a lot of repe t i t ion to do thi s wel l .

#2 - Any th ing e l s e tha t wi l l s ta y th e same . As we ' l l d iscuss in a

la ter chapter , d ivorce often br ings about big changes in k ids ’

l iv ing si tua t ions. Schedules change . Phone numbers change .

Neighborhoods, schools , churches, soccer teams , fr iends… al-

most anyth ing in a chi ld ' s l i fe may change as a resu l t of a

d ivorce . Of course , any th ing tha t can change can a lso s tay the

same, and be a source of stab i l i ty . In the course of your d i-

vorce , the more e lements of stab i l i ty tha t you prov ide your

chi ld , the le ss pa infu l i t wi l l be . And th is i s the t ime to empha-

s ize these e lements , as you paint the pic ture for your chi ld of

her af ter -d ivorce exi s tence . “A lot of things wi l l go on jus t a s

they have a fte r the d ivorce . You' l l s t i l l go to school each day a t

Rooseve l t . You ' l l s t i l l have p iano le ssons . You ' l l have a new

room at your dad ' s new place , bu t we ' l l f i x i t up to look a lot

l ike thi s room. Unc le Manny wi l l s t i l l have Fr iday dinners most
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weeks , and we ' l l be ce lebra t ing Chr is tmas wi th Grandma jus t

l ike a lways . And, l ike i t or not , you ' l l be go ing back and forth

be tween houses wi th your l i t t l e brother , so he ' l l be wi th you

wherever you are .” These las t sources of stab i l i ty , re la t ives and

sibl ings , can be a very impor tant buffer ing factor in ward ing of f

any abandonment fear s or fee l ings of d i s loca t ion in a chi ld . If

Unc le Manny i s s t i l l coming over for d inner , wel l , that ' s one

more landmark in my wor ld tha t I recognize , so things aren’ t

complete ly ups ide down. And if L i t t le T immy or Big Si s ter Sue

are go ing to be a lways around, jus t l ike before the divorce ,

doesn ' t tha t somehow he lp the wor ld seem more predic tab le and

safe? By the way , the “s ibl ings of d ivorce” of ten deve lop a

sense of sol idar i ty and fami ly as the i r own uni t of safe ty and

support . If you f ind th i s in your own kids , i t someth ing to fos-

ter , even though it may fee l sad to you to see them re ly ing on

each other for thi s support ins tead of re ly ing on you .

What Has Changed -- And Why

From a chi ld ' s point of view, most important l y and most

fundamenta l ly , the re l a t ionship be tween his parents has

changed. For an adul t , the emot iona l l i fe of a marr iage i s a

constant ly f luc tua t ing mixture of fee l ings : a ffec t ion, f rus tra t ion ,

sa t i sfac t ion, re sentment , e tc . For most young chi ldren, the re-

la t ionship appears qui te d if ferent . I t had no beginning tha t

they can remember . I t has been the most constant and stable

re la t ionsh ip in the ir l ives . Thi s i s true even i f i t has been a

rocky one : when parenta l vo la t i l i ty has been the chi ld ' s constant

companion, then she has l i t t le capac i ty to imag ine l i fe wi thout

i t .

Thi s is about to change , and you need to te l l your chi ld in a

way tha t makes sense to him or her . We ca l l thi s explanat ion

the Divorce Narrat ive .

Your ch i ldren d idn' t cause the ear thquake that i s about to re-

arrange the ir l ives . Thi s i s obvious to you , but , be l ieve i t or
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not , i t ' s not so obv ious to your ch i ldren . For the younges t chi l -

dren , there i s nothing that happens tha t doesn ’t in some manner

or ig inate wi th them. This i s because human th inking begins in

infancy as a sort of mag ica l fog in which everything i s just an

extension of me . This narc i ss i st ic fog di ss ipa tes as chi ldren

grow up, but i t i sn ' t rea l ly unt i l the teenage year s that k ids be -

gin to understand c lear l y tha t i t ' s not “a l l about me” . And, as

the parent of any teenager wi l l a t te s t , i t ’ s s t i l l pre tty much al l

about them.

So your chi ldren wi l l assume - in e i ther a very l i t era l way for

todd ler s and ear ly school age or through a more indirec t mecha-

ni sm in older kids - tha t they are a t lea st par t of the reason for

the breakup. We have heard a 4-year -o ld say “I am bad , so my

daddy went away .” Al terna te ly , a teenager might enter ta in the

thought “My grades weren' t good enough, which caused my par-

ents to f ight ,” or “If I had been a be t ter peacemaker , I cou ld

have kept them toge ther .” In the egocentr ic wor ld of ch i ldren ,

these are stor ie s that , however f r ightening and pa infu l to them,

at leas t make divorce make sense .

Because these pr imi t ive be l ie f s are embedded in the very es-

sence of a ch i ld ' s wor ldv iew, i t takes pa t i ence and pers is tence to

dis lodge them. The best approach, in our exper ience , inc ludes

using the non-blaming d ivorce narrat ive , and the constant rec i -

ta t ion of the refra in: th i s has noth ing t o do w i th y ou. . . th i s i s no t

about you . . . t h i s i s j u s t b e twe en y our Mommy and me. If your chi l -

dren grow tired enough of hear ing thi s to rol l the ir eyes a t

you… good , they are beg inn ing to get i t .

In addi t ion to re inforc ing the be l ie f in your chi ldren ’s non-

involvement in the divorce dec i s ion, the d ivorce nar rat ive can

be a protec t ive inf luence through other messages i t conveys .

Among these messages a re the s tory of your mar r iage as having

once been a lov ing one , an explanat ion of the end of the mar -

r iage tha t makes sense to your chi ld ren, and the fact tha t ,
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because your marr iage was impor tant to you , you did not le t i t

go wi thout try ing .

The mar r i ag e wa s onc e a l o v in g on e . Not only does the divorce

narra t ive he lp form the chi ld ’ s expecta t ion of h i s fu ture , i t can

have a big impac t on the way he remembers hi s pas t . Cogni t ive

studie s increas ingly demonstra te that the remembered past can

be as mal leable as the imag ined future : humans interpret and

re interpre t the ir per sona l hi story throughout l i fe . Now is the

t ime to re inforce wi th your ch i ld the (accura te ) memory tha t she

was born into a loving fami ly env ironment where she was

adored by both of you , and where there was p lenty of love to go

around . Psycholog is t s ca l l the fee l ing of be ing loved and

deeply unders tood as infants “secure a t tachment” , and i t ’ s an

important contr ibu tor to a chi ld ’ s sense of bas ic trust and con-

f idence dur ing s tressfu l per iods as she grows up.

The end o f t h e mar r iag e unf o l d ed in an und e r s t andab l e , e v en p r ed i c t -

ab l e manne r . Marr iages don’ t ju st end wi th a sudden, unexpec ted

bol t f rom the blue . S igni f icant fami ly re la t ionships a re too im-

portant , too strong, and too res i l ient to a l low such a thing.

This i s what you are communicat ing to your chi ldren when you

give them a br ief exp lana t ion of how the marr iage ended .

“Though your Dad and I loved each other for many year s , we

have not been ge tt ing a long wi th each other for some t ime , and

we 've dec ided that we need to divorce .” The picture pa inted

here (accurate ly ) i s one of two people strongly commit ted to

each other and to the fami ly , who over t ime los t the ab i l i ty to

make i t work . “Af ter t ry ing for a long t ime, your Mom and I

have dec ided we are unhappy together and shouldn' t be marr ied

anymore .” If your d ivorce can be exper ienced by your chi ldren

as coming out of an order ly process that they can unders tand ,

then your chi ld ' s anxie ty about other ear thquakes coming out of

the blue can be minimized .

We tr i ed hard . Most couples s truggle hard and long before

giv ing up on the i r marr iages . They s trugg le with conf l ic t ing
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values , cu l tura l forces , in- laws , f inanc ia l d isagreements , ca reer

conf l ic t and a mil l ion other obstac le s be fore admi tt ing tha t the

marr i age i s over . These struggle s are par t of the story , too . “As

you know, we 've been f ight ing a lot l a te ly . We have tr ied hard

to ge t a long bet ter and to hea l our d i f fe rences , but we jus t can' t

seem to. We are very , very sad about th is , bu t we have f ina l ly

dec ided to divorce .” This i s both an explanat ion of the divorce

and a re la t ionsh ip mode l for your ch i ld to interna l i ze and carry

into adu lthood : whi le two wel l - in tent ioned people can ente r

in to a mar r iage in good fa i th , i t doesn ’t a lways work out . Be-

fore you g ive up, though, you give i t every th ing you ’ve got .

But what i f on l y on e o f u s i s g i v i ng up? This is a very tough

quest ion, and d ifferent experts have d ifferent ideas about i t .

Our idea , coming out of our pract ice , bu t a l so out of our pr ior i -

t ie s for ch i ldren , i s thi s : i f you can possib ly do i t , t ake tha t

secre t of who ini t ia ted the divorce – who wanted i t – to your

graves wi th you. No one needs to know, and it ’ s no one ’ s bus i -

ness but your own. Your ch i ldren , par t icu lar ly , may be fur ther

confused by th is informat ion: “so Daddy i s the one who doesn ’t

love us enough to stay .” Or , “so something is wrong wi th

Daddy and me tha t Mommy doesn’ t love us anymore .” In e i ther

case , the chi ld ren are lef t to work out emot iona l dynamics tha t

may cause them to fee l insecure .

Ye t , we rea l i ze tha t the desire to te l l your ch i ldren that i t

wasn ’ t y ou who l e f t th e fam i l y i s sometimes too powerfu l to res is t .

If th is i s the case , then a narra t ive can st i l l be scr ipted that

does the min imum of f inger point ing and blaming. “Your Dad

has been unhappy l iv ing wi th me for awhi le , and we have both

tr ied very hard to f ind a way to make i t work . Try ing hasn’ t

he lped , though, and af te r a long t ime , we have both dec ided to

end the marr i age and l ive apar t . ” Remember , thi s s tory i s for

your ch i ldren' s benef i t , not yours . In our pract i ce we have seen

many parents who have trouble agree ing on almost every th ing
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e lse , ye t s t i l l show the strength and wisdom to create a non-

blaming d ivorce s tory for the benef i t of the i r chi ldren .

In addi t ion to the ca lming effec t of a coherent narra t ive on

your chi ld ’ s current emotiona l s ta te , the message you convey of

past stab i l i ty and commitment to making a mar r iage work can

have a l i fe long inf luence on your chi ld ' s conf idence in h i s own

abi l i ty to susta in a re l a t ionsh ip and enjoy stab i l i ty in fu ture

fami ly env ironments , inc lud ing any fu ture fami l ie s that you may

create , and the fami l ie s your ch i ld create s for h imse lf .

“We ar e v e ry sad about th i s” . Shou ld you let your chi ldren see

your emotions dur ing the divorce? We encourage c l ients to take

a common sense approach to thi s . Your ch i ldren are go ing to

have the ir own se t of fee l ings about the divorce – upse t , sad -

ness , g r ief , anger - any or a l l of these fee l ings may come up.

For them to see you cry ing or hur t ing makes the i r fee l ings more

normal and acceptab le . In add it ion , your sadness ref lects the

importance to you of thi s union tha t produced your chi ldren,

and provided a nur tur ing home environment for them to grow

up in unt i l now. Your sadness , l ike the i rs , i s par t of the deep

fabr ic of human re la t ionsh ip that wi l l go on connect ing you,

even after the divorce . It can be both comfor t ing and reassur -

ingly int imate to share your sadness and tears – and the ir s – at

th i s moment of momentous change in the ir l ives .

At the same time, one of your bigges t tasks as a d ivorc ing

parent wi l l be to manage your emotions for the benef i t of the

chi ldren. Rage , vengeance , blaming , contempt – these are emo-

t ions you may we l l fee l toward your spouse both now and afte r

the divorce . These emot ions are natura l , but they are emot ions

that wi l l ha rm your ch i ld ren and , equa l ly impor tant , your mutua l

re la t ionsh ip should you dec ide to share them with your k ids .

Now is a good t ime to s tar t the di sc ip l ined pract ice of keeping

your kids “out of the middle .” In a simi lar ve in, i f your re la-

t ionsh ip s ty le with your chi ldren has been more res tra ined than

openly emotiona l , now is probably not the t ime for an uncon-
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trol led express ion of sadness . If you fee l overwhelmed by gr ief

and desperat ion a t the thought of your impending d ivorce , thi s

may be a good thing to ta lk over with a c lose fr i end or a thera-

pi s t , r a ther than express ing i t to the kids .

More about chang e . For most fami l ie s , the kids ’ l i v ing arrange -

ments are rad ica l ly rear ranged afte r d ivorce . We ta lk about

what arrangements might be good for your fami ly in the chapte r

on “Parent ing P lans” . But as ide from crea t ing a hea l thy plan ,

des c r ib i ng tha t p lan in a c lear , de ta i led and pos i t ive manner i s

one of the most impor tant ways to reduce the stre ss of thi s

str essfu l event .

Be c l ea r – k ids und er s t r e s s a r e ea s i l y c on fu s ed . I f your chi ld ren

are younger than 10 , changes tha t come about in a divorce can

seem espec ia l ly sudden and confus ing . They often make as-

sumptions and draw conclus ions tha t to an adul t seem absurd ,

bu t from a chi ld ' s perspect ive (remember , i t ' s a l l ab out me ) are

ent i re ly na tura l . “Daddy ' s moving to a new apar tment” ( f a r away

whe r e w e ' l l n ev e r s e e h im aga in . ) Be concrete and expl ic i t .

“Daddy 's moving to a new apartment downtown near hi s work .

We' l l dr ive by there thi s af ternoon and show you jus t where i t

i s . You ' l l have your own room there… le t me show you a pic-

ture of some furni ture we th ink you might l ike .” Pa int ing a

pic ture of your l i fe , your spouse ’s l i fe , and your chi ldren’ s l ives

af ter d ivorce wi l l go a long way toward a l lev ia t ing the ir anxie ty

Desc r ib i ng th e par ent i ng p l an . You may not have an expl ic i t

schedule for your chi ldren graphed out a t th is point . Even i f

you do, i t may be bes t to give the more deta i led explana t ion in a

second conversa t ion a fter your chi ld has had t ime to process

the f i r st . What i s important immedia te ly i s for your ch i ld to

have some pic ture of h is fu ture to hold onto : “you wi l l be

spend ing lots of t ime wi th both of us every week” or “you wi l l

be spend ing a lot of t ime wi th your mom when you ’re not here

wi th me.” Your eventua l goa l in descr ibing your post-d ivorce
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parent ing schedu le (whether th is is ach ieved in one conversa-

t ion or severa l ) i s to prov ide your chi ld wi th the most prec i se ,

deta i led roadmap you can (for example , a big re f r igerator chart

showing just where the k ids wi l l be tonight , tomorrow, and next

Thursday) . Almost a l l chi ldren want thi s pic tu re and wi l l be

reassured by i ts comple teness – to say noth ing of he lp ing them

stay organ ized and or iented in the ir new two-household ex i s-

tence .

If the changes to your chi ldren’ s l ives are extens ive (you wi l l

be moving to a new home severa l s ta te s away , wi th the chi ld ren

spend ing summers with Dad and the school year with you in

your new home) , then the leve l s of uncerta inty and stress wi l l

go up, so g iv ing your kids a c lear p ic ture becomes even more

important .

Remember that , whi le te l l ing your k ids about d i f f icu l t

changes can tr igger sadness or anger in the near term, big l i fe

transi t ions happening unexpected ly , wi thout warn ing, can have a

more traumat iz ing effec t upon them, re i tera t ing and re inforc ing

further whatever shock they ’ve suffered as an ef fect of the d i-

vorce i t se l f . You may have l i t t le or no contro l over the b ig

changes in your chi ldren’ s l ives r ight now, but you have great

power to manage and modera te the impac t of these changes by

the way you introduce them in your narra t ive .


