
Child's Age 
Affects Reaction to Divorce

When parents go through a divorce, the whole fami-
ly is affected. Children are better able to adapt to this
new family situation as long as their parents guide them
through the process. Knowing something about the typ-
ical, normal reactions of children at a particular age and
understanding the patterns of behavior of an individual
child can be useful in providing appropriate support.
The concerns the child may face differ with age and
maturity and require explanations and support methods

appropriate to that age and level of understanding.

Because of their great dependence on adult care, preschool children are
liable to show fear of abandonment, expressed by crying and clinging when
left at school or with a babysitter, a new fear of the dark, wakefulness at
night or even fear of hunger. Temporary regression to behaviors appropri-
ate to an earlier, safer time in the child's life may occur as a means of seeking
reassurance.

Young children tend to see themselves as the center of their world and the cause of whatever happens in it. They often
attribute their parents' separation to some misbehavior of their own and may secretly carry a heavy load of guilt for their pre-
sumed responsibility. They may reflect tensions in the family by an increase in aggressive behavior or by a fear of aggression.

Children aged six to eight are a little more independent of their parents' problems, but still have very limited, simple ideas
of cause and effect. Their reactions to divorce may include fear of abandonment, sadness and sense of loss, anger and
attempts to bring the parents back together. Anger is more likely to be directed at the custodial parent than at the departed par-
ent, because they may feel the parent they are living with has the power to make it all better again.

Older children, aged nine to twelve, are more able to withstand stress without regressing to earlier behavior patterns.
Anger may be expressed more directly by blaming the parent they feel is responsible for the divorce. Some may become overly
stern and righteous, while others may indulge in petty stealing and lying. Both types of behavior express their feelings about
the importance of rules and their need for consistency and predictability.

Older children are also beginning to form their self-image and may see their parents' personalities reflected in their own.
The risk in allowing themselves to feel very close to one parent and express anger against the other is that they are likely to feel
one part of themselves is "good" and another part "bad."
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Adolescents, whose developmental task is to establish their separate identities and move toward leaving home, often feel
that the tables have been turned on them -- that the parents are leaving them -- when divorce occurs. They may feel that they
are losing a stable family before they are ready to stand on their own, or that they are being forced to take on adult responsibili-
ties too soon.

Like other age groups, adolescents often react with anger to the divorce, but they may also have financial worries and other
anxieties younger children may not have. Their awareness of the future may lead them to worry about who will pay for col-
lege, whether they will be able to have satisfying sexual lives, or if they will ever be able to make long-term commitments to
others. Many adolescents seem to assume failure for themselves unless reassured otherwise.

Helping a child through the process of divorce means paying close attention to the worries, fears and needs of each indi-
vidual child. But there are some supportive responses applicable to all ages.

Reassure the child that he or she will continue to be loved and cared for.

Spend a little time alone with each child whenever possible.

Encourage open communication and honest but civil ways of expressing feelings.

Let children make appropriate decisions (what to wear when visiting the other parent, perhaps) but remember that it is up
to the adults to make the major decisions for the family.

Avoid placing blame for the divorce, and don't involve children in struggles between adults. Don't make them take sides.
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