
who has experience and training for working
with the special needs of children and adoles-
cents.

� WHAT IS THE TREATMENT?

Children of divorcing families need plenty of
support and understanding. It is important that
they have many opportunities to express their
feelings and concerns. If professional treatment
is needed, these are the most effective options:

Individual psychotherapy. A competent
therapist can help the child deal with feel-
ings about the divorce. With younger chil-
dren, this may be done with the use of
games and art therapy. It is important to
consult a mental health professional who
specializes in working with children or
adolescents.

Family therapy. Since the entire family
is affected by the divorce, it is important to
help the entire group heal so they can
recover and go on to a productive life. An
experienced therapist who specializes in
working with families can help the family
get through the crisis.

Individual and family therapy can help the
family members deal with their feelings of
grief, hurt, and anger; obtain emotional sup-
port; resolve conflicts; and learn problem-
solving skills.

� WHERE CAN I GO FOR MORE
INFORMATION?

American Academy of Child and Adolescent
Psychiatry (www.aacap.org)

Wallerstein, Judith, and Blakeslee, Second
Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade After
Divorce. Boston: Mariner Books, 1996.

Wallerstein, Judith, and Kelly, Joan Berlin.
Surviving the Breakup: How Children and Parents
Cope with Divorce. New York: Basic Books, 1996.

Helping
Children in
Divorcing
Families

� WHAT ARE TYPICAL PROBLEMS OF
CHILDREN IN DIVORCING FAMILIES?

The decision to divorce causes major changes
in the lives of every member of the family.
Some upheaval is inevitable, but devastation is
not.

Divorce profoundly affects children. In Sur-
viving the Breakup, authors Judith Wallerstein
and Kelly Joan Berlin describe the experience
of 60 divorcing families. Based on their
research, they outline the following key issues
for children of divorcing families:

Fear. Divorce is frightening to children,
and they often respond with feelings of
anxiety. Children feel more vulnerable
after a divorce, because their world has
become less reliable.

SEE THESE HANDOUTS ON RELATED TOPICS

Anxiety in Children

Depression in Children and Teens

Helping Kids Manage Angry Feelings

Helping Kids Recover from Loss

Helping Your Child or Teen Manage Stress

How to Build Your Child’s Self-Esteem

How to Cope When Parenting Seems Over-
whelming

How to Help a Friend through a Crisis (for
Teens)

Managing Sibling Conflict

Managing the Stepfamily

Positive Reinforcement (for Parents)

Separation Anxiety
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Fear of abandonment. One third of the
children in Wallerstein’s study feared that
their mother would abandon them.

Confusion. The children in divorcing
families become confused about their rela-
tionships with their parents. They see their
parents’ relationship fall apart and some-
times conclude that their own relationship
with one or both parents could dissolve, as
well.

Sadness and yearning. More than half
of the children in the Wallerstein study
were openly tearful and sad in response to
the losses they experienced. Two-thirds
expressed yearning, for example: “We
need a daddy. We don’t have a daddy.”

Worry. In Wallerstein’s study, many
children expressed concern about one or
both of their parents’ ability to cope with
their lives. They wondered if their parents
were emotionally stable and able to make
it on their own. Over half of the children
expressed deep worries about their moth-
ers. They witnessed their mothers’ mood
swings and emotional reactions to the
events in the family. Some children wor-
ried about suicide and accidents.

The children in divorcing families become
confused about their relationships with
their parents. They see their parents’
relationship fall apart and sometimes
conclude that their own relationship
with one or both parents could dis-
solve too.

Feeling rejected. Many children who
experience a parent moving out of the
home feel rejected by the parent. The par-
ent is usually preoccupied with problems
and pays less attention to the child than in
the past. Many children take this person-
ally and feel rejected and unlovable.

Loneliness. Since both parents are pre-
occupied with their problems during the
divorce process, they are less able to fulfill
their parenting roles with their children.
The children may feel like their parents
are slipping away from them. If the father
has moved away and mother has gone off
to work, the children often feel profound
loneliness.

Divided loyalties. The children may
(accurately) perceive that the parents are
in a battle with each other. The children
feel pulled in both directions and may
resolve the dilemma by siding with one
parent against another.

Anger. Children in divorcing families
experience more aggression and anger. It
is often directed toward the parents,
expressed in tantrums, irritability, resent-
ment, and verbal attacks. Many children
see the divorce as a selfish act and feel
very resentful about the resulting destruc-
tion of their lives.

More than one third of the children in Waller-
stein’s study showed acute depressive symp-
toms such as sleeplessness, restlessness,
difficulty in concentrating, deep sighing, feel-
ings of emptiness, compulsive overeating, and
various somatic complaints.

� WHAT ARE TYPICAL 
LONG-TERM SYMPTOMS?

The symptoms that many children may have
during the divorce process either moderate or

disappear within 18 months after the breakup.
Of the symptoms that remain, these were the
most common:

Manipulative behavior was reported by
about 20 percent of the teachers of the
children in Wallerstein’s study.

Intense anger at one or both parents was
reported by 25 percent of the children and
adolescents one year after the divorce.

Depression was diagnosed in 25 percent
of the children and adolescents. The symp-
toms of depression in children include:

• Low self-esteem • Eating disorders

• Inability to • Behaving too 
concentrate perfectly

• Sadness • Being accident-prone

• Mood swings • Stealing

• Irritability • Skipping school

• Secretiveness • Underachieving at 
school

• Isolation • Sexual acting out

• Self-blame

� WHEN IS PROFESSIONAL HELP NEEDED?

You should consider finding a licensed mental
health professional to work your child or ado-
lescent if he or she is experiencing the follow-
ing feelings most of the time:

Loneliness Overwhelmed by feelings

Depression Sleeping too much or too little

Numbness Worry

Exhaustion Anxiousness

Hopelessness Fear

When seeking the services of a mental health
professional, it is important to find a therapist
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