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(after Wallerstein and Blakeslee, with selected quotes)
Children develop and grow at their own pace, but following common developmental stages.  They take one step at a time, usually with regular progress, but also with some regressions.  this is normal and to be expected.  In the process, they pass through various stages and develop a "sense of self."  In so doing they acquire coping skills, conscience, and the capacity to give and receive love.  Divorce presents a special challenge to this development, because this event undermines some of the "truths" they have been told about love, stability, trust, and enduring relationships.

Wallerstein suggests that "growing up is inevitably harder for children of divorce because they must deal with psychological issues that children from well-functioning intact families do not have to face."  The tasks for children "begin as difficulties escalate between the parents during the marriage, continue through the separation and divorce and throughout the post-divorce years." 

Understanding the Divorce
This is the first and most basic task for the children--to "understand realistically what the divorce means in their family and what its concrete consequences will be."  Children have many fantasies and feelings which they can face, and deal with, when their parents help them adjust to the reality and the actual changes brought about by the divorce.  

The task of understanding comes in two stages: 


1. Accurately perceiving the immediate changes brought on by the divorce, and


   Differentiating fantasy fears from reality.



2. When children achieve more mature understanding and enough distance to evaluate their parents' actions, and can draw useful lessons for their own lives.

Strategic Withdrawal
All children, especially adolescents, need to resume their own lives and "get back physically and emotionally to the normal tasks of growing up."  Children should not --indeed can not-- ignore the divorce, and they need to be able to acknowledge their concern while providing help to their parents and siblings.  Equally important, the divorce should be put in perspective relative to their own "interests, pleasures, problems, and peer relationships,"  (i.e. it should not occupy the central position in their lives.  "To achieve this task, children need encourage​ment from their parents to remain children."

Dealing with Loss
In the years following divorce, according to Wallerstein, child​ren experience two profound losses:


1. The loss of the intact family together with the symbolic    and real protection it has provided.


2. The loss of the presence of one parent, usually the father, from their daily lives.

"the task of absorbing the loss is perhaps the single most difficult task imposed by divorce."  

The children are experiencing a multitude of emotions, including a sense of rejection, powerlessness, unlovability, pain, rejec​tion, and self-blame.  For example, they often feel responsible and think that if they had tried harder, the divorce would not have hap​pened.  They remain vulnerable, sometimes increas​ingly, for years, not only at the outset.  "The task is easier if parents and children have a good relationship, within the frame​work of a good visiting or joint custody arrangement."

Tasks of Divorce for Children, Page 2.
Dealing with Anger
When a parent dies, no-one is at fault, but in divorce at least one of the partners has voluntarily chosen to end the marriage.  Because "its true cause lies on the parents' failure to maintain the marriage," someone is to blame.  Children are confused be-cause the two people on whom they depend for stability are the direct "agents of their distress. Furthermore, the parents under​took this role voluntarily."   Children thus experience the con​flict​ing feelings of both anger and love.  Their major task is to work through this anger and learn to forgive their parents. When they can do this, they also gain "emotion​al matur​ity and capacity to appreciate the various needs of different family members."  At the same time, they begin to recognize that parents can make mistakes and can also be respected for their efforts and courage.

Working out Guilt
Children's guilt feelings have many sources, not the least of which is feeling responsible for the divorce.  Some think their fantasy of wishing to be with one parent has come true.  Some may recognize the truth in their own behavior or even presence as causing the rift.  Young women, because of their closeness to their mothers, often feel responsi​ble for them and unable to separate, create their own identities, and develop their own independent heterosexual relationships.  "The children of divorce need to separate from guilty ties that bind them too closely to a troubled parent and to go on with their lives with compassion and love."
Accepting the Permanence of the Divorce
Children often refuse to accept that their parents have separa​ted, and "such early denial may be a first step in the coping process."  However it can become maladaptive, and may persist even ten years later. Children often cling to the wish that people can change their minds.  Accepting the permanence of divorce is  a very difficult task, and may not become a reality "until they themselves finally separate from their parents and leave home."

Taking a Chance on Love
Wallerstein believes that this is the most important task for both growing children and society.  Because they have experienced the loss of their parents' love relationship, have seen marital failure, and may have ongoing fears and anxieties, they may not feel lovable or may not believe in the permanence of a relationship.  "Children who lose the intact family through divorce must also take a chance on love, knowing realistically that divorce is always possible but being willing nevertheless to remain open to love, commitment, marriage, and fidelity."

Reference:  Judith S. Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee.  Second Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade after Divorce.  New York: Ticknor and Fields, 1989 (hardcover) and 1990 (paperback).
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