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Divorce
  ... and it’s effects
By Tonye D. Weatherall

    Divorce in and of itself is not 
necessarily negative nor viewed as 
negative by children unless conflict 
is occurring.  First, lets define what 
conflict and high-conflict divorce 
means.  Conflict is defined as: a 
state of disharmony between 
incompatible persons, a battle or 
war or a clash between individuals 
(Free dictionary.com).  So a high-
conflict divorce would be one that 
has extreme aggression and 
excessive combativeness, usually on 
the part of one party but in some 
cases, both parties.
     Children are known to do what 
parents do, so it is important for 
parents to understand that children 
are learning how to deal with others 
in the world the way they see their 
parents deal with each other.  
Parents are role models to their 
children.  Parents that are conflictual 

with each other teach their children 
that this is the way they should deal 
with others that they are in 
relationship with (Amato, 2000). 
Also, when parents are conflictual in 
divorce, children tend to blame 
themselves for the divorce because 
many times children are 
experiencing the conflict and may 
internalize the conflict as being their 
fault (especially if they hear their 
name/s mentioned during the 
conflict). 
   Ways that conflicts affect the 
child/ren may include all or some of 
the following: fear and depression, 
hiding of their feelings, loss of focus, 
failure in school or drop in grades, 
drugs and alcohol, and dangerous 
relationships.  It has been shown 
that the best predictor of 
maladjustment in a child’s later life is  
conflict between their parents 

(Grych, 2005).  Therefore, the goal is 
to work towards reducing conflict as 
best as possible and to work 
together as “business partners” to 
raise the children in positive 
environments.  As stated earlier, 
“children are okay with divorce and 
can adjust to the changes but what 
they are not okay with is the 
conflict.”
   So what are ways that parents can 
protect their child/ren from 
emotional harm of conflict during the 
divorce? The following information 
will serve as guidelines that will help 
the parents use appropriate behavior 
during the transition of the divorce 
and thereafter. These guidelines will 
help with the well being of the 
parents as well as for the children.

With divorce 
rates hovering at 
about 48% in the 
United States, it 
is nearly a one in 
two chance that 
those who enter 
marriage will 
end in divorce.  
Many of these 
marriages have 
children as a part 
of their family 
structure, which 
means when 
parents divorce, 
children are 
affected in many 
ways similar to 
the parents.

The Impact of Conflict/High-conflict Divorce on 
Children
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Recommended Readings
“Joint Custody with a Jerk” – Julie A. Ross & Judy Corcoran
“Parenting After Divorce” – Philip M. Stahl, Ph.D.
“Explaining Divorce to Children” – Earl Grollman
“Divorce is a Grown Up Problem” – Janet Sinberg
“My Family’s Changing” – Pat Thomas
“Kids are Nondivorceable: - Sara Bonkowski
“The Boys and Girls Book About Divorce” – Richard Gardner
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1. NEVER put your child in the middle.  
Communication with your ex-spouse directly 
is important.  With modern technology now 
being commonplace, if both parents are in 
agreement with the child having a cell phone, 
it is okay for the non custodial parent to call 
the child but making sure that they leave out 
any negative comments about the other 
parent or not asking the child to relay 
messages that the parents should be dealing 
with (example: child support payments).

2. Children should NOT be asked to choose 
parents. This includes directly asking a child 
to choose or indirectly by discouraging your 
child to be interested in anything your ex-
spouse may take an interest in.  Children 
should feel free to love both parents.

3. Do NOT blame each other for the fault of the 
marriage.  Marriages consist of two 
individuals and both contributed to the 
problem in the marriage.  If you need to vent, 
talk to friends, relatives, or a therapist. Do 
NOT tell children things that may hurt their 
relationship with the other parent.

4. Keep negativity out of the conversation when 
talking to the child about the ex-spouse.  
Children understand that they are apart of 
both you and your ex, so speaking negatively 
about one partner may get internalized by the 
child and they may think that you are 
speaking negatively about them too.  Watch 
any type of blaming of the ex-spouse.

5. Make and keep appropriate boundaries with 
your children. Children should not be forced 
into a parental role or the role of your 
counselor, if you are struggling with the 
divorce process, you should seek the help of 
a professional.

6. Take care of yourself and move forward with 
your life as quickly and as best as possible.  
Children are known to adjust to divorce the 
way that they see their parents adjust.  Do 
positive things to relieve stress, like exercise 

or taking up a new hobby. Doing these things 
will be a good model for your children to 
follow.

7. ALWAYS allow your children to express 
their feelings.  Find ways for children to 
express their feelings to you (example: 
making sure you are actively listening to 
your child. When your child is talking to 
you, stop what you are doing, turn towards 
them and listen).

8. Make books available about divorce and its 
adjustment for your child.  You do not have 
to force them to read these books but allow 
the child to have access to them.  

9. Give developmentally appropriate responses 
to your children when they ask about why 
you and your ex-spouse divorced.  It may be 
important to give examples to children to 
explain it in more basic terms to your 
children.  For example: find two foods that 
the child likes that are opposing or aren’t 
foods that are typically eaten together like, 
macaroni and cookies, you can explain to the 
child that they like both of these foods but 
they don’t taste good when eaten at the same 
time.  Communicating this with your 
children can help them to see that both 
macaroni and cookies are good but that they 
aren’t good when mixed together.

10. NEVER engage in conflict with your ex-
spouse in front of your children. While in the 
presence of your children, if you can’t say 
anything politely to your ex, don’t say 
anything.  Most times, meeting in public 
places reduces some of the tension and anger 
and helps you to control your speech to your 
ex while in the eye of the public.  

11. Continue to tell your children that the 
divorce is NOT their fault.  Children tend to 
think that the divorce happened because of 
something that they did. Make sure that no 
matter the child’s age, you emphasize that 
the divorce did not happen because of them.

Conflict Reducing Guidelines:
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