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Chapter 1: Mommy and Daddy Don’t Want to Live Together


As parents, our top priority is to provide our children with the best in-house care and love possible. We want them to be happy, healthy, and well-adjusted. We want to do everything in our power to not disappoint or hurt them. Yet, we know that a divorce is going to do just that! Most parents stay in unhappy marriages for the sake of the kids. They rarely talk to one another, fight over small issues, and are always out to get one another. What they don’t realize is that this too affects the kids, and not in a positive light. Our children want to see us happy too. They might not like to see us kiss or be cheeky with one another, but such acts do assure them that their parents are happy and in love together.


So when living together doesn’t remain a possibility, parents fear how it is going to affect the children. They fear their kids won’t be able to take the separation well.


But in all honesty, separating from one another is better than living together miserably. If you have decided to execute a divorce, it is possible to choose a path that doesn’t involve guilt, shame, anger, or any other toxic byproduct. The key to achieving this is through effective communication. However, before we get to that, in this first chapter, we are going to explore the emotional turmoil and psychological trauma that children go through and how they react to that trauma.


There are several studies (Musick & Meier, 2010) that suggest that children that grow up in two-parent households with their biological parents present a positive range of outcomes than those that grow up in single-parent families. Single parenthood has reportedly been linked with higher rates of school dropouts, juvenile delinquency, teenage pregnancy, and other negative outcomes. However, we can’t reduce all that a parent does for their child to negative behaviors. A divorce or separation may be the reason that triggers it, but it certainly isn't the only one. Besides, parents can live happily separately too. They can act decent and respectful towards one another, which can build a positive and healthy environment for the child.


Speaking of some more studies, below are some that promote the idea of a two-parent household.


Having a solid and intact family affects a child’s upbringing positively, as well as their future. During one study, it was revealed that children that grow up in two-parent families who have been married continuously are less likely to suffer or depict a wide range of academic, cognitive, and social-emotional problems in adulthood. (Reeves & Howard, 2013).


In another study, researchers found that children that grow up in traditional nuclear families are more likely to go to college and graduate high school than those raised by single-parent or blended families. (Ginther & Pollak, 2004).


In traditional two-parent families, children have more access to community and economic resources since parents are more available to pool their time, energy, and money on their kids. Children seem to be the central focus of those families. One study (Manning & Lamb, 2003) closely studied the link and also found out that kids growing up in intact families were less likely to exhibit behavioral problems in school and with their peers as opposed to those living with single parents.


Children living with their biological parents are twenty to thirty-five percent healthier than those living in broken homes (Dawson & Wymbs, 2016). Dawson’s research also points out that family intactness also reduces the instances of out-of-wedlock births, teenage abortions, and better employment rates when the kids grow up.


In short, children living with both their parents have a stable family environment, given the parents aren’t out to get one another. There is an establishment of consistent routines that helps build structure and discipline in a child’s life, unlike when the parents are divorced and the children are expected to follow the rules of two different homes. They are often found complaining that their dad/mom lets them do this (like order-in food instead of eating home-cooked meals). Kids living with happily married parents are more engaged in community activities, actively take part in academic pursuits, and are more passionate and driven about their career (Teachman & Paasch, 1994).


This suggests that living together does have benefits on the well-being of the child. They seem to receive a more stable and sound environment essential for their mental and emotional health. They also seem to be more connected with themselves and their parents, which makes room for open communication to happen. Not to mention, children also feel more loved and valued in homes where they sense happiness and compassion for one another.


However, what happens when things change between parents? What happens when they decide to part ways and leave them hanging in between? What about when children have to pick sides and follow the rules of two different homes? Or when they have to move away to another house, leave their friends behind, and enroll in a new school?


The Psychological Effects of Divorce on Kids


Numerous studies talk about the dangers of parental separation and how it affects children. Divorce and separation are linked with a wide range of negative outcomes for the children, especially, if they are adolescents. Children living with single parents have shown to do poorly in academics than those living in healthy and complete homes. They prematurely drop out of school and have been shown to exhibit disruptive behaviors. Some studies also suggest that they are more likely to get into fights, drugs, alcohol, and stealing when they don’t have strong parental figureheads guiding and disciplining them. Children who live with single parents also deal with anger and stress issues. They lash out and don’t abide by the rules or stand authority. They also suffer from poor self-esteem, emotional distress, and an overall depressed mood.


Then, parental divorce also impacts their transition from adolescence to adulthood. Their perspective about strong and healthy relationships gets distorted. When they witness their parents leading miserable lives and then ultimately getting a divorce, they begin to see it as a normalized pattern. Therefore, when they enter into relationships, their low self-esteem, lack of self-assurance and trust continue to get in the way of their ability to form healthy bonds with those around them. They constantly live in the fear that they will eventually turn into their parents and have the same sad ending. To avoid this, they become clingy and dependent on their partner or spouse, which can be a little too much to handle.


Some studies suggest that children living with single parents experience poverty, risky sexual activity, educational failure, earlier marriage, non-marital birth, marital discord, and cohabitation at a higher rate than those who reside with a “complete” family unit. Since they are emotionally unstable and dealing with personal trauma, these adults don’t have healthy coping mechanisms that will help them deal with the issues in all their relationships.


For most kids, divorce means losing daily contact with one parent. This, in most cases, is the father. Decreased connection and bonding greatly affect the relationship a child has with their father, reveals a paper published in 2014 (Anderson, 2014). This is especially the case with girls. Not having a male parental figure has been one of the leading causes of teen pregnancy, risky abortions, and sexual harrasment.


But that isn’t all. Divorce also distorts the relationship the child has with the mother, who now has become the primary caregiver. If for any reason the child thinks that the mother is to blame, they can’t create a loving bond with them. Custodial parents also report increased stress levels as they have to constantly try to connect and bond with the child(Rappaport, 2013).


Following the same theme, researchers (Rodriguez-JenKins & Marcenko, 2014) also found that after a divorce or separation, mothers are less supportive and affectionate. They may not intentionally neglect their kids, but disciplining their kids becomes less effective and inconsistent.


Besides, separation isn’t the hardest part. The stressors that accompany the divorce, the uncertainty and lack of safety that develops, is what scares most kids. For them, their father or mother is their confidence pillar. Losing them is a deep loss that they don’t always know how to express. Then they have to change schools, move to a new house, and live with a single parent that doesn’t seem to have it all together. This can trigger many mental health problems in adolescents and teenagers. Kids may find it hard to adjust or cope with the new changes, and suffer from separation anxiety. Some kids are quick to get over it, but for others it requires months. In those months, their emotional stability remains out of whack and they lash out at the smallest of things. It is thus normal for them to experience increased anxiety, depression, and stress.


A child may also lose interest in social activities at school. They may become quiet or avoid questions about their parents as they feel isolated and unloved. They find it hard to relate with someone that isn’t going through the same thing, and this isolation and lack of empathy from others can make them avoid social gatherings altogether. Children may also begin to feel insecure and wonder if they are the reason for their parent’s separation. If not reassured in the right manner, they can take it to heart and feel responsible.


Some children, especially teenagers, also depict difficulty in accepting and adopting the change. This is extra crucial with the entrance of a new partner in their parent’s life. New family dynamics can make it harder for them to adjust. They might compare the new partner with their biological parent and remain hesitant in opening up or expressing themselves. If they have to move cities and leave their friends behind on top of this, you can imagine the amount of strain they are forced to go through.


In such a case, it is quite natural for them to feel angry and irritated towards both the parents and life in general. For most kids, anger is the easiest way to negate their feelings. They don’t want to feel sad, but they don’t have a choice. They don’t want to be frustrated, but everything just gets to them. They don’t want to lash out, but there is so much anger built up inside them. When kids feel overwhelmed, they don’t know how to respond constructively.


They can also feel an immense amount of guilt if they are aware of what’s happening between their parents before the parents disclose it to them. They look at the two of you fighting and wonder if you two will ever love one another again or not. If the fight involves the child or is for the sake of the child, they feel responsible and guilt takes over. Guilt increases pressure on them and causes stress. Therefore, it is important that you sit down with your child, act like adults, and openly communicate the reasons for the divorce. Again, reassurance goes a long way. They need to know that they aren’t what’s causing the separation. This validation, consistent if necessary, will work wonders in avoiding the aforementioned destructive behaviors.
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