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INTRODUCTION



In the past year alone, every major newspaper has featured articles bemoaning the high divorce rates, blaming divorce for the demise of the American family and for dooming children to lifelong problems. With divorce rates hovering around 50 percent for over thirty years now, two generations of children have experienced divorce as common. Yet despite a lack of any reliable evidence, the old, stereotyped images of children of divorce as emotionally troubled, drug abusing, academically challenged, and otherwise failing to thrive persist.

Let’s close the newspaper, turn off the TV and think about it for a moment. When we read that divorce causes children to have serious problems, it’s as if “divorce” is a singular event made up of some “average” experience. Between my clinical work, my research, my students, my friends and my family, I’ve known thousands of divorces and I’ve never met an average one. The average divorce, or the average family, for that matter, is an artifact of our need to oversimplify complex issues.

When we read the headlines that tell us that “on average” or “all things being equal” kids fare better in two-parent families than in other family forms, we have to ask ourselves, what does this really mean for my child, my family or myself? Does it mean that, given two families with the same resources—emotional, financial, social and community—and children with the same innate, environmental and social resources, children who don’t experience divorce have the edge over those who do? It doesn’t take long to see how meaningless such statements are, because the infinite subtle variations in individual differences preclude our ability to hold all things equal.

The media will always tend to shine a spotlight on worst-case scenarios. After all, bad news sells while good news is boring. The truth is that families are too complex and too individual to justify these kinds of overgeneralized conclusions.

Imagine for a minute that your family is like an egg. When you break the protective shell the ingredients emerge. Now you’ve got some choices. You can poach it, fry it, or scramble it. But whatever way you cook it, you’ve still got an egg. It’s the same with families. Families are far more than their fragile shells. The protective shell—the household—may be broken, but the major ingredients—the children, their needs and your relationship with them—are still the same. Ending a marriage is a painful, wrenching process that shakes up the family’s foundation, but it doesn’t follow that the family itself is broken. How you rearrange the ingredients, how two new households are built from the original foundation, is the key to the family’s future.

This book tells the story about what really happens to families and in particular to children when parents decide to divorce. I draw on in-depth interviews with 173 adult children who experienced the divorce of their parents over twenty years ago. You will hear how their lives changed and what lasting effects divorce had on them. I have been working with, studying, and teaching about divorced families for the past three decades, and I can tell you that, contrary to the headlines, divorce doesn’t destroy families. Instead, it has the unique potential to rearrange them, preserving meaningful parent-child relationships and expanding to include new relatives gained through parents’ remarriages. While no one goes into a marriage hoping it will end in divorce, families can and do adapt and thrive in the face of change.

Take Jessica, a thirty-year-old lawyer, married mother of two, who was eight when her parents divorced nearly twenty-two years ago. By the time her fourteenth birthday rolled around, Jessica had accumulated two stepsisters, one stepbrother, a halfbrother, a halfsister, a stepmother, a stepfather, two stepgrandmothers, one stepgrandfather, and a menagerie of stepaunts,-uncles and-cousins. Although Jessica’s family doesn’t fit the familiar tidy image we call family, it does all the things other families do and it is much more common than most of us realize. Over one-quarter of adults between the ages of twenty-one and forty experienced a parental divorce during their growing-up years and now have families that resemble Jessica’s. Her family represents a new kind of normal.

But if you are contemplating or in the midst of a divorce, it’s natural to want to know what it’s going to be like for your kids to grow up in a complex family. What are the benefits? The losses? What do the relationships really look like? Do children of divorce feel they have half as many family members or twice as many? Is there a legacy that children of divorce carry into adulthood? Do they still view themselves many years later through a prism of divorce?

Why do some adult children of divorce fare so much better than others? What is it about the parents, the children or the divorce process itself that contributes to these differences? And why, in some families, is one child resilient while another becomes a victim?

These are the questions we will explore in the following pages.




HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE

In 1994 I wrote a book called The Good Divorce, which was based on a study I had done of parents and stepparents who were interviewed three times during the first five years after divorce. In that book I highlighted the huge variations in how families reorganize after divorce. I found good divorces and bad ones and dozens of variations in between. I found amicable exspouses who had worked out cooperative parenting relationships and angry exspouses who, even after five years, could not effectively share parenting of their children. The findings and the perspective I took in that book showed that divorce did not need to destroy families and that, in fact, many parents formed parenting partnerships after divorce that permitted them to meet the needs of their children. My research was met with opposition from those arguing that divorce destroyed families and had dire negative effects on all children. They claimed that children of divorce failed to achieve in school, in relationships and life in general. By the early 2000s, the national debate about divorce was heating up once again. After three decades of important hard-won divorce reforms, such as the introduction of no-fault divorce laws and joint custody legislation, a new backlash reform movement was gaining momentum. Proposals are now emerging to rescind no-fault legislation, calling it a “social experiment” that failed. Claims that joint custody is bad for children are growing, based on little or no evidence.

This is not to suggest that there haven’t been good studies. In fact, research on divorce has increased substantially over the past few decades, but translating good solid knowledge from esoteric academic journals to the general public is difficult. The available research about the impact of divorce and separation on children has generated useful knowledge, but it also has led to confusion and misunderstanding. Because divorce is such a hot, value-laden issue, complex realities become submerged in polarized discussions.


However, divorce is neither good nor bad. These extreme positions bury the accumulating body of findings that reveal a more nuanced picture of divorce, one that defies sound-bite conclusions.

Garnering most of the media attention, however, has been a twenty-five-year study conducted by Judith Wallerstein. Painting a very grim picture, Wallerstein claims that children of divorce are doomed to have serious problems that persist, worsening over the years and casting a dark shadow on their adult lives. What is most disturbing is her claim that her subjects are representative of typical American middle-class families.

Although the description of her original sample of sixty Marin County, California, families is suspiciously absent from her recent book, it appears in the appendix of her first book. Recruited through newspaper ads and flyers, divorced parents were offered counseling services in exchange for their participation in the research. Many that volunteered and became participants in her study had serious psychological problems. As noted in the appendix of Surviving the Breakup, “fifty percent of the men and close to half of the women…were chronically depressed, sometimes suicidal individuals, the men and women with severe handicaps in relating to another person, or those with long-standing problems in controlling their rage or sexual impulses.” She and her coauthor, Joan Berlin Kelly, go on to say that an additional “15 percent of the men and 20 percent of the women were found by us to be severely troubled during their marriages, perhaps throughout their lives.” They “had histories of mental illness including paranoid thinking, bizarre behavior, manic depressive illnesses, and generally fragile or unsuccessful attempts to cope with the demands of life, marriage, and the family.”

That a small sample of sixty such troubled families has made headlines and given rise to sweeping conclusions about the long-term effects of divorce only attests to our fascination with bad news. While Wallerstein presents an elegant portrayal of children’s pain, with poignant stories and intense, heartrending reactions, her conclusions about the harm divorce causes are exaggerated and not as widespread as she claims them to be. Clearly, a study in which two-thirds of the parents range from the chronically depressed to the seriously mentally ill is not a representative sample. Reporting on the worst-case scenarios ensures that you’ll hear the worst stories. Given how seriously impaired many of their parents were, it is highly unlikely that the divorce itself accounts for all of the adult children’s struggles she describes.

Although Wallerstein’s findings are discredited in academic circles, they are still greeted with enthusiasm by the divorce reform movement. It feeds them with just the ammunition they need to pursue their fight to restore the traditional family by saving marriages and making divorce more punitive. This small, select sample is still being used to prove that “the unexpected legacy” of divorce is the insidiously harmful ways it leaves its mark decades afterward.

One has to wonder, what about the children whose divorced parents are mentally healthier than those Wallerstein studied? Do children in these divorced families experience their growing-up years differently from those in troubled families? As adults how do they evaluate their lives?

It was this omission that made me decide to continue my study. I had written numerous academic articles and two books about divorce but in recent years I had set my research aside. Now that the issue of the long-term effects of divorce on children was being vigorously debated, I knew I needed to resume my study, this time with the adult children. Although studies about the effects of parental divorce on young children and adolescents are numerous, long-term perspectives have been scarce because there simply hasn’t been an adequate adult population to study. But now that divorce has been with us for several decades, we at last have the opportunity to hear from children who have grown up with divorce as a fact of their lives and have gone on to make families and relationships of their own. Their voices reveal truths about divorce’s effects on kids.

Back in 1979, when I first began the study, I was on the faculty at the University of Wisconsin. With a grant from the National Institute of Mental Health I used a typical research approach to ensure that the sample was representative of the population of divorced parents in one Midwestern county over a six-month period. My goal was to interview one hundred families, and based on statistics that can tell how large a population is needed to assure a certain number of subjects, I randomly selected every fourth name. The importance of this random selection from a general pool of divorces is that the study better represents the population because the sample mimics the variety of divorces we are likely to see in that population.

The divorced couples I first interviewed in 1979 had over two hundred children, now ranging in age from twenty-one to forty-seven, and finding them two decades later proved a challenge. They were scattered across the country by now and of course many had families of their own. Much to my surprise, however, fully 90 percent consented to be interviewed. These grown-up children of divorce knew about my original interviews with their parents and stepparents and wanted to be heard about how they felt about their parents’ divorces, how it impacted their lives and how they felt about living in the new families created by divorce.

What I heard from them is that not only did they survive their parents’ divorces but the vast majority thrived, despite the stress and upheaval that are common in the early stages of parental divorce. The majority told us that they felt that their families were normal and their relationships with each of their parents had actually improved. As adults—most in intimate relationships themselves, some married, others cohabiting, still others looking for mates—most felt their parents’ divorce was a good decision and that both they and their parents were better off because of it. Others spoke of warm relationships with their stepparents and shared happy stories of joyful celebrations that included both their biological and stepparents. Of course a small minority did not fare as well. They felt the divorce had deprived them of family, and as adults they felt their lives were worse off accordingly.

If you experienced your parents’ divorce as a child, I expect that you will find comfort in knowing how others like you reacted to their parents’ divorce. But, more important, you will learn that it is never too late to accept your parents’ divorce and make the most of the family you have, even if it’s not the perfect family you had hoped for. How you view your parents’ divorce, their marriage, and their remarriages also has important implications for you as you create intimate relationships in your own life. It matters in terms of who you marry, how good your marriage is, how you resolve conflict, how you feel about divorce in your own life, and how you parent.

What was perfectly clear from speaking at length with these adults is that many decisions parents make when they rearrange the family can either make it better or worse for the children—such things as how you tell your kids about the separation, what kind of living and custody arrangements you make for them, how flexible or rigid these arrangements are, how often the kids see their fathers, how they feel about their parents’ dating and new partners, how remarriages are handled, what it feels like to have an “instant” new family. One of the most consistent comments was that how parents relate to each other, both during the marriage and long after, makes the biggest difference of all.

As I sifted through the transcripts of the interviews, I realized that these adult children could provide an invaluable blueprint for what works in these rearranged families and what doesn’t. That’s why I wrote this book.




WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT IN THE PAGES TO COME

In Part I, I show how specific myths about divorce negatively impact divorced parents and their children and why it’s important to dispel them. The questions asked of the adult children in my study about who they are today, how they feel about their lives, their intimate relationships, whether they wish their parents were still together and how they feel now about their parents’ divorces reveal interesting and surprising answers.

In Part II, I explore the complex changes children experience after divorce and what worked and didn’t work for the children we spoke with. Their living arrangements and how and why they changed over the years offer important insights for parents. As they share their views of their parents’ dating, remarriages and redivorces we learn how stepparents and new siblings impact their lives. They trace surprising changes in their parents’ relationships over twenty years and give poignant examples of how their family tribes participated in their weddings and holiday celebrations. Many of these adults now have children of their own, and how the divorce impacts this next generation attests to the importance of having a long-range view of divorce. How their parents related—and still continue to relate, whether they are hostile or amicable, emerges as a major theme, subtly affecting almost all aspects of their lives.

The final section of this book is devoted to the understanding of resilience, why and how some children thrive while others do not. I spell out how parents and adult children can increase resilience, showing that it is never too late to have a good divorce and invest in parenting. In closing, the adult children have the final say and offer the wisdom of their hindsight. I then take on the fact that families cannot do this in isolation and suggest what societal changes are needed to build stronger families rearranged by divorce.


If you are a divorced parent, or one contemplating divorce, you know how difficult it can be to imagine how the way you rearrange your life now will forever change not only your life but your children’s as well, and that can be an awesome responsibility. Each day you will face decisions that simply weren’t relevant during the marriage. Where will the children live and how often will they see each parent? Will both of you, and perhaps stepparents, attend the soccer playoffs? A few years later, the questions and choices will change again: It may be, How do I tell my children I am getting married and that they will soon have a stepparent and two stepsisters? A few more years pass, and your fourteen-year-old daughter wants to go live with her father and his new family, and you don’t want her to. What to do? Listening to the adult children of divorce as they chronicle the changes and talk about their feelings will help you make the difficult and confusing decisions that are a normal part of living with divorce.

You will also have the unique opportunity to hear from those who grew up in joint and sole custody arrangements, as well as from siblings. The perspectives of the different siblings show so clearly not only that divorce affects children differently but that even children in the same family react differently. Of course if you are a parent of more than one child, you already know that your kids react differently to the same experiences. Sometimes it’s related to age, birth order or gender, but more often it’s simply a matter of temperament and the different relationships they had with you and your spouse prior to the divorce. By taking into consideration the fact that your kids will respond differently to the divorce and to the arrangements you make, you can better understand and make decisions tailored to their individual needs.

It’s normal to feel as if you’re flailing around, trying to devise a plan that will suit everyone’s needs. In fact it may not be possible; what children want, and even need, often conflicts with what you and your former spouse want and need. But the twenty-twenty hindsight of these young adults provides important guidelines that can help you reconfigure your family in the best possible way, thereby helping your children thrive by reducing both the immediate stresses and the possibilities of long-term negative effects.

It is important to remember that children also have internal and external resources outside of the family that have the power to mediate the impact of the divorce. Different temperaments and different qualities such as intelligence, social skills and physical characteristics help determine how individual children respond to change and stress. Friends, family, teachers, coaches and neighbors all can be important resources in helping them cope. It is also simply a fact that some children are more resilient to life’s stresses than others.

As you read this book you will find that there is no perfect family, with or without a divorce. But you will also see that some families meet children’s needs better than others, and as you understand how and why, you can apply what you have learned to your own situation. You’ll also see that even if you make mistakes early on, it is never too late to help your children on their journey to adulthood. Even though it’s not possible to do all the right things all the time, in all likelihood your children will still be fine and often will understand and respect the work you did to try to improve their lives. Even many years later, when the divorce seems like distant history, it is still possible to make changes that will help your family relationships be more satisfying for yourself, your ex, and your children.











Part One

The Truth About Divorce











Chapter 1

NO EASY ANSWERS

Why the Popular View of Divorce Is Wrong


“Everyday meat and potato truth is beyond our ability to capture in a few words.”

ANNE LAMOTT, BIRD BY BIRD






It was a sunny, unseasonably warm Sunday morning in October. In a quaint country inn in New Jersey, surrounded by a glorious autumn garden, my young grandchildren and I waited patiently for their Aunt Jennifer’s wedding to begin. The white carpet was unrolled, the guests were assembled, and the harpist was playing Pachelbel’s Canon.

A hush came over the guests. The first member of the bridal party appeared. Poised at the entry, she took a deep breath as she began her slow-paced walk down the white wedding path. Pauline, my grandchildren’s stepgreat-grandmother, made her way down the aisle, pausing occasionally to greet family and friends. A round of applause spontaneously erupted. She had traveled fifteen hundred miles to be at her granddaughter’s wedding, when only days before, a threatening illness made her presence doubtful.


Next in the grand parade came the best man, one of the groom’s three brothers. Proudly, he made his way down the aisle and took his position, ready to be at his brother’s side. Then the two maids of honor, looking lovely in their flowing black chiffon gowns, made their appearance. My grandchildren started to wiggle and whisper: “It’s Aunt Amy [my younger daughter]! And Christine [the longtime girlfriend who cohabits with Uncle Craig, my daughters’ halfbrother]!” As they walked down the aisle and moved slowly past us, special smiles were exchanged with my grandchildren—their nieces and nephew.

Seconds later, my youngest granddaughter pointed excitedly, exclaiming, “Here comes Mommy!” They waved excitedly as the next member of the bridal party, the matron of honor—their mother, my daughter—made her way down the path. She paused briefly at our row to exchange a fleeting greeting with her children.

Next, the groom, soon officially to be their “Uncle Andrew,” with his mother’s arm linked on his left, and his father on his right. The happy threesome joined the processional. Divorced from each other when Andrew was a child, his parents beamed in anticipation of the marriage of their eldest son.

Silence. All heads now turned to catch their first glimpse of the bride. Greeted with oohs and aahs, Aunt Jennifer was radiant as she walked arm in arm with her proud and elegant mother, their stepgrandmother, Grandma Susan. Sadly missed at that moment was the father of the bride, my former husband, who had passed away a few years earlier.

When I told friends in California I was flying to the East Coast for a family wedding, I stumbled over how to explain my relationship to the bride. To some I explained: “She’s my exhusband’s daughter by his second wife.” To others, perhaps to be provocative and draw attention to the lack of kinship terms, I said, “She’s my daughters’ sister.” Of course, technically she’s my daughters’ halfsister, but many years ago my daughters told me firmly that that term “halfsister” was utterly ridiculous. Jennifer wasn’t a half anything, she was their real sister. Some of my friends thought it strange that I would be invited; others thought it even stranger that I would travel cross-country to attend.

The wedding reception brought an awkward moment or two, when some of the groom’s guests asked a common question, “How was I related to the bride?” With some guilt at violating my daughters’ dictum, but not knowing how else to identify our kinship, I answered, “She is my daughters’ halfsister.” A puzzled look. It was not that they didn’t understand the relationship, but it seemed strange to them that I was a wedding guest. As we talked, a few guests noted how nice it was that I was there, and then with great elaboration told me stories about their own complex families. Some told me sad stories of families torn apart by divorce and remarriage, and others related happy stories of how their complex families of divorce had come together at family celebrations.

At several points during this celebratory day, I happened to be standing next to the bride’s mother when someone from the groom’s side asked us how we were related. She or I pleasantly answered, “We used to be married to the same man.” This response turned out to be a showstopper. The question asker was at a loss to respond. First and second wives aren’t supposed to be amicable or even respectful toward one another. And certainly, first wives are not supposed to be included in their exhusband’s new families. And last of all, first and second wives shouldn’t be willing to comfortably share the information of having a husband in common.

Although it may appear strange, my exhusband’s untimely death brought his second and first families closer together. I had mourned at his funeral and spent time with his family and friends for several days afterward. A different level of kinship formed, as we—his first and second families—shared our loss and sadness. Since then, we have chosen to join together at several family celebrations, which has added a deeper dimension to our feelings of family.

You may be thinking, “This is all so rational. There’s no way my family could pull this off.” Or perhaps, like the many people who have shared their stories with me over the years, you are nodding your head knowingly, remembering similar occasions in your own family. The truth is we are like many extended families rearranged by divorce. My ties to my exhusband’s family are not close but we care about one another. We seldom have contact outside of family occasions, but we know we’re family. We hear stories of each other’s comings and goings, transmitted to us through our mutual ties to my daughters, and now, through grandchildren. But if many families, like my own, continue to have relationships years after divorce, why don’t we hear more about them?

Quite simply, it’s because this is not the way it’s supposed to be. My family, and the many others like mine, don’t fit the ideal images we have about families. They appear strange because they’re not tidy. There are “extra” people and relationships that don’t exist in nuclear families and are awkward to describe because we don’t have familiar and socially defined kinship terms to do so. Although families rearranged and expanded by divorce are rapidly growing and increasingly common, our resistance to accepting them as normal makes them appear deviant.

Societal change is painfully slow, which results in the situation wherein the current realities of family life come into conflict with our valued images. Sociologists call this difference “cultural lag,” the difference between what is real and what we hold as ideal. This lag occurs because of our powerful resistance to acknowledging changes that challenge our basic beliefs about what’s good and what’s bad in our society.


WHY GOOD DIVORCES ARE INVISIBLE

Good divorces are those in which the divorce does not destroy meaningful family relationships. Parents maintain a sufficiently cooperative and supportive relationship that allows them to focus on the needs of their children. In good divorces children continue to have ties to both their mothers and their fathers, and each of their extended families, including those acquired when either parent remarries.

Good divorces have been well-kept secrets because to acknowledge them in mainstream life threatens our nostalgic images of family. If the secret got out that indeed many families that don’t fit our “mom and pop” household ideal are healthy, we would have to question the basic societal premise that marriage and family are synonymous. And that reality upsets a lot of people, who then respond with familiar outcries that divorce is eroding our basic values and destroying society.

Although we view ourselves as a society in which nuclear families and lifelong monogamous marriages predominate, the reality is that 43 percent of first marriages will end in divorce. Over half of new marriages are actually remarriages for at least one of the partners. Not only have either the bride or groom (or both) been divorced but increasingly one of them also has parents who are divorced.

Families are the way we organize to raise children. Although we hold the ideal image that marriage is a precursor to establishing a family, modern parents are increasingly challenging this traditional ideal. Families today arrange—and rearrange—themselves in many responsible ways that meet the needs of children for nurturance, guidance and economic support. Family historian Stephanie Coontz, in her book The Way We Never Were, shows how the “tremendous variety of workable childrearing patterns in history suggests that, with little effort, we should be able to forge new institutions and values.”


One way we resist these needed societal changes is by denying that divorce is no longer deviant. We demean divorced families by clinging to the belief that families can’t exist outside of marriage. It follows then that stories of healthy families that don’t fit the tidy nuclear family package are rare and stories that show how divorce destroys families and harms children are common. In this way, bad divorces appear to represent the American way of divorce and good divorces become invisible.

MESSAGES THAT HINDER GOOD DIVORCES

When the evils of divorce are all that families hear about, it makes coping with the normal transitions and changes that inevitably accompany divorce all the more difficult. Negative messages make children feel different and lesser, leading to feelings of shame and guilt. Parents who feel marginalized in this way are less likely to think about creative solutions to their problems. That all of this unnecessary anxiety is fueled by sensationalized reports of weak findings, half-truths and myths of devastation is deplorable. Only by sorting out the truths about divorce from the fiction can we be empowered to make better decisions, find healthy ways to maintain family relationships, and develop important family rituals after divorce. Let’s take a close look at the most common misconceptions about divorce.

Misconception 1:

  Parents should stay married for the sake of the kids

This is a message that pervades our culture, and it rests on a false duality: Marriage is good for kids, divorce is bad. Underlying this premise is the belief that parents who divorce are immature and selfish because they put their personal needs ahead of the needs of their children, that because divorce is too easy to get, spouses give up on their marriages too easily and that if you’re thinking about divorcing your spouse, you should “stick it out till the kids are grown.” A popular joke takes this message to its extreme. A couple in their nineties, married for seventy years, appears before a judge in their petition for a divorce. The judge looks at them quizzically and asks, “Why now, why after all these years?” The couple responds: “We waited until the children were dead.”

The research findings are now very clear that reality is nowhere near as simple and tidy. Unresolved, open interparental conflict between married spouses that pervades day-to-day family life has been shown again and again to have negative effects on children. Most experts agree that when this is the case it is better for the children if parents divorce rather than stay married. Ironically, prior to the initiation of no-fault legislation over twenty years ago, in most states this kind of open conflict in the home was considered “cruel and inhumane” treatment and it was one of the few grounds on which a divorce would be granted—if it could be proved.

But the majority of unsatisfying marriages are not such clear-cut cases. When most parents ask themselves if they should stay married for the sake of their children, they have clearly reached the point where they are miserable in their marriages but wouldn’t necessarily categorize them as “high-conflict.” And here is where, in spite of the societal message, there is no agreement in the research findings or among clinical experts. That’s because it’s extremely complex and each individual situation is too different to allow for a “one-size-fits-all” answer.

A huge list of factors comes into play when assessing whether staying married would be better for your kids. For example,


	Is the unhappiness in your marriage making you so depressed or angry that your children’s needs go unmet because you can’t parent effectively?

	Do you and your spouse have a cold and distant relationship that makes the atmosphere at home unhealthy for your children?

	Do you and your spouse lack mutual respect, caring or interests, setting a poor model for your children?

	Would the financial hardships be so dire that your children will experience a severely reduced standard of living?



Add to this your child’s temperament, resources and degree of resilience, and then the personal and family changes that take place in the years after the divorce, and you can see how the complexities mount.

It is a rare parent who divorces too easily. Most parents are responsible adults who spend years struggling with the extremely difficult and complex decision of whether to divorce or stay married “for the sake of the children.” The bottom line is that divorce is an adult decision, usually made by one spouse, entered into in the face of many unknowns. Without a crystal ball, no one knows whether their decision will be better for their children. As you read further in this book, however, you may gain some perspective on what will be most helpful in your situation, with your children, by listening carefully to the reactions and feelings of various children of divorce as they have changed over twenty years.

Misconception 2:

 “Adult children of divorce” are doomed to have lifelong problems

If your parents divorced when you were a child, you are often categorized as an ACOD, an “adult child of divorce,” and we all know there’s nothing good to be said about that. I dislike this label because it is stigmatizing. It casts dark shadows over divorcing parents and their children, results in feelings of shame and guilt, and is another way of pathologizing divorce.


Years ago I coined a term, “divorcism,” to call attention to the stereotypes and stigma attached to divorce. To put children with divorced parents in a special category is divorcism in action. It stereotypes them as a group with problems, and like all stereotypes it ignores individual differences.

If your parents didn’t divorce, are you then called an “adult child of marriage”? No, you’re just “normal.” Normal kids must have two parents of different genders who live in the same household; anything else is abnormal, and if you’re abnormal then you must be dysfunctional. That’s the way the American family story goes.

Perhaps the worst outcome of this labeling is that it makes parents and children feel that this one event has doomed them and they don’t have the power to change anything. This pinpointing of divorce as the source of personal problems is pervasive. Parents worry that whatever problems their kids have, even when they are normal developmental issues, were caused by the divorce. Children are encouraged to blame the divorce for whatever unhappiness they may feel, which makes them feel helpless about improving their lives. Teachers are often too quick to identify divorce as the reason for a child’s school behavior problem. The greater society points a finger at divorce as the reason for a wide range of greater social problems.

The truth is that, for the great majority of children who experience a parental divorce, the divorce becomes part of their history but it is not a defining factor. Like the rest of us, most of them reach adulthood to lead reasonably happy, successful lives. Although children who grew up with divorced parents certainly share an important common experience, their ability to form healthy relationships, be good parents, build careers, and so on, are far more determined by their individual temperaments, their sibling relationships, the dynamics within their parents’ marriages and the climate of their postdivorce family lives.


Misconception3:

Divorce means you are no longer a family

There’s this myth that as long as you stay married your family is good but as soon as you announce you’re separating, your family is thrown into the bad zone. Your family goes from being “intact” to being “dissolved,” from two-parent to single parent, from functional to dysfunctional. Even though we all know that people don’t jump from happy marriages right into divorce, there is an assumption that the decision to separate is the critical marker. It doesn’t seem to matter whether your marital relationship was terrible, whether you were miserable and your children troubled. Just as long as you are married and living together in one household, the sign over the front door clearly states to the world, “We’re a normal family.”

The inaccurate and misleading message that divorce destroys families is harmful to both parents and children because it hides and denies all the positive ways that families can be rearranged after divorce. It sends the destructive message to children that divorce means they only get to keep one parent and they will no longer be part of a family. Although two-parent first-married households now represent less than 25 percent of all households, and an increasing number of children each year are raised by unmarried adults, many people cling to the belief that healthy families can only be two-parent married families and social change is always bad and threatening to our very foundations.

 

When Julie, one of the participants in my study, married recently, she walked down the aisle with a father on either side. On her left was her biological father, on her right was her step-father of eighteen years. Her mother was her matron of honor, who joined her former and present husbands, all standing together to witness the marriage. Two best men, the groom’s eleven-year-old twin sons from his first marriage, stood next to him. Helen, the groom’s former wife, sat close by, accompanied by Tony, her live-in partner.

While this wedding ceremony doesn’t fit the traditional pattern, Don and Julie have joined the three-quarters of American households who have living arrangements other than that of the “traditional” family.

My older daughter thanked me for coming to Jennifer’s wedding. She told me that my being there made it possible for her to share this happy occasion with all her family, instead of feeling the disconnections that some children feel in divorced families. This bonding spreads to the third generation so that my grandchildren know us all as family.

The truth is that although some divorces result in family breakdown, the vast majority do not. While divorce changes the form of the family from one household to two, from a nuclear family to a binuclear one, it does not need to change the way children think and feel about the significant relationships within their families. This does not mean that divorce is not painful or difficult, but over the years, as postdivorce families change and even expand, most remain capable of meeting children’s needs for family.

Misconception 4: 

Divorce leaves children without fathers

This message is linked closely with the preceding one because when we say that divorce destroys families we really mean that fathers disappear from the family. The myths that accompany this message are that fathers are “deadbeat dads” who abandon their kids and leave their families impoverished. The message strongly implies that fathers don’t care and are unwilling or unable to make continuing commitments to their children. While this reflects the reality for a minority of divorced fathers, the majority of fathers continue to have loving relationships with their children and contribute financially to their upbringing.

The truth is that many fathers do spend less time with their children after divorce, but to stereotype them as parents who abandon their children only creates more difficulty for both fathers and their children. It establishes a myth that men are irresponsible parents who don’t care about their children, when in reality most feel great pain that they are not able to see their children more frequently. In the vast majority of divorces, over 85 percent, mothers are awarded sole custody, or in the case of joint custody, primary residence. This means that most fathers become nonresidential parents after divorce. Being a nonresidential father is a difficult role with no preparation or guidelines.

Most of the research on dads after divorce focuses on absentee fathers, while involved fathers are frequently overlooked. Many fathers continue to be excellent parents after divorce and in fact some fathers and children report that their relationships actually improve after the divorce. In much the same way that good divorces are invisible in the public debate, so are involved fathers.

Misconception 5:
 
Exspouses are incapable of getting along

When I first started to study divorce in the early 1970s, it was assumed in the literature that any continuing relationship between exspouses was a sign of serious pathology, an inability to adjust to the divorce, to let go and to move on with their lives.

In the late 1970s, when joint custody was first introduced, it was met with loud cries of skepticism from the opposition. How could two parents who couldn’t get along well enough to stay married possibly get along well enough to continue to share parenting? Two decades ago I confronted the skeptics by writing several articles arguing that we needed to accept the reality of our divorce rates and needed to transform our values about parenting after divorce. The issue was no longer whether divorced parents should share parenting to meet their children’s needs but how.

Although there have been many legal changes over the years, and some form of joint custody legislation exists now in all states, questions about its viability still prevail. These accusations, citing joint custody as a failed “social experiment,” are not based on research findings, which are still very limited and inconclusive, but instead on the ill-founded stereotype that all divorcing spouses are bitter enemies, too lost in waging their own wars to consider their children. Certainly this is true for some divorcing spouses, the ones that make headlines in bitter custody disputes, but it is not true for the majority.

Although we have come to realize that parents who divorce still need to have some relationship with one another, the belief that it’s not really possible still lingers. In fact, when exspouses remain friends they are viewed as a little strange and their relationship is suspect. Yet, the truth is that many divorced parents are cooperative and effective coparents. Like good divorces and involved fathers, they are mostly invisible in the media.

Despite much resistance, joint custody has become increasingly common, and new words, such as “coparents,” have emerged in response to this reality. The newest edition of Webster’s College Dictionary (2000) recognizes the term, defining it as separated or divorced parents who share custody and child rearing equally. While I don’t agree that coparenting is limited only to those parents who share child rearing equally, or even that those who coparent need to share equally in time or responsibility, the inclusion of the word in the dictionary sanctions important new kinship language for divorced families, thereby advancing our ability to acknowledge complex family arrangements.


Misconception 6: 

Divorce turns everyone into exfamily; in-laws become outlaws

When it comes to the semantics of divorce-speak, all of the kinship ties that got established by marriage dissolve abruptly. On the day of the legal divorce, my husband and all of his relatives suddenly became exes. But even though the kinship is legally terminated, meaningful relationships often continue. My friend Jan, during her fifteen-year marriage, formed a very close relationship with her mother-in-law. Now, twenty years later, she still calls her eighty-two-year-old exmother-in-law “Mom,” talks with her several times a week and has dinner with her weekly. Exmother-in-law is certainly not an adequate description of this ongoing relationship.

As a culture we continue to resist accepting divorce as a normal endpoint to marriage even though it is an option chosen by almost half of those who marry. It is this cultural lag, this denial of current realities that causes the inaccurate language, not only for the family ties that continue but also for the family we inherit when we, our former spouses, our parents or our children remarry. Kinship language is important because it provides a shorthand way for us to identify relationships without wading through tedious explanations.

We have terms like “cousin,” “great-aunt” or uncle, and “sister-in-law” that help us quickly identify lineage in families. Even these kinship terms are sometimes inadequate and confusing. For example, “sister-in-law” can mean my brother’s wife, or my husband’s sister, or my husband’s brother’s wife. And even though you don’t know exactly how she is related to me, you do at least know that she belongs in the family picture. The in-law suffix quickly tells you that we are not blood relatives but we are related through marriage lines.

Our failure to provide kinship language that recognizes some kind of viable relationship between parents who are no longer married to each other, as well as language that incorporates old and new family as kin, makes children feel that their identity is shattered by divorce. It is no wonder that we remain in the dark ages when it comes to normalizing complex families after divorce and remarriage.

Our language and models for divorce and remarriage are inadequate at best, and pejorative at worst. Relegating the relationship between divorced spouses who are parents to the term “exspouse” hurls children and their parents into the dark territory of “exfamily.” The common terms of “broken home,” “dissolved family,” and “single-parent family” all imply that children are left with either no family or only one parent.

This lack of positive language is one more way that the invisibility of good divorces impacts postdivorce families.

Misconception 7: 

Stepparents aren’t real parents

One of the implications of the high divorce rate is that the shape and composition of families have changed dramatically in the last twenty years. All over the world, weddings no longer fit the traditional model: there are stepparents, half siblings, stepsiblings, stepchildren, intimate partners of parents, stepgrandparents and even, on rare occasions, exspouses of the bride or groom.

 

To complicate the wedding picture even more, one or both of the bride and groom’s parents may have been divorced. And given that well over half of those who divorce eventually remarry, we are likely to find that the majority of those who have divorced parents also have stepparents. Add the dramatic increase in cohabitation to that equation and it is not unusual for an “unmarried intimate partner” of one of the parents to be present as well. These complex families require photographers to quickly switch to their wide-angle lens and totally revamp their traditional formats for wedding photos.


Over half the children today have adults in their lives for whom they can’t attach socially accepted kinship terms. They lack social rules that would help them know how they are supposed
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