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Perception is Everything

A Child Perception
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Divorce Automatically Puts
Children in the Middle

General Overview
Divorce rate has declined in recent years.
Today, 41% of all first marriages end in
divorce.
80% of all second marriages end in
divorce.
73% of all third marriages
End in divorce.
Wilkinson & Finkbeiner (2020)

Study Continued
l 15-30% of all divorces remain in conflict,
often times in litigation for years
following the initial divorce.
(divorcesource.com 2019)
Children have a 1 in 5 chance of
experiencing divorce before the
age of 18.
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Children sometimes have delayed reaction to
stressful events/trauma. If parents are not
emotionally stable, children will not feel safe
enough to work through their issues.
Parents are often surprised by behaviors that
seem to come out of the blue for no apparent
reason long after the initial stressor.

- Children typically react to divorce with
feelings of sadness, confusion, guilt,
anger and sometimes relief. However,
each child within the family will react
differently depending on temperament
and experience within the family.

ALL CHILDREN FEEL SOME
RESPONSIBILITY AND SELF-BLAME

Factors that Influence a
Child’s Reaction to Divorce
Temperament
The Child’s Pattern of Attachment
Secure (65%)
Anxious/Insecure
Avoidant
Resistant
Disorganized
Adults bond, babies attach
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Factors Continued
Safety—physical and emotional for
the child is a critical factor in how
well children do through this
process.
Includes:
l The child’s trust and security with
each parent
l Each parents mental health

Safety Continued
The child’s health
The child’s behavioral adjustment
The co-parenting relationship
The child developmental stage

Parenting Co-Parenting
Challenges
Often times what a parent wants, conflicts with the
developmental needs of the child/children.
Critical questions:
*Can each parent support the child’s relationship with the opposite
parent?
*Can parents accept each other’s perspectives?
*Do they or will they make an effort to coordinate routines?
*Is there an assumption of knowledge—or lack of knowledge about
the child’s care?
*“Whose needs are being met?”
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Themes of Parental Conflict that
Create Emotional Conflicts for Children
Romantic Wound – parental belief that
issues in the marital relationship are
automatically present in the parent-child
relationship.

Reality: children perceive parents
differently as a mom and dad than
parents perceive each other as husband
and wife.

“It’s not fair” – One parent is resentful of the
opposite parent’s sudden interest in and
attention to the children he/she ignored
during the time of the marriage.
Reality: Divorce isn’t fair, sometimes it
provides children with an opportunity to
develop a relationship with a parent that
they might not have had.

“When you are older, you can tell the
judge who you want to live with”
Reality:
Children can’t choose between their
parents at any age. This creates a
tremendous anxiety bind for children.
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“The Truth” – “Johnny says…” Parents going through divorce
suddenly take everything that comes out of their child’s mouth
as gospel truth. Rather than check things out with the
opposite parent, one parent confronts another in some kind of
accusatory manner.
Reality: Children hear and process information through the ears
and mind of children. What they hear and what gets repeated
is usually their version of what the parent said. Children will
find a way to survive this process. Children typically tell each
parent what they think each parent want to hear.

“If the kids only knew” – Parents believe that if children “really
know what’s going on” they would understand and have an
easier time adjusting to the divorce. Parents share adult
information about child support, time-sharing, conflicts,
outside relationships, and the opposite parent.
Reality: Adult information creates tremendous anxiety for
children. It typically puts them in some kind of caretaking
and/or defender with one or the other parent.

There is only
one truth
for children:
Children love both of their parents
Mom and Dad are the two most
important people in a child’s life
Children deserve to have the best of each
parent.
They deserve to have these
relationships honored and respected.
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70% of all children come through
the divorce process without major
emotional disruption.

30% of all children will show
significant emotional/behavioral
distress.

#1 Predictor
of how well
children do
is how well
their parents
do!!
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Divorce should be
a situational trauma, not a life-long
trauma for children.
Recovery period from divorce is
between two and five years.
Krull, Teri
Nuemann, M. Gary

Developmental Pathway
Infancy (0-1 year)
Task - Attachment
Trust vs Mistrust

Children must learn
that the world is a safe place and that
their needs will be tended to
promptly and consistently.

Trust vs Mistrust
*Security (basis of self-esteem).
*Mutuality.
*Responsiveness of caregiver.
*Positive-negative-inconsistent caregiving.
*Attachment.
*Empathy (basis is formed in this stage).
*Do parents model
individuality
as co-parents?
*What do parents teachoptimism vs pessimism.
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Psychological Impact
l Increased irritability/crying.
l Difficult to settle.
l Lethargy.
l Fearful when
someone in their
lives disappears.
l Sensitive to stress
around them.

Needs
l Consistency in daily schedules and
routines
l Increased time with and from caregivers
l To be tended to with nurturance and
assurance
l Honor what’s important to the baby.

Developmental Energy Pathway

Toddlerhood (18 months to 3 years)

Task-Autonomy vs Shame & Doubt:
Children must gain a sense of
being an individual separate from
their parents.
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Autonomy vs Shame & Doubt
*Developmental milestones of
walking, talking, toilet training are all
linked to the child’s ability to exert
power, control and will.
*Oppositionality.
*Exploration.

Autonomy vs Shame & Doubt (contd)
*Individuation and Separation
Roots of shame develop when
developmental independence isn’t
allowed. Children don’t gain the
necessary sense of identity of who they
are separate from their parents.
*Learned helplessness.

L

Psychological Impact
*Fears from infancy may intensify.
*Increased anxiety, panic may occur.
*Reluctance to explore environment.
*Increased irritability.
*Increased clinginess.
*Difficulties in being satisfied and in
ability to settle.
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Needs
l Consistency in routines.
l To be grounded in one primary
home with frequent contact with
both parents.
l Increased physical nurturing and
reassurances.
l To have their “favorites” honored.

Parenting Challenging at this
Stage:
*Support for the child’s expanding world.
*Protection vs overprotection.
*Modeling moral and ethical behaviors.
*Answering “why” questions.
*Allowing for differences in expression of
gender.
*Allowing the child to love and miss the
opposite parent.

Developmental Energy Pathway
Preschool (3 years to 6 years )
Task-Initiative vs
Guilt

Children are now invested in
demonstrating how much they have
learned about their world.
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Initiative vs Guilt
Exploration-child is spending more
time out of the family home.
Fantasy-time of creativity.
Conscience development-starting to
separate fantasy from fact.
Magical thinking.

Initiative vs Guilt
If initiative isn’t encouraged, guilt
develops.
*Allow children to take appropriate
risks and try new things.
*Help children develop peer
relationships.
*Separating lies from fibs—kids
saying things that aren’t true aren’t
necessary lying…fantasy,
interpretation.

Initiative vs Guilt
*Support creativity and differences.
*Gender differences:
internal vs external.
*Allow children to leave without binding
the child by guilt— “I miss you so much
when you go.”
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Psychological Impact
l Magical thinking/feelings of
responsibility.
l Fears of abandonment.
l Awareness of dependence on
parents leads to anxiety about
having basic needs met.
l Powerlessness
l Confusion

Psychological Impact
(contd)
l Sleep disruption
l Regression
l Withdrawal
l Clinginess
l Irritability
l Aggression

Needs
l Reassurance that the divorce isn’t
their fault.
l Frequent, age-appropriate
explanations (nuts and bolts).
l Consistency in routine, boundaries
and limits.
l Discuss changes a few days
beforehand.
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Needs (contd)
l Label feelings (all feelings are ok).
l Offer distractions, comfort and
nurturing.
l Timing in versus timing out.
l Verbal and emotional permission to
love and miss both parents.

Parenting Challenges at this
Stage:
*Support for the child’s expanding
world.
*Modeling moral and ethical
behaviors.
*Protection vs Overprotection.
*Answering the “why” questions.
*Allowing for differences in
expressions of gender.

Developmental Energy Pathway
School age 6yr-14yr:

TaskAccomplishment
vs.
Inferiority:
Effort and accomplishment are based on
the child’s individual abilities.
Balance between expecting too little and
expecting too much.
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Industry vs Inferiority
Developed by:
*Learning, competence and mastery.
*Roles, rules, competition,
cooperation.
*Encouragement vs praise
Encouragement pairs effort and
persistence
Praise is about accomplishment

Industry vs Inferiority
Encouragement vs praise
-Encouragement pairs effort and
persistence
-Praise is about accomplishment
can created dependency on
on praise
Appropriate expectations
about contributions to the
family and the community

Industry vs Inferiority
Time of learning, competency and
mastery
Time of roles, rules competition
and cooperation
Onset of puberty and
normal sexual feelings
and questions.
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Industry vs Inferiority
Setting appropriate, age appropriate
expectations, limits and boundaries
Setting appropriate boundaries
around social media and electronics

Parenting Issues at this
Stage
Academic support
Support for peer relationships and
social contacts
Support for age-appropriate activities
Support for religious/cultural
practices
Modeling emotional and behavioral
regulation and coping strategies
Teaching cause and effect through
choices and consequences

Developmental Energy Pathway

Adolescence (14-24 years)

Task-Identity vs Role Confusion:
Repeat of the developmental tasks of the
first five years of life:
-

Trust is now centered on self
Individuality
Separation
Industry
Accomplishment
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Identity vs Role Confusion
Time of:
*Identity formation-influenced by what has been
modeled
*Independence
*Shaping for rebellion and risk taking
*Resurfacing of past problems and traumas
*Need to differentiate from parents
*Support for independence
*Guidance in information seeking’
*Avoidance of power struggles

Parenting Issues at this Stage
*Understanding and acceptance of
the child’s thoughts, opinions and
desires
*Maintaining connection and open
communication
*Modeling appropriate problemsolving skills
*Maintaining age-appropriate rules,
limits, boundaries and
consequences
*Appropriate monitoring of social
media/electronics, friendships and
activities

Lifetime Strengths of
Developmental Stages
l Hope emerges from trust vs
mistrust
l Will emerges from autonomy vs
shame and doubt
l Purpose emerges from initiative vs
guilt
l Competency emerges from industry
vs inferiority
l Loyalty emerges from identity vs
identity confusion
Mitnick 2019
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Parent Alienation Syndrome
A mental condition in which a child whose
parents are engaged in a high-conflict
divorce allies strongly with one parent
(the preferred parent) and rejects a
relationship with the other parent (the
alienated parent) without legitimate
justification. (Bennet 2020)
Seeds of alienation/alignment can occur
while the parents are still in the
marriage, especially in highly conflicted
relationships.

Parent Alienation
l Alienating behaviors vs Parent
Alienation
l One parent’s belief that he/she has
the right to manipulate a child’s
affection towards the
other parent is
foundational

Parent Alienation Syndrome
Stages of Parent Alienation Syndrome
1. Gaining compliance. (Is it working?)
2. Testing effectiveness. (See whether the child agrees with
parent.)
3. Measuring loyalty. (Setting up situations in which child has to
choose between the parents. Subtle to blatant as compliance
is alignment is demonstrated.)
4. Generalization of the program to other areas. (Child chooses
parent over friends, activities.)
5. Maintenance. Eventually, the parent’s belief system will be
internalized and will become the child’s own. Can cause
permanent rupture in the parent-child relationship.

- Kelly, Joan, Ph.D. 1995

18

9/28/21

Parent Alienation Syndrome
The Five Factor Model to diagnose
Parent Alienation:
(Baker, Fine, Rowman and Littlefield
2014.
1. The child manifests contact
resistance or refusal i.e. avoids a
relationship with one parent.

Five Factor Model cont’d.
2. The presence of a prior positive
relationship between the child and
the now-rejected parent.
3. The absence of abuse, neglect or
seriously deficient parenting on the

The Five Factor Model cont’d.
Part of the rejected parent.
4.The use of multiple alienating
behaviors on the part of the favored
parent.
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l Five Factor Model cont’d.
5. The child demonstrates many of
the eight behavioral manifestations of
alienation which include:

Eight Behavioral Characteristics of
Alienated Children (Baker, Fine,
Rowman and Littlefield 2014)
1. The child is consumed with hatred
for the targeted parent and denies
ever having any positive
experiences with this parent and
gives no thought to denigrating
the targeted parent to others.

Eight Behavioral Characteristics
contd.
2. The reasons the child gives for the
intense hostility of the targeted
parent doesn’t rise to the level of that
would typically lead a child to reject a
parent.
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3. The child idealizes the alienating
parent beyond what is appropriate,
necessary or realistic while claiming
to despise the rejected parent.
Both responses are unrealistic and
show an inability to see each parent
as having both good and bad
qualities.

as a mix of both good and poor
qualities.
4. The child adamantly denies that
the idealized parent played any part
in the rejection of the targeted parent.
The child denies being influenced in
any way and insists their right of free
will to describe their decision.

Eight Behavioral Characteristics
contd:
5. Alienated children typically appear
rude, ungrateful, spiteful and cold
towards the rejected parent without
any feelings of guilt. The child may
try to get as much as they can from
this parent out of their belief that this
parent “owes them.”
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Eight Behavioral Characteristics
contd.
6. The child sides with the alienating
parent no matter how illogical,
absurd, irrational or inconsistent that
parent’s position is. There is no
interest in hearing the rejected
parent’s point of view, it makes
absolutely no difference what this

this parent has to say.
7. Child uses adult or parroted
language to describe concepts that
they can’t understand, can’t define
and can easily be traced back to the
alienating parent and makes
allegations that can’t be supported by
details. Sounds scripted or robotic.

Eight Behaviors contd.
8. The child’s extended family from
the targeted parent’s side also
becomes rejected, denigrated or cut
off.
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Reasons for a child’s rejection of
one or the other parent:
Sometimes this is a distortion of developmental norms.
1. Developmental separation anxiety. Typical for children 2-3 years
old.
2. Deficits in the noncustodial parent’s ability to parent.
3. Oppositional/defiant behaviors of the child. Particularly relevant for
older latency age children and adolescence.
4. In highly conflicted divorces, the child tries to adjust by aligning
with one or the other parent. Role reversal between parent and
child.
5. Serious problems impacting one or the other parent (i.e. Chemical
issues, personality disordered parent, abusive parent, explosive
parent, dependent parent).
6. Child abuse. The child wants to avoid the parent who’s hurting
him/her.
7. The child’s own retaliation. Child may feel rejected by one parent
and counters with his/her own rejection. Typically masks anger
and sadness. May have had a positive relationship prior to the
parental separation.

A Child’s Bill of Rights
A Child has the right to have the best
of both parents in ways that meets
the child’s developmental needs.

A Child’s Rights

A CHILD has the right to love each
parent without being subjected to the
other parent’s hurt or anger. Children
need emotional permission to love and
miss each parent.
A CHILD has the right to develop an
independent and meaningful relationship
with each parent and to enjoy the
uniqueness of each parent and each
home without these differences being
denigrated.
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A CHILD has the right to be free from
involvement in his/her parents’ personal
battles or being used as a spy,
messenger, reporter or bargaining chip
by either parent.
A CHILD has the right to
maintain contact with
extended family members
A CHILD has the right to be free from
questions about the other parent’s
private life. A child’s decision to be
silent or to talk about time spent with
the opposite parent deserves to be
honored.

A CHILD has the right to see his/her
parents treat each other in a
courteous, respectful manner.
A CHILD has the right to develop and
maintain activities and friends without
fear of losing the love, approval and/or
time with either parent.
A CHILD has the right to be a CHILD
without having to assume adult and/or
parental roles or duties.
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