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Communication Strategies in Divorced Families

In the U.S. today, nearly one in every two marriages ends in divorce (Forehand, 1994). This means that “nearly one individual in three experiences a parental divorce during childhood or adolescence” (Forehand, 1994, p.1).  There is no way to know for sure whether this number will continue to increase, stabilize, or decrease in the upcoming years, but it is safe to say that each divorce can have negative effects on all of the parties involved. “There is ample research evidence that parental divorce can have detrimental effects in school-age children and adolescents” (Clark-Stewart, 2000, p.1). It is extremely important that our society learn how to best deal with the effects of divorce and manage the difficult situations that can result from a family’s separating. While there is a great deal of research on divorce and its effects, there is little on effective conflict management techniques for families affected by divorce. Amato stresses the importance of blended families realizing what a “strong stepfamily” looks like in order to become one (2003).  As the existing research has shown, the most important and beneficial ways to manage conflict in divorced families are to listen, maintain family unity and have sufficient boundaries (Golish, 2003). 

The amount of research that is available on the underachievement of children of divorce is immeasurable.   In a study performed on the educational success of children of divorce,  Clark-Stewart found that “children from intact families performed significantly better than children from divorced families on school achievement and on 16 classroom-behavior ratings,” (2000, p.2).  Once they had reached adolescence and young adulthood, children of divorce had serious problems in their romantic relationships.  These problems 
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often resulted in early marriages followed by divorce (Shulman, 2001). Shulman found that adolescents whose parents had divorced often believed that relationships were not meant to last (Southworth & Concord, 1987, as cited in Shulman, 2001). Zill, Morrison and Coiro found that young adults from divorced families had “elevated levels of emotional distress, problem behaviors, and a higher chance of dropping out of high school” (1993, as cited in Shulman, 2001, p.2).   Each of the problems listed is detrimental to the development of children and adolescents. Without trust in a romantic relationship, it is impossible to mature emotionally and within the relationship. The effects of divorce on children can clearly be seen through these examples and can contribute greatly to conflict among all family members. 

Research has established that children of divorce try to compensate for the negative effects they experience as a result of their parents’ separation. Through in-person and telephone interviews with 90 family members from 30 families, Golish was able to pinpoint two ways in which children display the pain and emotion that they experience: the need to protect the image of one parent and the feeling of loss of one parent (2003).   Children often feel the need to choose one parent over the other in the attempt to protect that parent. This need is often a way of choosing sides and blaming one parent for the divorce. If children spend most of their time with the mother and hear her side of the argument, they may feel the need to protect the mother and blame the father. This need usually comes as a result of the parents’ actions and how they handle the conflict during and after the divorce. The feeling of loss that children have after a divorce 
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is a result of one parent’s moving out of the family’s home and the reduced amount of time the child spends with that parent.

While a divorce is in progress, one parent must be given custody, or “the authority exercised over the children” (van Wamelen, 1990, p.125).  Although it is possible for parents to share custody,  in 90 percent of divorces involving children the mother is given custody (van Wamelen, 1990).   This decision of custody is the first step in assigning superiority between the mother and the father. Once the courts give custody to one parent, that parent has the control in the parenting. Often the two parents’ disciplinary styles do not blend. Children usually begin to feel caught and often are put in the middle of arguments between their parents (Afifi & Schrodt, 2003). 

The hostility that is frequently involved in divorce makes compromise and agreement more difficult for divorced parents than for parents who are married. In Golish’s research, “One father expressed his frustration over the desire to coparent with his former wife and the difficulty of doing so because of discrepancies in household rules” (Golish, 2003, p.63). Once the parents have separated, children are exposed to two separate households where disciplinary actions differ. “Many researchers have found, however, that children are quite resilient to divorce if conflict between parents is minimized” (Amato, 1991 as cited in Golish, 2003, p.42). If parents can handle conflict in a mature and peaceful fashion, the children can often avoid feelings of loss and confusion altogether. 

To complicate matters more, once stepparents have been introduced into the family, discipline can become the most strenuous part of parenting in a divorced family. 
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The majority of research on this topic suggests that stepparents should act as friends to their stepchildren instead of as parents, “while supporting the parent’s disciplinary actions” (Bray & Harvey, 1995; Schwebel et al., 1991 as cited in Golish, 2003, p.46). Children often become rebellious or resistant to any authority that a stepparent tries to possess.  It is imperative in any blended family to listen carefully and to create structure through communication and through boundaries. 

NOTE TO COM 4459/ W01 STUDENTS:  

Sentence above in blue states (implies) the research question and answers it.
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