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arents often wonder how divorce
P affects infants and toddlers.

Infants and toddlers may seem
too young to understand what is hap-
pening. However, they may still be
affected by stressful events. During the
first three years of life, children grow
quickly and become mobile, learn lan-
guage, begin to understand how the
world works, and form social relation-
ships. These developments may be
affected by changes in the child’s envi-
ronment, such as parental divorce.
However, parents have the power to
help their children make a positive
adjustment to family changes.This guide
provides information on how infants and
toddlers may respond to divorce and
tips for how parents can help their
infants and toddlers adjust to divorce.

Young infants and
divorce (ages birth
to 8 months)

Infants do not understand divorce.
However, infants pick up on changes in
their parents’ feelings and behavior.
Following a divorce, some parents may
become temporarily depressed and
less responsive to their infant. Young
infants do not have much control over
their own emotions. Their feelings are
influenced by their parents’ feelings.

Adjust

to Divorce

Kim Leon, State Extension Specialist
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When a parent acts worried or sad
around an infant, the infant is likely to
feel worried or sad. Infants cannot tell
adults how they feel, so adults must
interpret infants’ behavior. Infants may
act more fussy and difficult to comfort,
or seem uninterested in people or
things when their parents are upset.

Until about 4-6 months of age,
infants don’t understand that things or
people they can't see still exist. It is “out
of sight, out of mind” for very young
infants. Even when infants learn that
things they can't see are still there, they
don’t remember things for a long time.
It is hard for infants to remember and
form close bonds with parents they do
not see often. Between 6 and 8

months, infants develop stranger anxi-

ety. They may act fearful or anxious
around unfamiliar people. After divorce,
an infant may see one parent less often
than before, so the infant may show
stranger anxiety around that parent.
Infants are likely to feel most comfort-
able around both parents if they have
frequent contact with both parents fol-
lowing divorce.

Older infants and
divorce (8 months
to 18 months)

Many infants begin to show separa-
tion distress some time between 8 and
12 months of age. Infants may cry,
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scream or cling when a parent is leav-
ing. It is hard for an infant to be sepa-
rated from a parent, especially for a

long period of time, such as overnight.

Separation can be hard for
infants because they have
such strong feelings for the
parent.

They want to be with the parent all the
time and they don’t understand why
they can't. It is also normal for a baby
to prefer one parent over the other, typ-
ically the parent who cares for him or
her the most. When parents divorce,
infants may experience more separa-
tions and feel less secure. You may
notice an increase in your infant’s sepa-
ration distress during the divorce
process.

Sometimes parents of an infant
divorce and one parent drops out of the
child’s life. If this happens, your child
won’t remember the other parent, but
will probably become curious about the
other parent. Provide short, simple,
honest answers to your child’s ques-
tions, such as “Your dad or mom and |
couldn’t get along, so he or she went to
live somewhere else.” Avoid saying
negative things about the other parent,
but reassure your child that the other
parent’s absence is not your child’s
fault. For example, you might say, “I
don’t know why your mom or dad is not
around, but | know it has nothing to do
with you. ” Reassure your child that you
will always love and take care of him or
her. Help your child form close relation-
ships with other adults who can be role
models and provide support.

Parent-child attachment relationships
and divorce

In the second half of the first year of life, infants become strongly attached to

the-people-who care for them. How-does divorce affect the child’s attachment
relationship with each parent? Infants and toddlers can have secure attach-

ments with both parents even though both parents don't live in the home. You

can help your infant develop a secure attachment in several ways:

Respond to your child’s needs in predictable, sensitive and affection-
ate ways. This is the most important thing you can do to help your child
form a secure attachment. When you respond quickly to your infant’s needs
— by picking your infant up when he or she wants to be held, feeding when
he or she is hungry, etc.— your infant learns to trust you and forms a
secure attachment. Having a secure attachment to you fosters good social
relationships and healthy emotional development. Also, when you respond
quickly to your infant’s cries, your infant will cry less later on.

Give your child enough time with each parent on a regular basis. Itis
best if infants and toddlers can see both parents often. Frequent contact
helps infants and toddlers remember both parents and develop attachment
relationships with both parents. However, it is not always possible for chil-
dren to see both of their parents often. In some cases, such as when a par-
ent is abusive or neglecting, it is not best for children to see a parent. When
children can’t see both of their parents, a friend or relative can help with
some of the things that the other parent would do. For example, a friend or
relative can be a source of security for the child. Infants can form secure
attachments with adults other than their parents. Also, a friend or relative
can play with and talk to the child, which helps the child learn.

Work together to help your child develop a secure relationship with
each parent. When parents cooperate and have less conflict, their child is
more likely to develop secure attachment relationships with each parent.
Even infants and toddlers are affected by conflict between their parents.
They don’t understand what the conflicts are about, but they do pick up on
the negative emotions. Infants and toddlers are likely to feel scared and
confused when their parents fight in front of them. It is best to discuss
issues with your child’s other parent when your child is not around and can-
not hear the discussion.

Allow your child time to get used to new adults. It is normal for infants
and toddlers to be fearful or anxious around people they don’t know well.
Allow your child time to get used to new people. It helps young children to see
their parent acting warmly and positively toward the new adult. They learn to
trust adults who their parents trust. If an infant doesn’t want to be held by
someone, don't force the infant to be held by that person. Wait until the infant
feels comfortable and trusts the person. Toddlers often feel more comfortable
when adults get down on their level, so kneeling or sitting when you talk to
the child can help. Watching a toddler play for a while, then casually joining in
the toddler’s play, or talking about the play can help break the ice.
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Toddlers and
divorce (ages 18
months to 3 years)

Communication

A major difference between infants
and toddlers is that toddlers can use
language to express thoughts and feel-
ings. Even though toddlers are learning
to use language, there are many things
they don’t understand. They understand
that one parent is not living in the
home, but they do not understand why.
They also do not understand time. For
example a toddler may ask, “When is
Daddy coming?” and the parent may
reply “You will see Daddy on Thursday.”
The child may ask the same question
two hours later, because he doesn’t
understand how long it is until Thurs-
day. This can be frustrating for parents
because toddlers will often ask the
same questions over and over again. It
is still important to answer your tod-
dler's questions, but to know that your
toddler doesn't really understand even
after you explain it.

Try to see the world through
your child’s eyes. Imagine
what it is like to be in a
confusing place where you
often don’t understand what
is going on and have limited
ability to express your
thoughts and feelings.

For toddlers, the support of an adult
who knows them well, understands
their thoughts and feelings, and helps
them express those thoughts and feel-
ings makes a world of difference.

Thoughts

It is hard for toddlers to see things
from another person’s perspective.
They think about things in relation to

Encourage infants and toddlers
to express feelings

Young:children-often-express theirfeelings through-play-orartwork;  instead
of talking about them. You can provide your child with play materials that may
help him or her express feelings. Suggested materials for toddlers are: playdoh
or clay, art supplies, puppets, dolls, dollhouse and furniture, stuffed animals,
and dress-up clothes. Watch your children playing and notice themes that seem
related to family changes, for example, pretending to pack a suitcase and move
away. Try to avoid correcting your child’s play or drawings or asking direct ques-
tions. Children are more likely to open up when adults watch them, wait until the
child is ready to talk, and make indirect comments, like “I wonder why your doll
is sad”

Reading short, simple books with your older infant or toddler can help-your
child express feelings and learn language. Books can be a good starting point
for talking with young children about their feelings. For example, after reading a
book, you can begin with questions or comments about the story such as,
“Those baby owls look very sad. Why do you think they're so sad?” Then move
to questions about your child’s feelings, for example, “What makes you feel
sad?” or “I bet they think their mommy’s not coming back. Do you think that
sometimes?” Books that address the topics of feelings, families and separation
are especially appropriate for this age group. Some recommended books for
infants and toddlers are:

m  Guess How Much | Love You! Sam McBratney and Anita Jeram (1994).
Candlewick Press. A warm story about a father rabbit's boundless love for
his baby bunny.

m  Owl Babies. Martin Waddell and Patrick Benson (1996). Candlewick Press.
In this book, three baby owls find their mother gone, wonder where she is,
and are reassured when she returns. This is a comforting story for children
who are having problems with separation anxiety.

m | Love You All the Time. Jessica Hirschman, Jennifer Cole, & Bonnie Bright
(2000). Cookie Bear Press, Inc. This story reminds children that their par-
ents and other family members love them no matter where they live or how
busy they are.

m Baby Faces. Margaret Miller (1998). Little Simon. Features color pho-
tographs that capture the moods and expressions of babies of diverse eth-
nic backgrounds.

m  How are You Peeling: Foods with Moods. Saxton Freymann and Joost Elf-
fers (1999). Arther A. Levine Books. This funny, clever book features brightly
colored photographs of vegetables and fruits that appear to have facial
expressions.

themselves. When parents divorce, tod-
dlers are most concerned about how

ner or tuck them in bed, whether the
parent they live with is also going to
their own needs will be met. Toddlers leave, and if their parents still love

may worry about who will fix their din- them.
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Feelings

Toddlers become more aware of
others’ feelings and learn to express
their own feelings with words and
through play. They may become more
aggressive or fearful when their parents
divorce. Frequent shifts in emotional
state are common for toddlers. One
minute they are happily playing, and a
few minutes later they are upset. It is
hard for toddlers to manage strong feel-
ings like sadness or anger. They may
miss the parent who is gone or be
angry about not being able to be with a
parent. Toddlers need to know it is all
right to have these feelings.

Behavior

Toddlers can do many more things
on their own than infants can. Toddlers
exert their independence by frequently
saying “No” to adult requests or testing
limits (for example, intentionally throw-
ing food on the floor). Toddlers’ nega-
tive behavior and acting out may
increase during the divorce process.
Toddlers need clear, consistent rules
that are enforced in a loving way. Even
though they may seem very indepen-
dent, toddlers need constant supervi-
sion to keep them safe.

What you can do to
help your infant or
toddler adjust to
divorce

Communicate with your
child’s other parent

Some parenting issues require com-
munication and coordination between
parents, if the child spends time with
both parents. For example, breastfeed-
ing an infant requires having access to
the child at certain times. Toilet training
is easier if parents agree on when and
how to handle it. Discuss major
changes, such as changing naptime, or

Reducing the stress of divorce for infants
and toddlers

Notice signs-of stress-in-your child
®  More crying or tantrums
m Loss of appetite or other digestive disturbances

m Changes in sleep patterns: difficulty getting to sleep or sleeping through the
night

m  Behavior changes: quieter or withdrawn; fussier; more kicking, hitting or bit-
ing; more difficulty separating; following directions less often

m  Babyish behavior: thumb sucking or loss of bladder or bowel control. These
behaviors usually go away in time.

m Physical symptoms: tummy-aches or headaches

These behaviors can be normal behaviors for toddlers. What's important
is to look for behaviors that are unusual for your child. Talk to your pediatrician
first if you notice signs of stress. If there is not a physical problem, your pediatri-
cian may know where to go for more information. See the Resources section at
the end of this guide for more places to look for help.

Provide reassurance surrounding transitions

All children respond to transitions differently. Some easily adjust to frequent
transitions between homes, but others have a harder time. Some infants and
toddlers become very upset by separation from a parent, but others do not.
Many young children show signs of stress (see above) when they make fre-
quent transitions between homes. Most young children need a lot of reassur-
ance before and after transitions. Give your child enough time to say good-bye
to you and to warm up to the other parent. Send your child’s favorite toys or
blanket with the child when he or she goes to the other parent’s house. Allow
young children to have a photograph of the other parent and to make phone
calls to the other parent. This reminds them that the other parent is still there
and still loves them.

Maintain consistent routines

Having consistent routines (having generally the same mealtimes, naptimes,
bathtimes and bedtimes each day) is important for young children, because it
helps them to feel secure. The world is a confusing place for infants and tod-
dlers. Consistent daily routines help them know what is going to happen next.
Try to continue old family rituals that your child is used to, for example, going to
the park on Saturday afternoon. It is also important to create new rituals, espe-
cially if a new adult becomes a regular part of family life. Starting new rituals
that include a new partner helps build a strong stepfamily.

changing childcare arrangements, with
the other parent. Both parents don’t
have to do things exactly the same way,

but it is easier for children if most things
(sleep routines, foods served, meal-
times, etc.) are similar at each home.
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Set reasonable limits and
enforce them in a consis-
tent, loving way

Sometimes when parents divorce,
they become more or less strict than
they were before. Parents may become
stricter, setting lots of rules and not
allowing any flexibility, because they
are having a harder time managing
their child’s behavior. Other parents
may become less strict, allowing their
child to do things they wouldn’t normal-
ly allow because they feel bad about
the divorce. They want to “make up” for
the divorce by allowing their child more
freedom or buying their child more
things. Parents may also become more
permissive following a divorce because
they are too preoccupied with their own
concerns to closely monitor their chil-
dren.

Children benefit the most when their
parents find a balance between being
too strict and being too permissive.
Infants are too young for rules. They
need to be physically removed from
dangerous situations, or distracted
when they are doing something they
shouldn’t do. Toddlers need clear, sim-
ple rules that are consistently enforced
in a calm and positive way, for example,
“Color on the paper, not the wall,” or
“Hitting hurts people. You may hit the
pillow instead.” Allowing toddlers to
choose between two appropriate
options helps to avoid constant strug-
gles. For example, “Do you want gra-
ham crackers or a banana for your
snack today?”

Communicate with other
caregivers

Be sure to keep other caregivers
(relatives, babysitters, childcare
providers) updated about family
changes. They need to know what is
going on in order to understand the
child’s behavior. For example, many
children may act differently following a

visit with a parent who doesn't live in
the home, or on the day they transition
from one parent’s home to the other
parent's home. Other caregivers may
notice behavioral changes that you
don't notice. Also, childcare providers
can be a good source of support and
advice about parenting. However, it is
important to avoid putting other care-
givers in the middle of your relationship
with your former spouse. Avoid asking
them to relay messages to your former
spouse or asking them questions about
your former spouse.

Summary

Divorce is stressful and confusing
for infants and toddlers. They are affect-
ed by changes in their parents’ feelings
and behavior, and changes in contact
with each parent. Over time most chil-
dren adjust well to their parents’
divorce.

The most important thing
you can do is to continue to
nurture your child and pro-
vide structure for him or her.

Ideally both parents will remain in
the child’s life, and contact with each
parent will be frequent without long
separations. Most importantly, infants
and toddlers need to know that their
parents still love them, that they will be
taken care of, and that their familiar
routines will generally be the same.

Resources for more
information

MissouriFamilies
http://www.missourifamilies.org

Provides information in a variety of
formats (quick answers and in-depth
articles) on a variety of parenting and
family-related topics, including divorce.
Also has links to parenting workshops
and other community resources.

National Association for the Educa-
tion of Young Children
http://www.naeyc.org

A national organization of early
childhood educators that works to
improve early childhood programs. The
Web site includes a search feature for
locating local accredited early childcare
centers, information about child devel-
opment and early childhood education,
and a catalog of books and other mate-
rials. Some resources are available in
Spanish.

National Council on Family Rela-
tions, 3989 Central Ave., NE, #550,
Minneapolis, MN 55421
1-888-781-9331

http://www.ncfr.org

This organization of family
researchers, educators and practition-
ers provides research and information
about family relationships.

Parents as Teachers, 10176 Corporate
Square Dr., St. Louis, MO 63132

(314) 432-4330

http://www.patnc.org

A national organization that provides
services for parents of young children
including home visits, parent meetings
and developmental screenings. Their
Web site contains information about the
location of local Parents as Teachers
programs.

(continued on page 6)
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ParentLink, 1-800-552-8522
http://outreach.missouri.edu/parentlink
Ask questions about any parenting
situation; check out books, videos or
other resources about parenting.

ZERO TO THREE: National Center for
Infants, Toddlers and Families,
2000 M Street, NW, Suite 200,
Washington, DC 20036
(202) 638-1144
http://www.zerotothree.org

Provides information on develop-
ment from birth to age three and par-

enting young children.

References

Cummings, E.M., and Davies, P.
(1994). Children and marital conflict:
The impact of family dispute and reso-
lution. New York: Guilford Press.

Clarke-Stewart, K. A., Vandell, D. L.,
McCartney, K., Owen, M. T., and Booth,
C. (2000). Effects of parental separation
and divorce on very young children.
Journal of Family Psychology, 14, 304-
326.

Emery. R.E. (1999). Marriage,
divorce, and children’s adjustment (2nd
Ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publi-
cations.

Lieberman, A. (1993). The emotion-
al life of the toddler. New York: The
Free Press.

Neuman, M.G. (1998). Helping your
kids cope with divorce the sandcastles
way. New York: Times Books.

Pett, M.A., Wampold, B.E., Turner,
C.W., and Vaughan-Cole, B. (1999).
Paths of influence of divorce on
preschool children’s psychosocial
adjustment. Journal of Family Psychol-
ogy, 13, 145-164.

For more information

See GH 6600, Helping Children
Understand Divorce and GH 6130,
Developing a Parenting Plan: A Guide
for Divorcing Parents. Call toll-free
1-800-292-0969 to order a copy of
either publication.

For more information on this subject
and many others, visit the MU Exten-
sion publications Web site at:
http://muextension.missouri.edu/
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