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For every child who has
packed a suitcase to go home.

For Josh, Lia, Jace, and Nina Jo
I’m home wherever you are.
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Foreword

I have advocated for the publication of this book since Lauren 
and I first met. Let me tell you why.

While headed to a speaking engagement, I began talking 
with a young woman sitting beside me on the airplane. Or 
perhaps I should say, she started talking to me. After glancing 
at my laptop and noticing that I was preparing a presentation 
on blended families, she started asking questions.

What’s your presentation about?
Who is your conference for?
How did you get into this?
Once she learned that I was an author and family therapist 

who specialized in working with stepfamilies, she asked one 
more question that took me aback.

What kind of  psychological issues come with being from a 
stepfamily?

I’ve learned that most direct questions, like this one, arise 
out of someone’s life experience. I wasn’t sure exactly where 
she was coming from, so I started asking her questions to figure 
out what she really wanted to know. During the course of our 
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Foreword

hour- long conversation, I learned that, ultimately, she was try-
ing to make sense of her life. Her parents had divorced when 
she was young. She and her brother clung together through 
the difficult years that followed and tried to cope with new 
stepparents and stepsiblings on both sides. Her father threw 
himself into what she called his “new family.” Her mother was 
devastated by the divorce and constantly complained about her 
father. That put her in the middle and made her the emotional 
caretaker of her mom, and her brother the referee of their 
parents’ ongoing conflict. Meanwhile, she never knew what 
to do with her two stepparents and found the relationships 
taxing at best. Neither parent, nor stepparent, was safe or 
available to her.

Her question about “psychological issues” and being from 
a blended family was really about her; she was trying to figure 
out how to cope with the residue of her complex family. While 
the wording of her question surprised me, her fundamental 
journey did not; I meet a lot of young adults with the same 
pressing question.

It was obvious to me that her parents and stepparents had 
very little insight into how their behavior and choices affected 
her well- being. I find that, despite their good intentions, this is 
often true of parents and stepparents. My stepfamily counsel-
ing and coaching experience of more than twenty- five years 
confirms that most don’t really understand what it is to be a 
child of divorce living in a stepfamily, nor how this affects how 
children respond to parenting. Stepparents, in particular, who 
lack a child- informed perspective on their role find themselves 
struggling to connect and lead. On the other hand, stepparents 
who do empathize well parent more wisely, compassionately, 
and effectively, and find that their blended family is more likely 
to thrive.
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That’s why I personally pursued the publication of this book. 
You can either come alongside your children and help them 
heal and find love and emotional safety— and in the process, 
also strengthen your home— or you can inadvertently add to 
their “psychological issues.” Lauren helps capture the journey 
of stepparenting firsthand, from a stepchild’s perspective. In 
Their Shoes helps you find empathy for the child(ren) in your 
life and empowers you to do the former rather than the latter.

— Ron L. Deal, bestselling author of a series of books for 
blended families including The Smart Stepfamily,  

and consulting editor of the Smart Stepfamily Series
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Introduction

Every so often a conversation stops you in your tracks and 
leaves an indelible mark on your spirit. These sentiments turn 
moments into movements, challenge growth, and ultimately 
refine our character.

Last summer, a group of friends decided to connect weekly 
around a table filled with delicious food and directed dialogue. 
One of our guests was pregnant for the duration of our gath-
erings, and as her due date approached, she expressed her 
anticipated joy with great enthusiasm. For my friend Kayla, 
this season came with great expectations. Kayla was about to 
experience the miracle of birth. This would be her first bio-
logical child, but not her first time in the role of a mother. 
She is a stepmom. Her husband had a son from a previous 
relationship—a young boy she had embraced with open arms 
from the moment they met.

Becoming a stepmom had its challenges, and for Kayla some-
thing felt extra challenging about welcoming a biological child 
into the blended family. When we asked her about how she 
was processing the transition, she said, “I’ve accepted that this 
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Introduction

[being a stepmom] will hurt a little bit, every day, forever.” She 
further explained, “Allowing myself to accept the imperfections 
and struggles makes the journey much easier.”

Kayla felt exhausted trying to navigate her role with perfec-
tion, and she recognized that owning the hard parts made her 
blended family experience better. Accepting the routine pain- 
points she felt— and knew she would continue to feel— brought 
freedom where she previously felt captive.

I will always remember her words: Being a stepparent can 
hurt a little bit, every day, forever. It may never feel perfect, but 
it will be purposeful. You are sure to experience a roller coaster 
of emotions as you strive to connect with the children in your 
new role. When the feelings you experience are hurt feelings, 
try not to internalize them as your failures. Seeking perfection 
will exhaust you and will often leave you feeling disappointed. 
I know that I was the cause of many of my stepparents’ hurt 
feelings. My conversation with Kayla triggered some of my 
own family memories, and I wanted her to know that eventu-
ally some of the pain would dissipate.

I told Kayla that it was going to be okay— that light would 
follow the darkness. She was doing an incredible job, and 
 ultimately was not alone. I did my best to share some of the 
emotions I felt as a stepchild and asked her to trust that the hard 
was not her fault. Divorce comes with pain- points: Parents feel 
them, stepparents feel them, and children feel them. We seek to 
find fault in people, or in roles, but there is no universal truth 
for casting blame.

“Thanks for the helpful perspective,” Kayla said after my 
offered encouragement. “You should write it down.” Her sug-
gestions met with a few additional promptings to capture my 
sentiments on paper and to potentially use some of my story 
to encourage and help other blended families better understand 
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the experience from a child’s perspective. Maybe these stories 
could assuage some of the unintended hurt other families might 
be struggling to navigate.

This idea planted a seed in my heart to dream about the 
possibility of writing a book. I never could have imagined that 
this dream would quickly become a reality.

The Power of Empathy

In 2017 I was invited to speak at the FamilyLife Blended Sum-
mit in Nashville. I remember walking into an auditorium filled 
with more than five hundred leaders from around the globe, all 
leaning in to learn and bring hope to thousands of people who 
are categorized as blended families. I sat in one of the back 
rows, looked down at my name badge, and felt the power of 
these words from 2 Samuel 7:18 (nlt): “Who am I, O sover-
eign Lord, and what is my family, that you have brought me 
this far?” I felt overwhelmed with gratitude, as I was acutely 
aware that God was beginning in me something much bigger 
than myself.

How am I the one sitting in this chair right now? What do I 
have to share that can make any difference? Countless children 
have experienced growing up in a post- divorce blended fam-
ily setting and, somehow, I had been given a platform to talk 
about it. After experiencing an incredible sense of awe, I began 
to feel a big wave of responsibility. Families were longing to 
bring something home with them that might help. They were 
eager for resources and tools that might make a difference. In 
my experience with relationships, one of the most powerful 
skills in working toward healing is empathy. Empathy allows a 
chance for each person to see another perspective and often aids 
in building a bridge toward understanding and compassion. 
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These sentiments are an imperative part of the blended family 
experience. Most people who walk through the process of two 
families merging post- divorce feel dissonance, and often hurt, 
in the journey. Looking at the blended experience through a 
lens that is layered in pain lends itself to defenses and division 
rather than approachability and appreciation.

When people not only hear someone else’s perspective but 
also feel it, reconciliation has a chance. There are so many 
dynamics to explore as families strive to blend in a healthy 
way. My hope is to share some of the missing data points and 
information that children rarely can communicate while they 
are in the throes of childhood and adolescence.

Both biological parents and stepparents will benefit from ap-
proaching common struggles with new information regarding 
the child’s perspective. In either role, new perspective may bring 
clarity and awareness to the sometimes- bewildering posture of 
a child’s post- divorce attitude. Whether you are the biological 
parent or the stepparent in your blended family, my hope is that 
as you digest the words on these pages, you would feel encour-
aged, validated, and optimistic. May you better understand, 
with new perspective, life in your family through a child’s eyes.

A Note to My Own Stepparents

As a stepchild myself, I fully recognize that my attitude, words, 
and posture were (and sometimes still are) a source of hurt for 
my stepparents. To both of you, I want to say, “Thank you.”

Thank you for embracing me with love, even when my at-
titude was less than lovely. Thank you for being patient with 
my process as I regularly challenged your pursuits. Thank 
you for showing up, even when I acted like I did not want you 
around. Thank you for giving me grace when I didn’t deserve 
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it. Adjusting to our new lives together did not come with an 
instruction manual, and more than likely, if it had, I probably 
would not have followed the rules. We have been through a lot 
together. You have watched me grow. You have helped me grow, 
and now you are helping my children grow.

My children will never know you as stepgrandparents be-
cause you have fully embraced them as your own. Watching you 
invest in their lives brings me unspeakable joy. Please know you 
play a vital role in their lives. As my parents’ spouses, you have 
been faithful and loyal through some very trying circumstances. 
I appreciate the way you have modeled steadfast commitment, 
honoring your vows even when it has been hard.

May the words on these pages give both of you a better 
understanding of the emotional process I experienced as a child. 
I hope you find clarity in misunderstanding and continued heal-
ing in the hurt. Both of you mean a lot to me. I am humbled 
and thankful for the role you play in my life. Thank you for 
your steadfast endurance to continue leaning in, learning, and 
loving. I see you. I love you. You matter. Take heart, our best 
is yet to come.
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1
A Family Designation

God’s infallible character always weaves a redemptive storyline for 

those who trust in Him, yet redemption is impossible without fully under-

standing and facing the pain of the cross.

I have always loved words. They have meaning, depth, power, 
and influence. I attribute my passion for language to the 

dedicated efforts of my parents and the intentional ways they 
integrated vocabulary lessons into many childhood road- trip 
adventures.

With four kids in our family, driving was a necessity for 
travel. College savings accounts seemed like a better investment 
than plane tickets for six. For many families, when road trips 
come to mind, they reminisce about the alphabet game, the 
license plate challenge, or a billboard scavenger hunt. In my 
family, however, the first memory associated with cross- country 
travel is the dictionary. Merriam- Webster typically rode shotgun 
in our baby- blue hatchback station wagon. Our parents would 

_Reitsema_InTheirShoes_AC_wo.indd   21 6/24/19   10:31 AM

In Their Shoes • Lauren Reitsema 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2019 used by permission



In THeIr SHoeS

22

take turns reading a word and casting the spotlight on one of 
their children to guess its meaning and, for bonus points, apply 
it in a sentence.

Naturally, we were competitive and wanted to correctly iden-
tify definitions. This meant points for our individual egos and 
affirmation from our doting parents. One summer, en route to 
the Grand Canyon, my younger brother pulled ahead with big 
points on his dictionary scoreboard. “Okay,” my mom set the 
stage, “your word is apathy.”

“I. Don’t. Care!” My brother scoffed as he rolled his eyes, 
annoyed by a game he did not consider fun.

“That’s right!” My parents celebrated. “That’s exactly what 
apathy means.” As young kids, we rarely appreciated this inten-
tional effort to expand our vocabulary and understanding of lan-
guage. Now, as an adult in the communication field, I couldn’t be 
more grateful for the discipline to understand and communicate 
using words that have depth, meaning, and influence. There is 
no shortage of words to describe my family growing up.

Adventurous, Athletic, and Altruistic

We explored the landscape of our home in the foothills, adopt-
ing wild garter snakes as pets and building snow tunnels to 
our neighbor’s house. We camped on the sandy beaches of 
Lake McConaughy and navigated rental RVs across the na-
tional landscape. Summers led us on a quest for blue ribbons 
in our swim meets, while focused discipline refined our skills 
enough to attempt a junior golf championship. With each sea-
son change, our athletic endeavors took a new shape. Winters 
we welcomed ski season, when we tackled challenging mogul 
runs, and as they melted into spring, we grabbed shin guards 
and cleats to fulfill the suburban soccer mom dream.
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Our family valued faith and modeled what it meant to put 
others first and contribute to those in need. Sometimes we 
took it to the extreme, or Xtremes, which was the name we 
chose for our family keyboard and drum band. Our church 
hosted a fundraiser for kids with special needs and sold tickets 
to an Xtremes concert, fully benefiting the cause. We rocked 
the stage, covering artists such as Madonna and the Beatles, 
and we even got a shot at merchandizing by selling originally 
designed band T- shirts to adoring fans.

Boisterous, Brave, and Bookish

With four children born within a span of six years, our fam-
ily was quite visible in our small mountain community. Our 
Italian and German heritage didn’t aid attempts to blend 
in and stay quiet. We left a mark at our elementary school, 
following one after the other, and leaving teachers eager to 
receive our last name on the next year’s roster. Our house 
was rarely empty, bustling with people and energy. Birthday 
parties, team pep rallies, and holiday reunions left echoes of 
joy in our home each year. Take risks, dream big, aim high. 
These mantras set the tone to face judges for a shot at land-
ing a lead role on stage, break bones in a banana- board race 
down our steep mountain driveway, or keep a death grip on 
the hammock as siblings flipped one another 180 degrees over 
a sharp rock landing.

Our shenanigans, considered brave by some and stupid by 
others, were balanced with a strict family value to engage the 
brain. Be smart, work hard, pursue excellence, and make good 
grades. The honor roll was familiar territory for our namesake. 
As sons and daughters of a surgeon and registered nurse, we 
strove to make Dad and Mom proud. Academic achievement 
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was highly valued, and we felt celebrated when reaching our 
goals with an abundance of love and support.

Courteous, Communal, and Christian

Manners mattered big- time in our family. When we were being 
directed by an authority figure, “Yes, sir” and “Yes, ma’am” 
were the nonnegotiable responses. Mom taught a manners- and- 
etiquette class at our elementary school and enrolled each of us 
to join her roster. The expectations were clear: Put others first, 
hold doors open, respect your elders, and don’t smack your lips. 
These character qualities weren’t commanded— they were mod-
eled. Our parents were polite, kind, and very well respected in 
our community. Extended family lived far away and only flew 
in for the big holidays. Visitors were common over Christmas, 
but rarely did out- of- town family jet- set for Easter or birthdays.

Although geographic distance left gaps between family vis-
its, friends were always present. We lived within a community 
where the titles of Aunt and Uncle were not limited to relatives, 
but rather became an endearing moniker for countless adults in 
our lives. Mom wore multiple hats, serving as the PTA president 
and regional coordinator for MOPS (Mothers of Preschoolers) 
and CBS (Community Bible Study). We lived in a place where, 
truly, everyone knows your name.

Our family felt most connected at church—a church that 
began as a small- group Bible study in my parents’ living room 
years before. We served together alongside people who fell in 
love with Jesus and had a passion to plant a church and reach 
others with truth. I remember flipping through the blue binder 
of worship songs placed on folding chairs in an elementary 
school gym and raising my hand to request a song.

“Can we please sing ‘Amazing Grace’?”
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“Sure thing, Lauren.” As the guitar chords began, I excitedly 
positioned my heart for worship. God was alive in our family 
and meant everything to my parents, who both came to know 
Him as college students, led by friends and mentors who broke 
the religious mold and shared the experience of life transformed 
through personal relationship. Loving God mattered in our 
family and assured us of His power and His presence in all 
circumstances.

Dubious, Discouraged, and Divorced

The first signs of discord hit when I entered middle school. 
Dad’s lengthy work commute became difficult to manage, so 
my parents advocated a move closer to the hospital. Our roots 
were deep in our quaint foothills town, yet the appeal of living 
five minutes from Dad’s office was alluring. His hours were de-
manding, and valuable time spent with him meant everything. 
The move played to our family’s adventurous spirit.

“We’re going to buy some land, which means we get to build 
our very own house from scratch,” Mom informed us. “You’ll 
get to choose your rooms, and we’ll have space to play games 
in the yard and maybe even get a dog!” What kids don’t love 
the puppy promise? Transition was hard, but saying good- bye 
paved the way for a brighter future being closer as a family and 
attending bigger schools with access to more opportunities. We 
settled in to the new digs and found a great rhythm. Our setting 
changed, but our family remained healthy— or so I thought.

Family meetings were a regular occurrence in our upbringing, 
but rarely were they scheduled while on vacation. Something 
was wrong. As Dad called the four of us kids into the living 
area, we could see the physical and emotional distance between 
our parents. Mom sat across the room—a somber, serious tone 
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replacing her normally effervescent demeanor. The announce-
ment was quick, to the point, and very matter- of- fact.

“Your mom and I haven’t been happy for a while, and I’ve 
decided to move out of the house.”

Haven’t been happy? I thought, bewildered and confused. 
We just had an incredible day skiing together; everyone is happy. 
What do you even mean? Emotions exploded in different direc-
tions. Each family member responded to what they heard with 
their own coping mechanism. Some sought escape and left the 
condo to avoid the reality of what had just transpired.

I remember seeking refuge under a large down comforter, 
hoping that maybe disappearing and hiding would change the 
reality of what had just occurred. That comforter absorbed 
many salty tears that wouldn’t subside. This is not happen-
ing. This can’t be real. I closed my eyes, exhausted from the 
emotional weight. I woke up to a new reality. My family would 
never be the same.

This ski weekend marked the beginning of a long season of 
counseling efforts to restore what had broken. Just a few years 
later, as a sophomore in high school, I became a child of divorce. 
Divorce was now the defining characteristic of our family.

Wasn’t this supposed to happen to other families— to dys-
functional families, to lost families, to families who fought 
and yelled, families with serious issues? Doubt permeated my 
spirit. This cannot be real. There is still time to change things. 
Something will renew my hope in this time of  great discourage-
ment. However, no amount of effort, faith, or energy would 
change my forever family. Our family was now a statistic on the 
losing side of marriage. My parents were divorced, and there 
was nothing I could do to change it.

According to the data, my new reality was supposed to be 
normal. I, like many teenagers, was privy to statistics supporting 
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divorce as a common family structure. Adults approached us 
with motivating sound bites:

“Don’t worry, kids are resilient.”
“I know this is hard right now, but everyone will be happier 

and better off in the end.”
“It will take a little getting used to, but this is good for your 

family.”
These statements did not bring peace, and many of them felt 

contrary to what I was experiencing. In my circle of friends, no 
one had parents going through a divorce. Many of these parents 
were happily married, with no indication that anything could 
ever change that truth. None of my friends shuffled between 
houses and lost track of which contained their favorite pair of 
shoes. No one shared stories of packing a weekly suitcase for 
transport according to the 50/50 custody agreement.

And while many of the families in my circle were still part of 
intact marriages, most of them did not share my faith. I remem-
ber looking for signs to explain why our seemingly healthy fam-
ily was suddenly falling apart after eighteen years of marriage, 
especially when the God I was seeking to understand was not 
 appearing to be big enough to reconcile my parents’ differences.

Grief, Fast- Forwarded

The sudden shift that children experience in the face of di-
vorce feels jolting and confusing. Their loss is significant and 
their grief is heavy, yet the mindset and messages following 
the event are sometimes misguided or misleading. Divorce is 
lauded by some people as a courageous choice to find what 
makes someone happier. Others try to make it sound normal 
in conversation, as a healthy and justified option if a marriage 
is not panning out as it should.
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Children are given a lot of credit in their role after a divorce. 
They are quickly labeled as resilient and malleable, adaptable 
and strong. They do possess the ability to overcome obstacles, 
yet the prevalence of well- intentioned, optimistic sound bites 
can minimize the depth of grief and loss children experience 
post- divorce. This creates pressure to move on without the 
necessary social supports required to fully address the pain. 
Often in the faith community, rushing the grief timeline seems 
to be supported with spiritual taglines: God has a plan. God 
wouldn’t give you more than you can handle. God’s infallible 
character always weaves a redemptive storyline for those who 
trust in Him, yet redemption is impossible without fully under-
standing and facing the pain of the cross.

This book is intended to help parents and stepparents see 
through a child’s eyes some of the pain- points felt after  divorce 
and to give voice to a child’s process when assimilating to 
blended family dynamics. One of the most important things 
to recognize when entering the life of a child post- divorce is that 
each child, regardless of his or her family’s circumstances, ex-
periences one or more of the five stages of grief explored below. 
How children grieve is not universal, but what they grieve is.

Divorce is a painful reality for all involved. If you are any-
thing like me, it sometimes feels easier to avoid the pain, yet 
doing so simply delays the healing process. I remember so des-
perately wanting to just get over it— to stop allowing our fam-
ily’s story to hurt. Somewhere along the way, my goal changed 
from getting over the divorce to getting through it. To do so, I 
had to embrace the grief.

It is important for parents, stepparents, and others in socially 
supportive roles to not only acknowledge the reality of grief 
post- divorce, but to also allow the emotional freedom for chil-
dren to fully experience it. Minimizing grief after divorce can 
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stifle their healing and emotional development, and rushing 
grief can unintentionally extend its timeline. As you encounter 
children who are experiencing, or have experienced, divorce as 
part of their story, remember the following stages of grief and 
how they may be contributing to the relationship dynamics 
between you.

Stage 1: Denial

The first stage of grief is denial, which is refusing to believe the 
reality of your situation. Many children cling to a subconscious 
hope that the divorce will not last forever and that someday 
their parents might realize they still love one another and rec-
oncile. Kids visualize a happy ending and fill their minds with 
hopeful thoughts: This isn’t going to be the end of  our family’s 
story. Someday my parents will realize that this is not the right 
decision, or someone will talk some sense into them, and they’ll 
eventually make up. Hope is always a permissible mindset for 
children, and sometimes serves as one of their healthiest  coping 
strategies. However, what they hope for rarely aligns with their 
future reality.

The movie The Parent Trap plays on this emotional narra-
tive. In the film, a couple decides to divorce after having identi-
cal twin daughters. They each take a daughter; one lives with 
their mother in London, the other with their father in Califor-
nia. During a chance encounter at a summer camp that both 
twins just happen to attend, the girls simultaneously recognize 
their identical characteristics and discover they are sisters. Each 
pulls from her suitcase half  of  a photo that has been torn 
down the middle and realizes that they are twins. The rest of 
the summer, the girls plot and then switch roles, leaving camp 
with the opposite parent. They arrange a master plan to get 
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their mom and dad in the same place and re- create their first 
date. The parents fall in love again and reunite as one happy 
family. Although this makes for a heartwarming movie ending, 
the storyline is misleading. Its message communicates that 
couples can easily be put in settings where they will remem-
ber their initial love story and be reminded of why they still 
belong together, but it creates an illusion of hope that rarely 
plays out in real life.

Nancy Kalish is a research professor at California State Uni-
versity and sought to determine the frequency of reconciled 
marriages post- divorce. A Chicago Tribune article, “Same Mar-
riage, Round 2,” tells us: “In her study of 1,001 reunited couples 
from around the world, only about 6 percent said they married, 
divorced and remarried the same person.”1

The article continues to share supporting data from divorce 
cases managed by Philadelphia attorney David Steerman, 
who “recalls ‘four or five’ such reunions in the last 12 years of 
his high- volume practice. ‘The more common result is once 
 divorced, they stay divorced, but there are those exceptional 
couples who figure out how to make it back to one another,’ 
he says.”2

A couple’s decision to divorce is rarely a haphazard or flip-
pant choice. Both people often care deeply about their family 
and even still care about one another but, after exhausting 
efforts to save the marriage, conclude that divorce is their only 
option. Pain is a part of every marital dissolution no matter 
how amicable the split. Therefore, it is rare to see couples 
change their minds once a divorce is finalized. Reconciliation 
does happen, but it is not the norm. Even if  children under-
stand the finality of the decision, most experience a period 
of denial that leads to thoughts of a Parent Trap–like happy 
ending.
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Stage 2: Anger

Children commonly experience anger as part of their grieving 
process. In the case of divorce, kids absorb a lifetime of this 
decision’s consequences through no fault of their own. It feels 
unfair. Anger is a natural human response to an unjust situa-
tion. A child might think, Why does my life have to be turned 
upside down because you two don’t get along anymore? Or, 
Who gives you the right to dictate what happens to our family 
without even considering how it affects us? Their anger feels 
justified. When parents split, each adult has the chance to close 
the door on the old and work toward their new. Any type of 
custody arrangement prevents the children from having this 
same right. For the rest of their lives, the children will split 
their lives, time, residences, and routines. If  sole custody is 
granted to one parent, children may feel robbed of their right 
to relationship with the other.

Anger manifests in a variety of ways. A typically compliant 
child might rebel against house rules, or a normally easygoing 
child might begin throwing epic tantrums. These meltdown 
moments give children a sense of power as they process the 
anger they are feeling in a very powerless situation.

Stage 3: Bargaining

Next comes bargaining. For me, the evidence of this grief stage 
is written on the pages of my old journals: “Please God, help 
my parents fix this. You are big enough to change this story. 
The Bible says all things are possible with you, and you are in 
charge of my family. Please, please, help!”

Bargaining may be directed toward God, but it also hap-
pens between parent and child. Children may plead with one 
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or both parents to change their minds. They may melt down 
during a custody rotation, holding one parent’s leg as if they 
are not ready to part for a first day of preschool, or exit when 
a baby- sitter arrives. These behaviors are indicative of bargain-
ing and are often a child’s way of negotiating a situation that 
is fully out of their control. During this grief stage, children 
wrestle for a say in the outcome. Eventually, they recognize 
that nothing they do can or will change their parents’ decision 
to divorce. As new routines and patterns form, new homes 
are set up, new schools are attended, and a new life begins to 
take shape, the energy required to continue to plead for change 
fizzles, and bargaining efforts fade. Sometimes, what follows 
their exhausted efforts is depression.

Stage 4: Depression

Depression does not discriminate and can affect both young 
children and adolescents. Its symptoms play out in a variety 
of ways and are not always easy to recognize. The American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry reports:

The behavior of depressed children and teenagers may differ 
from the behavior of depressed adults. Child and adolescent 
psychiatrists advise parents to be aware of signs of depression 
in their youngsters. Consider seeking help if you observe:

• Frequent sadness, tearfulness, crying
• Decreased interest in or enjoyment of favorite activities
• Hopelessness
• Persistent boredom; low energy
• Social isolation such as withdrawing from friends and 

family
• Low self-esteem and guilt
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• Extreme sensitivity to rejection or failure
• Increased irritability, anger, or hostility
• Difficulty with relationships
• Frequent complaints of physical illnesses such as head-

aches and stomachaches
• Frequent absences from school or poor performance 

in school
• Poor concentration
• A major change in eating and/or sleeping patterns
• Talk of or efforts to run away from home
• Thoughts or expressions of suicide or self- destructive 

behavior3

Sometimes, children of divorce kick into extreme perfor-
mance mode, attempting to mask their feelings to prove that 
they are okay. This pattern can lead to what is called extreme 
performance anxiety. Children suffering from extreme per-
formance anxiety may appear to be doing even better after a 
 divorce than they were beforehand. Emotionally, however, many 
who mask their grief in this way will eventually wear out and 
be vulnerable to an emotional crash.

This is how I dealt with divorce. I masked my sadness with 
busyness and performance. Determined not to let anyone see 
me as a statistic and not to succumb to the data- driven risk 
factors following divorce, I shifted into “prove them wrong” 
mode. I was not going to be one of the kids who turned to 
substances to cope; I wanted to demonstrate my strength by 
proving myself worthy of the moral high ground. Many stud-
ies affirm that after a divorce, grades drop because students 
have difficulty focusing in class. Coaches report their athletes 
are distracted and do not give 100 percent on the field. As a 
fiercely competitive person, and someone who was hungry to 
prove that nothing could affect me, I overcompensated with a 
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performance- based mentality and was determined not to let 
anyone see divorce having any negative impact on my life. I 
played harder, practiced longer, and pushed through athletic 
pursuits. Academically, I kicked my already high- achieving 
drive into overtime and graduated with straight A’s in every 
class. I poured myself into friendships and spent time around 
their dinner tables rather than be stuck in the fragmented stories 
around my own. I was exhausted; I was in pain, but I was not 
going to let anyone know it.

Stage 5: Acceptance

Acceptance commonly is the final stage of the grieving cycle. 
Getting to this stage does not mean that children fully embrace 
divorce as right or okay, but they do come to terms with it being 
a reality in their family’s story. Children in this stage of grief 
may begin to soften toward their parents and even express em-
pathy or understanding for why divorce happened. They begin 
to look at their circumstance from a more positive perspective 
and may finally begin to pursue their own resources for help. 
Although there is no exact science determining a timeline for 
arriving at the acceptance stage, this season rarely happens 
quickly. For some, accepting the divorce narrative may not 
happen until a child leaves the home. For others, it happens 
as children grow into adolescence. Some may never be able to 
fully accept the reality of their family situation, while others 
might not only accept divorce, but will also be grateful that it 
happened.

There is no formula to normalize the grief process or timeline 
for every child of divorce. Some may move through the stages 
quickly; for others it may take literally a lifetime. Regardless 
of the timing, the effect of divorce is universal. According to 
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KidsHealth.org, “Every divorce will affect the kids involved— 
and many times the initial reaction is one of shock, sadness, 
frustration, anger, or worry. But kids also can come out of it 
better able to cope with stress, and many become more flexible, 
tolerant young adults.”4

The next time you encounter behavior from a child or step-
child that appears selfish, disrespectful, unkind, hurtful, or flat- 
out mean, consider their circumstances, and try to approach 
them with this new perspective. Many of the hurtful attitudes 
and behaviors exhibited in these relationships are not character 
flaws or personality faults, but rather they are a direct mani-
festation of a child’s grieving heart.

CHAPTer 1  

TAKEAWAY SUMMARY

 1. Look into the pre- divorce narrative of each side of your family 

before your blending- family process began. Consider the healthy 

functions that existed as a way to better understand the shock or 

sadness children are processing. Acknowledge that not all ele-

ments in a pre- divorce story are negative. This might help culti-

vate empathy when children struggle in accepting their blended 

family as “better” than their previous one.

 2. review the five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depres-

sion, and acceptance. Assessing each child’s process with its 

own unique experience, order, and timeline might help cultivate a 

better understanding of the difficult behavior patterns commonly 

exhibited in children after their parents divorce.
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