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FAMILY
C O N S U M E R S E R I E S

Quick Facts...

The single-parent family is one
of the fastest growing family
forms in America.

The three stages of change are:
the ending, the neutral zone and
the new beginning.

When the end of a marriage
comes, single parents may feel
overwhelmed with grief and the
responsibility of helping their
children work through their
feelings.

The neutral zone is the stage
where the realities of the new
lifestyle become real.

The new beginning stage is a
time of achievement, strength,
self-worth, and goal
achievement.
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If you recently became a single parent, you join one the fastest growing
family forms in America. More than half of all children will spend some of their
lives in a single-parent family. Currently, 17 million children live in single-parent
homes and 90 percent of these families are headed by women.

Transitions
When a person becomes a single parent, both the parent and the child

experience major adjustments. Parents who understand the stages of the change
process are better able to help themselves and their children accept and adjust to
the new lifestyle.

There are three stages people go through when they experience change.
William Bridges, author, Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes, calls
these: (1) the ending--characterized by confusion, grief and distress, (2) the
neutral zone--the family adapts to the reality of a missing parent, and (3) the new
beginning--the acceptance of new roles and lifestyle.

Phase I: The Ending
Endings tell us that our life is no longer as it was. Former ways of living

and meeting needs are no longer available. When the ending comes, single
parents may feel overwhelmed, not only with their own grief and confusion, but
with the responsibility they have for helping their children work through their
feelings.

Adults

Issues
• Dealing with the grief process: denial, bargaining, blame, anger, and

depression.
• Gradual movement from resignation to acceptance.
Suggestions
• Take time to work through the grief process that accompanies the ending.
• Learn to trust others.
• Find ways to talk about your concerns and feelings with a support group or

friend.
• Seek the help of a qualified therapist.
• Be honest with yourself and the therapist. Explore problems in the

relationship as well as how you and your spouse contributed to the break-up.
• Treat yourself to experiences and things you enjoy: a small gift, an afternoon

in a museum, a walk in nature.
• Take care of your health through adequate diet, regular exercise and sufficient

sleep.



• If you never married, realize you are not the only unmarried parent who
raises children alone. Learn from others who succeed. (Atlas, 1981)

Children

Issues
• Preschool children have little understanding of the causes but frequently

believe they caused the situation. They fear abandonment by their parents
and fantasize about reconciliation.

• Young school-age children also experience feelings of abandonment, grief
and deprivation. They frequently have fears about the future and fantasize
about the reunion of their parents (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980).

• Children 7-13 may have a more difficult adjustment. They frequently
experience intense anger, fear and loneliness. (Landau 1988).

• Adolescents can demonstrate anger, fear, loneliness, depression, guilt, and
may have issues with loyalty to one or the other parent. They understand the
causes better, can cope with stress, and find support from people outside their
families (Wallerstein, Corbin, and Lesiw 1988).

Suggestions
• Be honest with your children about your decision to divorce.
• Parents should reassure children that they are loved and the divorce was not

their fault.
• Maintain family rules and routines.
• Maintain a positive or a neutral attitude toward your ex-spouse.
• Don’t use children as pawns or bargaining chips (Jensen 1992).
• Give each child at least 15 minutes of concentrated time during the day.
• Talk with your child about your feelings of loss. Don’t over-burden your

children with your worries. Avoid taking your anger out on your children.
Listen to the feelings your children might have and help them express their
feelings.

• Be honest with your children if you have never married. It’s better if they
hear the reasons you never married from you rather than someone else.

• Watch for warning signs that indicate the child may be in need of special
attention. Warning signs may include such things as: trouble at school, anti-
social behavior or an increase in medical complaints.

• Bring other people into your life. Children benefit from having other people
to talk to. Therapy and/or support groups for children are sometimes offered
in conjunction with an adult support group.

Phase II: The Neutral Zone
The time between endings and new beginnings is a difficult but

extremely valuable period. It is a time when the realities of the new lifestyle
become real. It is a time to learn new skills, meet new friends, and try out new
attitudes and behaviors. It is an opportunity to redefine your identity, develop
independence, and rebuild self-confidence. This is a time to take responsibility,
try new options and take risks.

The American society tends to encourage people to move through this
time as rapidly as possible. However, if parents move too quickly through this
stage, they may not learn all that needs to be learned.

Adult

Issues
• Personal healing. Balance between isolation and over involvement with

others is important. The neutral zone offers an opportunity to clarify your
own needs and goals and find ways of meeting and achieving them.

Be honest with your children about your
decision to divorce.

Parents should reassure children that
they are loved and the divorce was not
their fault.

Maintain family rules and routines.

Maintain a positive or a neutral attitude
toward your ex-spouse.

The time between endings and new
beginnings is a difficult but extremely
valuable period. It is a time when the
realities of the new lifestyle become
real. It is a time to learn new skills, meet
new friends, and try out new attitudes
and behaviors. It is an opportunity to
redefine your identity, develop
independence, and rebuild self-
confidence.



• Finances. There may be a drop in income, especially for women. It may be
necessary to ask for help and develop new skills in financial planning and
money management.

• Employment. This is a time to reevaluate your job or career plans, to ask if
you are doing what you want to be doing. If not, does this mean going back
to school? How does this affect your parenting commitments?

• Social. This is a time to redefine your relationships with your friends,
extended family and former spouse or partner. It is an opportunity to create
new ways to spend your holidays, get support and bring healthy relationships
into your life.

• Parenting. Parenting attitudes and skills need to be readjusted. It takes time
to learn how to share responsibilities with an absent parent, realize it is not
possible to be both a father and mother, and cope with emotions like guilt,
resentment, loneliness, emotional and physical fatigue, freedom and
contentment.

Suggestions
• Create a balance between work and play.
• Avoid trying to be two people--father and mother.
• Develop a life for yourself, as well as one with your children.
• Be real and be yourself rather than trying to be the perfect parent.
• Be open to change and growth.
• Take time to get to know and appreciate yourself.
• Recognize and build on your unique strengths.
• Set goals, try new things, celebrate your successes.

Child

Issues
• Children of divorce report that although the separation of their parents and

loss of contact with the non-custodial parent is painful, these changes are
better than living in a highly conflictual home environment.

• Children may have to adjust to major changes in their standard of living and
if there is a move involved, loss of social support of friends, school, and
availability of busy parent.

• During this period, the new way of living and being is established. Youth in
single-parent families are more likely to be at risk, though this is not
inevitable. The family structure is not destiny. The challenge during the
neutral zone is to discover what it will take to make children thrive. Research
indicates youth who thrive during a divorce are twice as likely to have assets
of: supportive family systems with high parental expectations; supportive
quality schools; friends who are a positive influence; involvements in
extracurricular activities and organizations; and involvement in religious
institutions. This outside network of support is key to success as a single-
parent family.

Suggestions
• Growing up in a single-parent family increases risks but doesn’t seal destiny.
• Keep conflict between parents to a minimum. Children adjust better to the

divorce and a single-parent family if conflict between parents is low before
and after divorce. Children who cope best with the divorce are those who are
able to maintain a warm, close relationship with both parents. (Kline,
Tschann, Johnston, and Wallerstein 1989; Jensen, 1992).

• Use fair and firm discipline. Make reasonable demands and nurture the child.
This offers the child a better opportunity for coping more effectively with the
divorce. It allows the child to be a child without pressures of having to grow
up before they are ready to (Guidubaldi, Perry, and Nastasi, 1987).
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Resources

Family Service Association of America,
44 East 23rd St., New York, NY 10010.

Parents without Partners, Inc., 7910
Woodmont Avenue, Suite 1000,
Washington, DC 20014.

Single Dad’s Lifestyle, P.O. Box 4842,
Scottsdale, AZ 85258.

Big Brother/Big Sister, 117 S. 17th St.,
Suite 1200, Philadelphia, PA 19103.

International Youth Council, c/o Parents
without Partners, 7910 Woodmont,
Avenue, Suite 1000, Washington, DC
20014.

Family Service America, Inc., 11700
West Lake Park Drive, Milwaulkee, WI
53224, (414) 359-1040, FAX (414) 359-
1074
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• Consider joint custody. Research indicates that parents who have joint
custody have more time to play and talk with their children than parents with
sole custody (Maccoby, Depner and Mnookin 1988). Many children in this
relationship feel especially loved and wanted by both parents (Leupnitz
1986).

• Get involved with support systems. These provide much needed emotional
and practical help (Hetherington et al. 1982).

Phase III: The New Beginning
The new beginning is a time of achievement, strength, self-worth, and

goal achievement. This is a constructive and more natural, normal time. It is a
time of knowing: you can take care of yourself and meet your needs,
independence, liberation, joy of handling your own money, learning to cope as a
single parent, and freedom to manage your time as you see fit (Krueger, 1993).

“True, two-parent families have the edge. Being a single parent is tough
work, and it is not optimal for children. But with special effort--and with the
support of individuals, communities and institutions around them--single-parent
families can be supportive, healthy families in which young people will thrive.”
Dr. Peter L. Benson and Eugene C. Roehlkepartain.
Suggestions
• List your problems in order of priority and deal with them one at a time.
• Take care of yourself (physically, socially, emotionally, and mentally). The

more you do, the better able you are to be there for your children.
• Expand your circle of friends. See that your children have regular social

times too.
• Take an interest in your children (school activities, interests and friends) and

explain the meaning and the many ways people can be a family.
• Start your work, mental and personal growth.
• Resist the excuses that you have disadvantaged children or a “broken”

family. Do what you have to do with dignity.
• ”Love yourself so much that you endeavor to replace any anger, loneliness,

1L. Tharp, Ed.D., Colorado State University
Cooperative Extension human development
and family studies specialist, human
development and family studies; M. Hamilton,
M.A., C.H.E., consumer and family education
agent, Boulder County (retired).

References, continued.

Landau, C. 1988. The impact of divorce:
Each child’s experience is unique. The
Brown University Child Behavior and
Development Letter, 4 (11) November.

Leupnitz, D. A. 1986. A comparison of
maternal, paternal and joint custody:
Understanding the varieties of post-
divorce family life. Journal of Divorce 9:
1-12.

Wallerstein, J.S. and J.B. Kelly. 1980.
Surviving the Breakup. New York: Basic
Books.

Werner, E.E. 1987. Vulnerability and
resiliency in children at risk for
delinquency: A longitudinal study from
birth to young adulthood. In Prevention
of Delinquent Behavior, ed. J.D.
Burchard and S.M. Burchard, Beverly
Hills, CA: Sage.


