5 Things Kids Need to Hear
After Their Parents’ Divorce

My wife and I separated three years ago. Honestly, it could
have happened sooner, but for several years I was paralyzed by
fear. I wanted to avoid hurting my three boys the way my dad’s
leaving had hurt me, and I was really afraid that I might lose
touch with my children.

It's been a hard transition for all of us. At the same time,
some really great things have happened. One is that my love
for my kids is as strong as ever—and they know it. And their
love for me has grown. Our relationships are strong.

I've learned some things about being a great divorced dad,
especially about communication. Here are my five best pieces
of advice for fellow divorced dads about talking with your
kids after the divorce-things your kids need to hear from you:

1. “Nothing is off limits.” Let your kids know it’s OK to talk
about the divorce, and open doors for this to happen. I know
many of us men aren’t great at talking about our feelings, or
those of our children. But this is crucial to helping them
(and ourselves) through the most difficult parts of the
inevitable life-altering changes that divorce brings.

I’ve made this commitment to myself and I communicate it to my
boys: No conversation or question is out of bounds. I may not
be able to fully answer every question, but I'lLl do my best to
address it while still trying to honor and respect their
mother.

2. “It’s been a while since we talked about this.” I’'m very
intentional about bringing up this topic at regular
intervals—every month or so for the first six months, and then
less often as time goes on and everyone begins to adjust to
the new normal. But even now, three years later, I still
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occasionally bring it up and ask. I want to stay current with
how my three teenage sons are doing.

For example, the other night during dinner, I simply said,
“Hey guys, it’s been a while since we talked about Mom and
Dad’s divorce, and with all the changes over the past few
years, I just want to check in and see how you’'re feeling
about it. It’s always OK to talk with me about anything you
may be thinking, feeling or going through.” I then gave each
of them time to express themselves, ask questions and simply
talk freely. We discussed it for a bit, and they seemed
satisfied.

Then I assured them of how much I love them, miss them and
want to be a good dad for them. It was a little bit awkward,
but mostly it felt right. And my boys all thanked me and said,
“We do want to talk about it, but we never know how to start.”
Your kids may feel the same way; they may just need you to
give them the opportunity and freedom to talk. So don’t ignore
the divorce as 1if it never happened; open that door
occasionally, even if it’s hard for you. It’s important to
talk about it. If your kids are young, they may not talk much,
but you can still share with them how much you love them and
how committed you are to them.

3. “It hurts me too.” It’s important for your kids to know
that you don’t take all the changes and challenges lightly and
that you miss them as much as they miss you. Share your heart
about this and tell them often. Initiate it.

4. “It’s not your fault.” Children often feel responsible for
their parents’ divorce, especially if they’re young. They
might blame themselves, thinking that if they behaved better
in some way, they could bring their family back together. It's
their way of making sense of a difficult and complex
situation.

That’s why your kids need to hear again and again that the



divorce had nothing to do with them; this was a problem
between Mom and Dad, and it was not their fault in any way.
Keep repeating that to them, even when you know they’re sick
of hearing it. Ask them to repeat it back to you to make sure
they get it.

5. “Everything is going to be OK.” Remind your kids regularly
that, though there are many changes going on, change is not
always a bad thing. In fact, many good things grow out of the
soil of change. Assure them often: “Mom and Dad both love you
very much, we always will, and things will turn out just
fine.”

Using these five statements and having these kinds of
conversations with your kids can help you build fantastic
relationships and give them the perspective and the
affirmation they need during a tough situation.

You can still be a great dad after a divorce. Don’t ever give
up! There is always hope because you will always be your
children’s dad, no matter what. And they will never stop
loving you. It’s never too late to turn this around, even if
you haven’t done these things up until now. There’s no time
like the present to begin. {eoa}

Keith Zafren lives in Kentucky and is founder of The Great
Dads Project and author of the award-winning book, How to Be a
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