SUPPORTING YOUR TEENS
THROUGH YOUR DIVORCE

Family separation is one of the biggest and potentially most disruptive transitions
that a child can face — and it has particular challenges for adolescents.

Exploring Teans interviewed Profassor Jannifer Mcintosh to discover more.

here is a myth that it is better to separate

or divorce when your childran ara leens
than whan they arg young. On the up sida,
teens have the cognitive powers to question,
reflect and rationalisa, and the ability to
understand that parents have a spousal
ralationship, which can assist with positive
readjustment. They have natworks and peer
support relationships, and 40 per cant of
therm will have friends whose parents arg
saparated or will separate. Many paranis
wait until their children complete Y12 before
separating; howeaver, family separation can
significantty disrupt older adolescents’ lves,
We now know thal belween age 18 and 23
is & VERY vulnerable stage of a person's
davelopmanl.

Despite this, we cannol expect leens o
live with overt conflict betweean thair parants,
a toxic relationship or amotional or physical
violence. Teens in these situations can
benefit from a low conflict separation that is
well handled and does whal it is supposed
to do, which is make things better.

The way parents separate is key to an
adolescent's ability to adjust. High-conflict
separation has & profound impact on the
emotional development of all children,
Teenagers are necessarily preoccupied
with their entry into the adult world, and they
nead parents o function as launch pad
Unfortunately, separating parents ars usually
amolionally preaccupiad for soma time -
adulls usually need al leasl a year lo gallo a
point of equilibrium.

Many leans in high-conflict separations will
bie far more likaly o leave school aarly than
those whose parents who don't separate
during adolgscence, or whose parents
manage separation well. They are also
mora likely o have teen pregnanciag, failed
relationships, or adopt risk-taking behaviour.

In any separation, the golden rule is to
resclve your emotions, and not make this
your childs business. Keep the conflict low,
keesp it manageable and get support early
if you naed it It s normal for parants o fzel
bad and angry; it iz nol normal for childran Lo
feel frightened, perplexed or overwhelmed.
Remember that how you feel about your
ex-pariner is very different to what your

child feels about their mether or father, The
parentl-child relationship is unigue and tha
good in it needs to be fostered,

How do you promole a seamless
transition for the child moving
between two families?

First make sura tha arangarmeant suils the
child. While it may have suited everyone at a
youngear age, many teens opt out of a 50/50
arrangement. According to The Australian
Institute of Family Studies, 14 years seems
ta be the age when teens vote with their
faal. Fortunately, good separation oulcomes
are not determined by the amount of tima
parents spend with their child, but what they
do with it and how it is managed. The most
common complaint teenagers have in living
betweaen two homes is parents who adopt
the ‘It's my lime with you' approach - and
hlocks or makeas difficull contact with the
off-duty parent, even when the child really
neads or wants to connect with that parent.

Wherever possible, show teens that you
are able to be in the same place as their
other parent when it matters, e.g. prize
giving, graduation ate. Teens need thair
parents to be able to share delight and joy
at significant avents. Be 'bigger, stronger,
wizer and kind'. If you hawve problems with
that, get help.

Behaviour is & form of communication,
and inavilable adolescent rabellion is a myth
rathar than & gven. T your lasen s displaying
negative moods, anger or lathargy that lasts
more than three weeks, or an extreme bouts
of any troubling behaviour - look into it

Major value based differences in parent
expaclalions and discipling in tha lwo
hames craale 1—'.|g|||1|t.:a||t dissonancs in
tha child. Invelving the teen in decision
making is important. Mever assume you
have the answers. If you are ngid in dealing
with your teens, you cannot expect &
smoaoth fransition. Co-operative rather than
compelilive co-paranting is the way lo go
and if it gets hard, go for halg.

Be on your guard
[an't let the separation be warse than
tha marriage! Yau know yau are making

progress if separating leads to a better
situation for everyona, The child's very
natural fealings of sadness and grief can be
supported, and they naed to know that they
hawve not lost anyone.

Adolescence is not ‘done’ at 18. Young
people are more vulnerable when they are
in the process af transitioning o univarsily
or appranticeshipsiwork — evan il they live
away from home. 18-25 is the peak stage of
emerging mental health problems and the
last stage of mental health development,
s0 an unsupported and conflicted family
environment can take its toll, Don't make
assumplions thal saparalion will ba easiar
for teens — they need you in a different
way. Pradictability and availability remain
essential.

Finally, avoid creating additional prassure
by being over-dependent on your child as
they becomea a young adull.
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