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When parents separate from their child’s other 
parent, they often turn to friends or family members 
to vent about their pain. They rarely call the most 
judgmental person they know. Instead, they call a 
supportive friend or talk to their pastor, counselor, 
hairdresser or bartender – someone they know will 
agree with their position, or at the very least, won’ t 
judge them for how they feel. This is exactly what 
children need when they are expressing strong 
feelings. When kids go to a parent to express frustration or disappointment about something a 
parent has done, they simply want the other parent to tell them that what they are feeling is 
normal and that they are not crazy for thinking and feeling like they do. They need a non-
anxious parent who will say, “ I’m sorry you are feeling like this. I would feel that way, too, if 
I were you” and then just listen. Instead, parents often feel angry or frustrated when their kids 
share their pain about the other parent and lash out, get defensive, or worse yet, pick up the 
phone and call the other parent to share a piece of their mind. Nothing will shut a child down 
faster than a parent who over-reacts to his or her emotions. Instead, kids need at least one 
parent in life who will be the rock when a child’s emotions are unstable.  
 
     When it comes to parenting, selfishness needs to take a back seat to a child’s well-being. 
When a parent is with a child, actions, behaviors, and emotions should be about what a child 
needs. Adult issues and emotions should be handled with adult confidantes outside of the 
child’s experience. By doing this, parents can choose to defy the statistics...or not. ����  

�������

����������	
��
�
���������������������

�	�
������������	




��
���������������

���������	
����������
�
����
����	��������������
�
�����������
��
����������
�
���
�
�����
��
�����
�
����
�����
���������������
�� ��

�
����������!������"�
����#�
�����#�
��

�

 
you are worried that the 
other parent is an 
abusive or unfit parent, 
then it is clear your 
children need for you to 
fight for their health and 
welfare. This, however, 
is much different than 
engaging in a never-
ending conflict about 
getting eight days of 
visitation during winter 
break instead of seven. 
When the conflict has 
little significance to the 
true health and welfare 
of your children, it is 
better to give up the 
fight than expose your 
children to a continuing 
fruitless battle that they 
will interpret as their 
fault. 
 

     The bottom line is 
that kids perceive their 
parents would not be 
fighting at all if it weren’t 
for them. Some kids 
actually say that they 
wish they could 
disappear so that their 
parents would no longer 
have anything to fight 
about. When co-parents 
understand the 
significance of their 
conflicts, they are better 
equipped to decide 
when to fight and when 
to just walk away. 

ost battles between 
co-parents consist of 
issues that have little 

significance in the life of 
a child, but emotional 
significance connected to 
one or both parents’ 
pride or egos.  
 

     The first rule of 
choosing your battles 
with an ex-spouse is to 
ask, “Who is this 
conflict really about — 
the parents or the 
children?” For instance, 
fighting over who will get 
to plan the birthday party 
this year probably is 
more important to a 
parent than it is to a 
child. Most kids are 
happy to have sleepover 
birthday parties at each 
parent’s house on the 
weekends that surround 
their birthday. When 
mom and dad begin to 
fight about who “gets” to 
have the bigger party, it 
only serves to make the 
child feel he is the reason 
for the fight.  
 

     A second question to 
ask might be, “How 
does this affect my 
child in the long-run?” 
Co-parents can spend 
hours fighting about 
whether or not Jennifer 

Choose Your Battles 
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should take piano or 
karate lessons or how 
much it will cost to do 
both. The long-term 
affect has nothing to do 
with whether or not 
Jennifer plays piano or 

learns karate. The long-
term consequence is that 
Jennifer will be well-
aware that she is in the 
middle of a battle she is 
helpless to control. Her 
self-esteem will suffer 
more from feeling stuck 
in the middle of her 
parents’ conflict than it 
will because she didn’t 
learn karate or piano. 
 

     Finally, co-parents do 
well to ask, “Will my 
children be okay if I 
don’t get my way?” If 
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 here are a number 
of research studies 
that point to 

unhealthy behaviors in 
children who grow up 

without the benefit of both their 
biological parents living with them.  
 
     So, how is it that many single parents 
are able to raise well-adjusted, successful 
and responsible children in spite of the 
grim statistical data? It' s a matter of a 
parent choosing to be a 
strong influence in his or 
her child' s life. I believe 
the negative statistics 
reflect the fact that parents 
from divorced or 
unmarried situations are 
more vulnerable to 
making a few avoidable 
mistakes that are 
detrimental to a child' s 
well-being. 
 

� 
 � � � 
 	 � 
 
 � 

Children, whether from a divorced home 
or not, need to grow up feeling as if they 
are worthy of someone' s love in the 
world. As they enter adulthood, they will 
make better choices if they have a 
healthy sense of self-worth. The way 
they gauge this is how they are treated by 
the people who love them. They also 
believe they are made up of one-half 
mom and one-half dad. So, if mom or 
dad consistently tear down the other 
parent in front of the child (as many 
unmarried or divorced parents are prone 
to do), the child is left to think that he is 
half bad. If both parents do this, the child 
feels as if he is not good at all. If parents 
eliminated this one mistake, it is my 
opinion that the statistics would change 
dramatically, as millions of children 
would feel affirmed instead of degraded.  
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Parents lose their integrity with their 
children in a number of ways, such as 
being consistently dishonest or failing to 
follow through with consequences or 
promises. But the way I see divorced or 
single parents lose their integrity most 
with their children is when they begin to 
think that it is their child' s job to take 
care of the parent' s feelings. This is 
backwards. Parents exist to take care of 
their kids, not the other way around. If 

we expect our kids to be 
in charge of making us 
feel better, we are setting 
them up for constant 
failure. Instead,  divorced 
parents often put a guilt 
trip on their kids by 
complaining about being 
lonely when the kids are 
at the other parent' s house 
or when they don' t get all 
the visitation days they 
wanted over the holidays. 

Kids naturally want to please their 
parents in order to gain their love, but 
kids of divorce quickly realize that with 
every choice they make, they hurt one of 
their parents. Kids, then, begin to feel 
like the parents rather than the children, 
which is a huge problem. When kids act 
like adults because their parents are 
acting like kids, the security of knowing 
who is in charge goes away and children 
will tend to lose respect for their parents, 
which often leads to bad behavior. So, is 
it really the fact of divorce that creates 
these negative statistics for children, or 
does it have more to do with how parents 
fail their children by taking care of their 
own feelings and needs, rather than their 
kid' s? 
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Diane Shearer, M.A., CFLE 
Author of  Solo Parenting: Raising 
Strong & Happy Families (Fairview 
Press 1997, $12.95) and publisher of 
The Peaceful Co-Parent.  
 
     Diane' s single parenting articles 
appear monthly in several regional 
parenting magazines around the 
country.  She is also a family counselor 
in Atlanta, Georgia, where she offers 
individual and family therapy, as well 
as co-parenting counseling for divorce 
or separated parents who want to focus 
on parenting without conflict. For more 
information or to schedule an 
appointment, contact her at 770-985-
0837, ext. 126 or visit 
www.dianeshearer.com for more info. 
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