
How children 
In-depth interviews with 15 children highlight the

need for policy makers and divorcing parents to 

listen carefully to children in order to understand

children’s needs and the way children interpret

the situation and their own role in it.
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n developing policies for children, chil-
dren’s own voices should be heard.
Solberg (1994) emphasises the impor-
tance of attempting to see children as
they are. If adult ‘experts’ are to make

decisions for children, they need to take into
account the way children experience and react to
their circumstances, both past and present. This is
best done by talking to children, for children are the
‘experts’ when it comes to their own perceptions,
aspirations, worries, joys. 

Adults should also treat children as active partici-
pants in social exchanges. In both research and
policy making, there is a tendency to view children
as products of social processes and to ignore the
fact that children, like adults, often play an active
role in shaping such social processes. 

Over 60 years ago, Mead (1934) pointed out that
humans are agents in their own lives, with the
capacity for self-evaluation. According to this per-
spective, children develop the ability to reflect upon
their own behaviour, and their self-appraisal (or
self-esteem) evolves through their interaction with
others in their social world. This view of children
differs considerably from that implied by the con-
cept of ‘socialisation’, which holds that children’s
behaviour is an outcome of social processes, ignor-
ing the active role children play in shaping such
processes.

Like adults, children continually interpret events in
their personal world. All agents in a situation will
appraise the situation differently, and each per-
spective helps throw light on the entire situation or
social interaction. Charon (1998) noted that the

past provides the tools to define the present, while
Thomas and Thomas (1928) emphasised the fact
that if people define situations as real, then they are
real in their consequences. 

Thus, the way in which children (and adults) define
their situations will influence their reactions to
them; they will act according to the meaning that
the situation holds for them. Further, they will use
their experiences of the past to understand the pre-
sent. Reactions are thus difficult to predict in the
absence of information about the personal meaning
attributed to events. 

Interviewing the children
The Children’s Perspectives on Divorce study was
designed to address two questions: How do children
recollect their parents’ separation – that is, the time
when their father left home? How do children
adjust to their reorganised family and everyday 
life, with their father and mother living in separate
households? Answers to such questions should 
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help inform policies directed towards achieving the
best outcomes for children whose parents divorce.

The study represents an offshoot of large-scale
research into the consequences of divorce for chil-
dren’s upbringing – research that was undertaken in
Norway by a research institution (ALLFORSK ), in
conjunction with the University of Trondheim, the
College of Trondelag, and the College of Oslo. The
project was funded by the Norwegian Research
Council and the Government Department of
Children and Families. The large-scale research was
based on a sample of 818 parents who divorced in
either 1992 or 1995 and who had at least one child
under the age of 18 years at the time of the divorce. 

Fifteen children (ten girls and five boys) from ten 
of these families were interviewed. At the time of 
the interview, all except one child (a 16 year old)
were aged 4-13 years, and their parents had been
separated between three and five years. All were liv-
ing with their mother, only one of whom had
repartnered.

With such a small sample, no assumptions are
made about whether or not the views of the chil-
dren reported here apply to others who have
experienced parental divorce. However, the small-
scale nature of this study enabled the investigator
to spend a great deal of time with the children,
exploring the meaning of parental divorce in far
greater depth than is usually possible. The results
of this work may thus be helpful in the develop-
ment of research questions about the meaning of
parental divorce for children – questions that can
be examined in large-scale studies. 

Each child was interviewed in depth by the
author, and interviews were taped. Most of the
interviews were held in the child’s own room,
although some took place elsewhere (for example,
a sandpit, a backyard) at the request of the child.
The child was invited to play an active part
throughout the entire interview process and was
treated as an ‘equal’. It was made clear that there
were no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers, that the child
was the ‘expert’ regarding personal thoughts and
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parents’ divorce



report that their parents did not show any feelings
when they informed them of the impending separa-
tion. Others reported sadness and despair, and
indicated that their parents openly expressed their
own despair in different ways. 

“When Mum told me that Dad was going to
move out, I got terribly sad and cried a lot . . . 
I think Mum’s friend was there to comfort her, I
can’t quite remember. And I can’t remember if
anyone was comforting me.” (Anni: 9 years) 

“The only thing I remember is that I got very
upset when I found out that they were going to
divorce, because Dad was so angry that he hit
Mum so she began to bleed. I got very scared. I
remember that I ran to hide in my room with
my little brother. It was the first time I saw him
hit Mum, but I think it was because he was so
sad because he didn’t want to leave us.” (Vilde:
10 years) 

For some of the children the separation did not
seem to make much difference. One boy’s father
had worked in another town for several years, 
only coming home to be with the family on 
weekends. 

“I think my mother told me when we were in
the car on our way to the supermarket. I
thought I wouldn’t see Dad quite as much as
before, and that was a little bit stupid. But it
didn’t make me sad.” (Jørgen: 16 years)

The interviews generally suggested that at the time
of the separation the children wanted their parents
to continue to live together. Gradually, as new expe-
riences broadened their frame of reference, the
attitudes of the children tended to vary from one
another. 

Although it might be expected that events connected
with their parents’ separation would remain 
significant, children clearly indicated that their 
current circumstances were more important to
them than those in the past. As one nine-year-old
child explained: ‘A lot of good things have hap-
pened, so I don’t remember the separation so well.’
In line with Nissen’s (1988) observations, the chil-
dren appeared to have the ability to ‘put things
behind them’.

Maintaining contact with father

Several authors emphasise the need for children to
maintain contact with significant others. To Mead
(1934), and Smith et al. (1997), maintenance of con-
tact is important for children’s self-esteem and
self-identity. Resnick et al. (1996) argue that the
experience of being connected to, and loved by,
those important to us is one of our greatest needs.
Consistent with these arguments, many of the chil-
dren said that they were afraid of losing contact
with their father. 

feelings, and that the child’s right not to disclose
information would be respected. The child set the
balance between play and talk, and there was no
‘set recipe’ of questions. 

Following Levin’s (1993, 1994) approach, when rap-
port had been established, the children were asked
to list the members of their ‘family’ (however they
defined it) and then to draw their family – using
stick figures. The drawings were the starting point
for the questions. (Some of the children’s family
drawings accompany this article.) They were then
asked to recall their experiences when their father
left home and their current experiences. 

While much of the literature emphasises the need
for separating parents to sit down and talk to their
children about what is going to happen (Nissen
1988; Burns and Dunlop 1999), it should not be
assumed that such a discussion is understood 
by children. In fact, it is difficult for children to
recount conversations which they did not under-
stand at the time, and whose personal relevance
was thus unclear to them.

“I don’t think I understood what it meant . . . I
didn’t understand the word ‘separation’. What I
first thought of when Mum and Dad told me he
was moving out was that it was boring to lose
our cable TV. Afterwards, I got scared that I
would never see my Dad again. Then I was
thinking that children are not allowed to quar-
rel, but when parents do, they can just move
away from each other!” (Jonas: 13 years)1

“I was sitting on the sofa when Dad told me – he
was about to go out somewhere. I took it almost
as though it was nothing. It was sort of difficult
to understand. Dad tried to explain it to me. It
helped a little, but not a hundred per cent . . . I
thought they would never move away from me,
and Mum would never be able to move away
from us kids, so that if I moved with Dad, she
would also come and then we would live
together again. You know, I was thinking kind of
‘child’ smart. Gradually I understood more and
more about how serious this was.” (Harald: 12
years) 

It is thus important for parents to understand the
way in which children interpret the explanations
given to them and to continue the dialogue as the
situation of separation and divorce unfolds. 

While children were unclear about how their par-
ents explained the separation to them, most were
well able to articulate they way they felt when they
came to understand the situation. The exceptions
were the youngest children (12 months to four
years old at separation) who had no recollection of
events of that time.

Some of the older children reported feelings of
shock and disbelief and these children tended to
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Learning about their parents’ separation

Current concerns



In fact, all children in the study continued to see
their father after divorce. The most common
agreement in Norway is access every second
weekend, one weekday, two weeks during the
summer holidays, and every second Christmas
and Easter. While such an agreement applied to
most of the children interviewed, frequency of
contact differed and the children’s
reactions varied. Of particular
importance to the children was that
their father did not cancel the visit.

The children who saw their father
more frequently than stipulated in
the agreement were particularly 
satisfied with the amount of contact
they had with him. Some said they
did not miss their father at all, but
the reasons for stating this varied. 

“I’m with Dad so often that I never
get a chance to miss him. But when
I’m angry with Mum, then I’d rather
stay with him!” (Live: 6 years) 

“I suppose I missed him the first
time. But I don’t miss him so much
any more.” (Ruth: 8 years): 

Not all forms of contact were viewed
favourably. One boy in particular felt
that his father was ‘overdoing things’
by telephoning every night.

“Dad usually comes to live with
Mum and me during weekends. I
don’t often visit him. I feel it’s a lit-
tle bit much that he rings me every
night at the same time. I think it’s a
good thing that he cares about me
and having contact with me. Mum’s
first husband rarely wanted any
contact with my half-brother when
they divorced. But I’m bored, and it
feels a little embarrassing every
night with the same questions over
and over again about how I’m
going. But I can’t tell him, because
he might get hurt.” (Jørgen: 16
years)

Not surprisingly, those who said they missed their
father tended to see him infrequently.

“It’s so silly I can’t go to Dad when I want to. He
lives in another city, so I have to go by plane, so I

can only see him during every second weekend.
But he always has his mobile turned on, so I can
talk to him whenever I want to.” (Truls: 7 years) 

“I think it’s silly that Mum won’t allow me to
visit him when I want to and when I miss him,
unless it’s part of the agreement . . . I want to
change our agreement so I could stay with him

for a fortnight and then with Mum
for a fortnight, and so on. Then
there would be less travelling, and I
could see him more.” (Vilde: 10
years) 

“I talk a lot with my friend and his
sister. We want to spend more time
with our fathers. But I wanted us to
go bushwalking more often together,
rather than me visiting him more
often.” (Harald: 12 years)

Some of the fathers had repartnered
and some had a new family. This influ-
enced the children’s view oftheir stay
in both positive and negative ways. 

“I often help my step-mum look
after my little brother. It isn’t some-
thing I actually have to do, but I
have set myself this duty, so I usu-
ally pick him [little brother] up
when he cries.” (Anni: 9 years)

“Well, she’s sort of nice, too – she is
as beautiful as Queen Elizabeth –
but you know, sometimes I think
she whispers about me to Dad,
because she doesn’t want me to
hear it. I think she is quite – well, 

I think she whispers and is mean to
me. At least I think so.” (Ella: 6 years) 

Doing things together as a family

Many parents only maintain contact
with each other after divorce because
they share the children between them
(Bohannan 1970). Thus most parents
and children appear to have a differ-
ent definition of their post-divorce
family. The children’s drawings

clearly show that they still included both parents
in their family. However, parents most often do
not include each other. The drawing by Harald
(12 years) shows that he saw himself as the bridge
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The illustrations in this article represent children’s drawings of their families, provided at the start of the interviews.
The children were asked to draw their family using stick figures. They named the people they drew as follows:
Meg (Me); Pappa (Dad); Mamma (Mum); Søster (Sister); Bror (Brother); Halvbror (Half brother); Stemor (Step-
mother); Bestemor (Grandma); Bestefar (Grandpa); Farfar (Paternal grandfather); Farmor (Paternal
grandmother); Morfar (Maternal grandfather); Mormor (Maternal grandmother); Oldemor (Great grandmother);
Tante (Aunt); Onkel (Uncle); Kusine and Fetter (Female and Male Cousins respectively); Søskenbarn (Cousins in
general); Tremenning (Second cousins); and Mors samboer (Mother’s partner who is cohabiting).

K E Y  T O  I L L U S T R A T I O N S

Harald (12)
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between his mother’s and father’s families which
are otherwise quite separate. 

“It (the divorce) is very serious. You have to
focus on the bright side, that’s just how it is . . .
There are some things you can’t do anything
about. My friend’s sister irritates me because
she’s always complaining that it’s so strenuous
to move to and fro between her parents. My
friend and I think that’s nothing. There are a lot
more serious things – like that the family does-
n’t celebrate Christmas together, or the 17th of
May, or Easter. Because that has to do with fam-
ily and stuff like that. Things like this is stuff
that sort of ties the family together – like sort of
sharing things. But my parents don’t talk to each
other any more. If I have children, I hope I don’t
get divorced.” (Harald: 12 years) 

While some children wished that their parents
would live together again, it was most important 
to all children that their parents remain good
friends. Several emphasised their need to see their
parents together more frequently than at present,
and expressed the wish that they participate in
common activities as a family. 

“I think it is okay that Mum and Dad got
divorced. For me it’s quite normal. The only
thing that might be different is that I would like
to see my parents together all the time . . . My
Mum and Dad are friends.” (Ruth: 8 years) 

“It is okay, because Mum and Dad are friends
most of the time. I don’t know what they’re
thinking . . . For me it seems as if they’re still
married.”(Jørgen: 16 years) 

“I mean, if the parents are good friends the chil-
dren don’t think it’s that bad that they are
divorced. In the beginning I thought I will never
get divorced. But now I don’t know if that’s pos-
sible. But if I have children, I will try to avoid it.
I wish I could find the problem between Mum
and Dad, and then get it fixed, so we could get
the time back so they lived together again.”
(Jonas: 13 years) 

“When Mum and Dad argue, I feel like the UN,
but when they are friends I feel I can relax.”
(Kyrre: 10 years) 

“It is important that parents live close to each
other, so you can still have your own friends.
But they shouldn’t live so close, because the
children might walk in and out of their houses
and say I’m having dinner with Dad, or what-
ever. The other parent may feel that the
children would rather stay with him or her, and
then i t  may be  d i f f icu l t  for  the  other  
parent.” (Jonas: 13 years) 

“I hope Dad will also find a girlfriend he could
hang on to. He has had a lot of girlfriends, but
he can’t settle down . . . Sometimes I have to
ring Dad and ask about things for Mum, because
she doesn’t want to ring him herself when she is
angry with him. That’s stupid, because when
Mum is angry with him, she says bad things
about him. I have told Mum that I think that’s
stupid of her. It sometimes happens that Dad
forgets to bring things back when we have stayed
with him. Then Mum gets furious. But Dad can’t
help that he’s forgetful!” (Vilde: 10 years) 

“I’m not saying that they have to talk together
too often, but they could talk to each other just
now and then – more than now. I wish Dad could
celebrate Christmas Eve with us – I don’t mean
every Christmas, because . . . I understand that
Dad also needs to have a life of his own too.”
(Harald: 12 years) 

The interviews thus highlighted the fact the chil-
dren were active participants in the circumstances
they were describing. They also played an active
role in managing their feelings, and adopted a 
variety of strategies for doing so.

“Sometimes when I’m in bed and I’m about to
sleep, I suddenly start thinking about Dad and
that he’s not living with us any more, and then
I become sad. But then I call for Mum and she
comes . . . I can ring him whenever I want. I
think it helps a lot to hear his voice. Then it’s
just as if I don’t miss him any more, because
then I’ve heard his voice.” (Anni: 9 years) 

“I only miss him during weekends when we are
meant to stay with him but he is travelling
because of his work – or if I’m sick and can’t go to
him. Then it helps to sleep. Or I play soccer with
my friends when I miss him.” (Jonas: 13 years) 

“In that period when I missed my Dad most, I
put up the wedding picture of my parents in my
room. It helps to look at pictures. Usually I
don’t call Dad when I miss him. Instead I go to

“I would like them to be friends, so I could see
them more often together . . . They usually
argue. Last time I went to hide under the stairs,
because I didn’t want to listening to them. You
can imagine it was not exactly fun.” (Vilde: 10
years)

“I want to see them together all the time. That’s
the only thing I want to change . . . It’s so diffi-
cult to understand why they cannot live
together, when they are such good friends . . . 
I get so mad because I have to move to and fro
all the time. It’s so tiring.” (Heidi: 9) 

Playing an active role

Some children’s sense of responsibility towards
their parents was reflected in their desire to share
their love and attention between their mother and
father, or to act as a mediator between them. 

Pål (7)
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Note

1. To ensure confidentiality, the names of all the children in
the study have been changed in this article.
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my room and cry. But nobody knows. I don’t
cry as much as I did before, but I still get so sad
when I’m thinking of Dad that I do. Then I look
in my album.” (Vilde: 10 years)

The interviews highlighted the fact that divorce 
is a process that differs in meaning for different chil-
dren. The children had difficulty recounting the
way the divorce was explained to them by their par-
ents at the time. They were more likely to
remember their own actions and the situations in
which they played an active role, rather than words
used by parents to explain circumstances they did
not understand.  

The past was not as important to the children as the
present; what mattered to them at the time of
interview was how they currently experienced

everyday life, and how well communication with
and between their parents was working. They were
particularly concerned with maintaining their reor-
ganised family. They emphasised their need for
their parents not only to be friends but also to par-
ticipate as a family in common activities. They saw
themselves as responsible members in a fellowship
represented by their family, and they played an
active role in managing their own adjustment.
Large-scale research is required to assess how wide-
spread these views are amongst children whose
parents divorce.

The Children’s Perspectives on Divorce study sug-
gests that we should see children as they see
themselves: as agents who play a key role in shaping
social interactions, who can feel considerable
responsibility for the wellbeing of loved ones, and
whose interpretation of their worlds helps shape
the coping strategies they adopt. While children
may acquire problems from problematic situations,
they can also grow as a result of them. 

The study suggests implications for adults’ relation-
ships with children. As several authors have
pointed out, adults tend to underestimate the com-
plexity of children’s social reality (Solberg 1994;
James, Jenks and Prout 1998). Children’s worlds
need to be understood and taken seriously. Like
adults, children’s needs and competencies vary. We
need to help children to define their situations in
appropriate ways and to understand the limits of
their responsibilities. 

Both in Norway and Australia, divorce reform has
emphasised the importance of children maintaining
contact with their non-resident parents. But in this
study at least, children wanted more than this. All
saw their mother and father as part of their family
and many wanted both parents to participate in vari-
ous activities together as a family. This is a challenge
for parents, many of whom are still in conflict with
each other. It is important that parents keep their
children out of such conflicts. Their children’s right
to love each parent must be protected.

Summary and implications

Amalia (5)


