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I thought in this newsletter I would do something for those 
getting divorce, something to help you. Divorce has become 
so widespread that it now affects virtually everyone. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, there were only three 
divorces for every 1,000 marriages. In 1996, the divorce 
rate among married women was 19.5, which is more than 
double the divorce rate of 9.2 in 1960. Over half of all 
marriages are likely to end in divorce, based upon 
projections of current divorce rates.  

Families have suffered greatly from divorce. The effects of divorce on children are particularly devastating 
however often in divorce therapy is concentrated on the children and mom and dad just have to deal with it!  

Understanding the psychological effects of divorce can help one move forward after the end of a marriage. 
Many of the feelings after a divorce are perfectly natural as one may experience confusion and uncertainty 
about the future. Similarly, learning how these feelings may affect one's ability to connect with other family 
members, such as children, is important, as well. 

Emotional Stages of Divorce 
 

The decision to end a relationship can be traumatic, chaotic, and filled with contradictory emotions. There 

are also specific feelings, attitudes, and dynamics associated with whether one is in the role of the initiator 

or the receiver of the decision to breakup. For example, it is not unusual for the initiator to experience fear, 

relief, distance, impatience, resentment, doubt, and guilt. Likewise, when a party has not initiated the 

divorce, they may feel shock, betrayal, loss of control, victimization, decreased self esteem, insecurity, anger, 

a desire to "get even," and wishes to reconcile. 

 

To normalize clients experiences during this time, it may be helpful to know that typical emotional stages 

have been identified with ending a relationship. It may also be helpful to understand that marriages do not 

breakdown overnight; the breakup is not the result of one incident; nor is the breakup the entire fault of one 

party. The emotional breaking up process typically extends over several years and is confounded by each 

party being at different stages in the emotional process while in the same stage of the physical (or legal) 

process.  
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It is also quite normal to do different things to try to create distance 

from the former partner while divorcing. Unfortunately, this 

distancing often takes the form of fault finding. Not to be 

disrespectful, but it's not unlike the process one goes through in 

deciding to buy a new car: somehow every flaw in that favorite old 

car needs to be noticed and exaggerated in order to feel okay about 

selling it.  

 

Also, if the other person is portrayed as really awful, one can escape any responsibility for the end of the 

marriage. A common response to divorce is to seek vengeance. When parties put their focus on getting even, 

there is an equal amount of energy expended on being blameless. What's true is that blaming and fault 

finding are not necessary or really helpful.  

 

Another normal rationalization is that the marriage was a wholly unpleasant experience and escaping it is 

good. Or the marriage was unpleasant and now the other partner must make this up in the divorce. Thinking 

that the marriage was wholly unpleasant is unfair to both parties and can hinder emotional healing. Both 

stayed in the marriage for as long as they did because there were some good things about it. There were also 

some things that did not work for them and these are why they are divorcing. 

 

Much of your healing will involve acceptance, focusing on the future, taking responsibility for your own 

actions (now and during the marriage), and acting with integrity. Focusing on the future you would like to 

create may require an acknowledgment of each other's differing emotional stages and a compassionate 

willingness to work together to balance the emotional comfort of both parties. 

 

Feeling Guilty 

The psychological effects of divorce on women are far-reaching, but one of the most basic emotions is guilt. 
This can be true if the woman initiated the divorce or not. Women in both situations may feel at fault for not 
working hard enough to make the marriage work. If the woman initiated divorce, she may feel a sense of 
guilt for the demise of the marriage. This is especially true if there are children involved as women may feel 
as though they are responsible for breaking up a family and causing emotional trauma. Men seem to 
experience guilt far less even if they have initiated the divorce. 

Experiencing Depression 

The end of a marriage is devastating to both parties. 
Women, especially, may feel saddened by the sudden loss 
of their marriage. Their dreams for the future may be 
wrapped up in their marriage, and now that hope for the 
future appears to be gone. Increased responsibility 
combined with the realization that the life they 
envisioned no longer exists correlates with the fact that 
women are more likely to suffer from depression three 
years after a divorce. 



When a man loses his wife and his family, everything starts to go down the drain. Without help full blown 
depression can follow. Suddenly they feel they are in a pit that they cannot get out of. They start losing their 
grip on reality, losing interest and motivation, affecting every facet of their life leading to self-destruction. 

Feeling Anxious and Loss of Self-esteem 

After a divorce, one may experience a great deal of anxiety. The future is uncertain and therefore, so is one's 
security. Women may experience more stress as they may have solely or mostly relied on their husbands for 
financial support. Trying to figure out how to support themselves, and often times a family, may prove to be 
difficult. Despite this, there are many things one can do to lessen anxiety including eating healthy, 
meditating and exercising. 

For the men, when the women who promised to be there through thick and thin says she no longer wants to 
do anything with you, pride will be the first one to take a nosedive. Self-esteem follows as you feel the whole 
foundation of your being shatter. Society judges a man by what he has, not by what he is. Divorce can bring 
all of the things you’ve worked so hard to achieve come crashing down. What will all those around you think 
when you’ve just lost your family? Will they treat you differently now? Will their self-respect towards you be 
affected? Questions such as these will affect men and their status in many ways.  

What next 

It's over. You've signed the divorce papers, and the relationship you 
entered with so much hope is officially dissolved. 
 
Everyone's divorce story is different. Maybe you had been married for 
decades, maybe just a year or so. Maybe you have children, maybe you 
don't. Maybe the divorce was your idea and maybe it was your 
partner's, or maybe you both agreed that separation was best. Maybe 
you're relieved, maybe you're heartbroken -- or a bit of both. 
 
But however you got here, the question now is where do you go from here? And how do you figure out who 
you are and what you want as a newly single person? What is your new life going to look like, and how do 
you start moving in that direction? 
 
Here are some steps to help 
 
Let yourself mourn. 
 
Nobody gets married thinking, "I sure hope we can get divorced someday!" Even if, by the time you split, the 
divorce was something you wanted, a divorce still represents a loss. Whatever your marriage and divorce 
experience has been, there will be emotions that have to do with grief. You may feel remorse for what you 
did or didn't do, or wonder what you did wrong. Don't dwell on those feelings, but make room for them. Loss 
is loss. There is an empty space where something once filled it up, even if that something may not have been 
desirable.  
 

 



 
Work through your feelings. 
 
Don't tote that heavy baggage from your previous relationship into your new life. Find a way to work 
through the lingering emotions from the demise of your marriage. That may mean talking out your feelings 
with a therapist or focusing your energy in a healthy activity you enjoy. It's common to sweep these 
emotions under the table, but you have to work through them or they'll pollute your life going forward. 
 
If you find yourself resisting the idea of therapy, you might want to keep in mind that therapy doesn't mean 
you have a problem or that you're in crisis. It can be a way to work toward a better life, with someone who 
has no agenda but YOU. 

 
Learn to like yourself. 
 
That may sound cheesy and New Age-y. But the fact is 
that many people feel a lot of self-rejection after a 
divorce. You might think that there must be something 
wrong with you if you couldn't make this relationship 
work. You have to work on getting confidence and 
faith in yourself and ability to believe in your own 
worth. 
This is also something you could pursue in therapy, or 
through Tip No. 4: 

 
Rediscover who you used to be. 
 
Especially if you were married for a long time, you may have given up a lot of the things you enjoyed as a 
single person because they didn't fit with your "couplehood." Maybe you loved to go out, but your spouse 
was a homebody. Maybe you always loved going to the theater but your husband hated it. What were your 
hobbies and activities before the marriage? What did you defer in favor of the relationship? Exercising your 
interest in those again is important to rebuilding yourself. 
 
Discover a new side of yourself. 
 
The life-changing period of divorce, though often difficult and unwelcome, holds a silver lining: to shake 
things up and try on a new lifestyle. Maybe it's as simple as a pixie haircut after a lifetime of wearing long, 
flowing locks. Maybe it's trying a new sport, considering a different place of worship, or going back to 
college. Maybe you realize that you'd like to move to a new city or even spend a year living in Paris. 
 
Of course, you can't just flit away and throw caution to the wind. Chances are, you have some very real 
considerations -- kids (if you're a parent), a job, and a budget (which may have been hurt by the divorce). But 
chances also are that although you might not be able to do whatever your fantasy is, there may be other 
changes that ARE within your reach. So don't reject the idea of any change, just because you can't make 
every change. 
 
As long as the changes you make are healthy and constructive, these are very appropriate, think about who 
you want to be -- the person you were before the marriage, or maybe a new person? What are some of the 
things you can do differently? Look for changes you can say yes to, instead of dwelling on what's out of 
reach. 



Dare to be alone. 
 
Being alone doesn't mean being isolated and never seeing anyone. It just means not being coupled up, or in 
a rush to do so. Society is much more accepting of singles than even a decade ago, when solo restaurant 
diners often got the hairy eyeball. There are many people living alone in this country today, there are a lot of 
opportunities for social connection. There are possibilities to pick up new friends and enter different kinds of 
groups that have to do with your interests. The social dimension after a divorce can be very rich. 
 
Consider transitional relationships. 
 
This isn't about rebounding. It's about considering dating (once you feel ready) outside your comfort zone -- 
someone who's not your type -- without thinking that it has to head toward a permanent relationship. For 
example, maybe you've always dated people from a certain socioeconomic background or perhaps you 
always preferred sensitive musicians, or athletes, or the quiet, shy type. Turn your usual preferences inside 
out and stretch your dating horizons a bit. 
 
Embrace your new roles. 
 
Especially if you were coupled up for a long time, your partner probably handled certain aspects of life while 
you managed others. Now it's all up to you. And it's not likely to go perfectly, but that's OK. If your partner 
was always the one responsible for the money -- earning it, managing it, investing it -- suddenly you have a 
whole new realm of learning and responsibility, dealing with those can give you confidence in your own 
ability. You don't have to figure it all out yourself. Look for help. Even if you make mistakes, like paying too 
much for a car, you can learn from that experience, mistakes give you life skills and teach you that you can 
handle being alone. 
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