Effects of Dating on Children‘s Grief

Adapted from Bo'e Place

Dating and remarriage of the surviving parent can cause
children any number and mixture of thoughts and feelings.
At the very least, it is yet one more change to cope with
following the death of mom/dad, and that fact alone may
create resistance in your children. Even in the event that
the change is welcomed, it changes nonetheless and, thus,
will bring with it reminders of what has been lost (as well
as what has been gained). Therefore, it is very common
for children (and adults) to experience a renewal of or
increase in their grief during this time. You can also count
on your children presenting you with questions,
challenges, and/or problematic behaviors associated with
your dating/remarriage. What follows below are some
suggestions from the professional literature on this topic
on how to handle this period in your life, including how to
communicate with your children about this issue and
thoughts and/or emotions they may experience.

Suggestiong for communicating with your child

Prepare your children ahead of time.

If possible, talk to your children when you are only just beginning to have

thoughts about dating or remarrying. Ask your child what that might be

like for him/her, what thoughts and feelings that brings up. If you have

o o already begun to date or are already planning to remarry, ask your child
what it has been like for him/her so far and what he/she thinks it might
be like in the future.
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Establish and maintain acceptable boundaries /limits.

While experts generally agree that children should at least be advised

of, if not included in, decisions that will directly affect them, it is also

important to remember that it is ultimately the parent who is

/\ /\ /\ responsible for the children’s welfare. Therefore, hearing your child
and exploring his/her thoughts and feelings does not necessarily

O [ © | mean that he/she holds the right to the final word! Where you draw

this line, i.e., what is an acceptable boundary/limit to you, is for you to

decide given what you believe is best for you and your children. For

example, if you are contemplating dating and your child demands to

meet every person that you date, we would encourage you to explore

this issue with him/her (e.g., what are the benefits and pitfalls of
doing so; how will this help or hinder his/her grief process). At the
same time, keep in mind that, as an adult, you have the right and the
responsibility to decide where the reasonable limits lie on this issue.

Question the true meaning/purpose for acting—out and other behaviors
As mentioned above, any type of change is often met with resistance.
Your children may express this resistance in a wide variety of ways
and in a wide variety of contexts, some of which may appear totally
unrelated to the issue of your dating or remarrying. For example, a
child may complain of physical ailments at or near the time you had
planned to spend on a date or with your fiancé. You may start hearing
complaints about the babysitter (or complaints from the babysitter!).
Or your child may begin struggling with homework or express
interest in new extracurricular activities, both of which demand more
of your time and, thus, reduce the amount of time you have for
developing a new relationship. An adolescent may exhibit an increase
in typical adolescent behaviors, such as seeking conflict with you or
other authority figures, withdrawing into silence (or sleep, or TV, or
video/computer games), or preferring to spend time with friends
rather than family. He/she may even turn to increased studying or
extracurricular pursuits as a means of managing his/her feelings on
this issue.

Regardless of your children’s reaction to your decision to date/remarry, the change
brought about by this development will inevitably raise some questions and concerns in
them. So remain aware of their behaviors and be willing to consider that they may be an
expression of their resistance to this change, welcomed or not. Of course, the most
effective way to find out is to talk to them about it. If you haven’t already done so, ask
them how they feel about it. If you have already talked to them, check it out with them
again. Their feelings may have changed as things developed.



Emotiong dating/remarriage may engender in your children

1. Guilt

. for being disloyal to the deceased parent because the child welcomes this change
. for not liking or loving the new person

. for “not wanting to share” the surviving parent

. for not being happy for you
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Fear/anxiety

. of “losing” the surviving parent, too (to his/her new partner/friend)

. of forgetting the deceased parent (or of one’s parent forgetting the deceased)

. of how this change will affect one’s daily life

d. over not being consulted about or not having any control over the changes happening
in his/her life

3. Sadness - Change represents loss as well as an opportunity; your decision to
date/remarry will likely highlight for both you and your children a number of ways your
loss has affected
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4. Anger /resentment

a. overseeing you find some happiness without the deceased

b. overseeing the fact that life does move on after the death of a loved one

c. concerning any new responsibilities/obligations the dating/remarriage has created for
the child

d. over not being consulted about or not having any control over the changes happening
in his/her life

5. Hope

a. that the pain will be taken away by the new person

b. that he/she will be happy again

c. that the surviving parent will be happy again

d. that everything will go back to the way it was before the death
e. that the new person will be a better parent than the deceased

Y House

. (847)236-9300 {&j info@willowhouse.org

Willow

2231 Lakeside Dr. Bannockburn, IL 60015

E » & 0 o

@ WillowHouse.org



