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In the years following a separation and/or divorce, 33-40% of children lose contact with a biological 
parent.  Loss of contact with a parent can deeply impact the child emotionally, developmentally, 
socially, and academically throughout the course of their lifetime.  At the very least, children 
abandoned by a parent can be haunted by a lifelong feeling of emptiness and may experience any 
of the following: 
 

�x Feelings of shame, guilt, rejection, anger, sadness and confusion 
�x A belief that they are somehow not worthy of the absent parent’s love and presence 
�x Increased risk of being involved in a teen pregnancy 
�x Increased risk of being involved with juvenile justice 
�x Poor school performance including higher drop-out rates and lower grade completion 
�x Difficulty forming intimate relationships 
�x Increased use of alcohol and drugs 
�x More aggressive, acting out behaviors 
�x A need to develop a story that explains the parent’s absence from their life 
�x A burning desire to know they are missed and thought about by the absent parent 
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Loss of parent-child contact can occur for any 

number of reasons: 
 
 

�x Ongoing conflict between the 
parents over parenting and 
custody issues 

�x The inability to provide good 
caretaking due to mental illness, 
alcohol and/or drug abuse 

�x The child’s and/or parent’s 
difficulty adjusting to the 
separation or divorce 

�x Incarceration 
�x Relocation of a parent more than 

60 miles from the child 
�x Safety issues such as domestic 

violence and/or child abuse 
�x Alienating behaviors by the other 

parent 
�x Lack of knowledge by father th at a biological child exists 
�x The choice of the parent to not be involv ed due to immaturity or concerns about 

child support obligations 
 
As the issues leading to loss of contact are resolved, a parent often wishes to reestablish, or 
perhaps establish for the first time, a relationship with their child/ren. 
 
This handbook is designed to help you as a parent think about what steps are critical to developing 
a successful plan for reunification.   
 

 
“There are no guarantees that your  plan will be successful, 
but what is certain is that if no  effort is made, the chance of 
realizing any improvement is remote” 

 
      -Reena Sommer, PhD. 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

WHY DO PARENTS DROP OUT?
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DO’S FOR THE REUNITING PARENT 
 

It is common for a parent to want to jump 
in with 110% enthusiasm and pick up from 
where they left off, or start a relationship if 
they recently learned a child existed .   
 
The reuniting parent is understandably 

anxious to make up for lost time and “catch up” with their child’s life.   However, a plan for 
reunification must  be built around a child-focused timeline.  This typically means that time with the 
child will not usually start at the level the reuniting parent would like.    
 
The reuniting parent must be willing to commit to a plan that gradually increases the amount of 
parenting time as the child is able to manage more time.   Contact might begin with phone calls, 
cards, emails or letters.  The length of this process depends on many factors discussed later in this 
handbook.  Remember that you are laying the foundation for what will hopefully be a lifetime of 
involvement with your child. 
 
 

“Your children will grow to love you 
again in their own time and in their 
own way.  It may take a while for 
them to know you well enough to like 
you.   Do not expect to be treated 
like a returning he ro. Let them tell 
you about themselves.  Show interest 
in what they do, whether it be their 
favorite TV shows, pets, music, 
hobbies, friends, whatever.  LISTEN 
to them.  You will come to cherish 
this role.  Let them tell you what 
they will, and let them decide how 

much to tell you and when to tell it to you.”  –Mark Bryan, author, The Prodigal Father: Reuniting 

Fathers and Their Children  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BE PREPARED TO GO SLOW!
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Carrying out a successful plan for 
reunification can take months to years.   If 
you are the reuniting parent you must be 
honest with yourself about your ability to 

keep up the effort it will require.  It is critical that the reuni ting parent provide consistency 
and predictability with visits.   
 
If you are the reuniting parent, remember that your child has probably spent many days waiting 
and wondering if you would show up.  So has the child’s custodial parent.  While in your heart and 
head you may be committed to being a part of your child’s life, your child and the other parent don’t 
know this.  Earning both your child’s and the other parent’s trust back will depend on being 
true to your word and keeping your promises.   This takes time and lots of it!  This means that 
even when there are barriers you make your child the top priority and show up.  Don’t leave any 
opportunity for the other parent and your child to say “here we go again” because you cancel plans 
for a visit. 

 
 

Be patient!  It may take a year or  more to get things on track but 
the benefits could last a lifetime. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Children experience feelings of 
sadness, anger, confusion, guilt 
and/or shame when a parent 

disconnects from their life.   
 
Even though your decision to end contact 
may have been based on what you 
believed was in your child’s best interest, 
this is rarely understood by the child.   A 
child tells themselves “If only I was  
_________ (loveable, good, smart, 
talented, cute) enough you would have 
stayed.”    
 
Children often blame themselves and 

feel rejected and abandoned.  As children tr y to make sense of why a parent doesn’t come 
around, the easiest explanation for them to  wrap their arms around is themselves. 
 
Children may lash out at the absent parent in anger, “You left the family ,” convinced their life 
would be whole if you hadn’t left.  On the other hand, some children will form an idealized image of 
the absent parent and have unrealistic fantasies about the day you will be reunited. 
 
 

 

COMMIT TO THE LONG ROAD AHEAD

UNDERSTAND THE ABSENCE FROM YOUR 
CHILD’S POINT OF VIEW 




































