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Transitioning Through Divorce 
 
Divorce is never supposed to happen. You both took a vow to be together forever. But 
life happens and situations change. Now, “forever” looks different. After a life-altering 
decision, you’re on your own again. But you’re not who you were before. Re-adjusting to 
the world with a new identity doesn’t come easy. There are emotional ups and downs that 
happen at unpredictable intervals. Compounding matters is the public nature of divorce. 
Rings are taken off. Papers are filed, residences changed. It’s no wonder that going 
through a divorce can be a disorienting process for people, no matter how much it might 
have been the best option. Identifying the stages of this transition can help you manage 
the process.  
  
 
Stage 1: Lamenting your Loss  
 
Grieving a Divorce 
  
A divorce is a seismic event that affects us on many emotional levels. It’s not something 
you can simply “get over.” Transitioning through a divorce takes time. It also takes a 
direct focus on an inner wellspring of emotion that can change from one moment to the 
next. During this time of change, it’s important to realize that you’re grieving. You’ve 
lost a foundational relationship in your life, and it should be mourned. It’s a natural 
process, arising from our social nature. So, go easy on yourself. This is a traumatic event.  
 
You may have heard about the five stages of grief that people experience when they lose 
a loved one: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. But, did you know 
that you will also go through these same stages following a divorce? Each person will 
progress differently, and there is no set length of time for any one stage. But they all must 
be experienced and accepted before the final stage, acceptance, is achieved. This is 
because when you go through a divorce, it's as though you’re experiencing a death. In 
this case, it’s the death of a relationship, a loss of a partner and your vision of the future. 
Even if you initiated the divorce, you will still experience this grieving as a natural 
consequence. Not only are you mourning the loss of your marriage, you are also 
lamenting the loss of old hopes and dreams, and saying goodbye to the image of what 
you thought your life would look like.  
  
Many experts estimate that it takes one year to recover for every 10 years of marriage. 
That can be a very long time. But how much time it will actually take you to move 
through the stages will vary from person to person, depending on factors such as who 
initiated the divorce, how happy you were in the marriage, and your own personal state of 
confidence and well-being. 
  
Here is a glimpse of the five stages of grief as they relate to divorce: 
  
1.    Denial - You can’t believe it's over. 
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Believe it or not, the denial stage often begins during marriage. It can start innocently and 
almost imperceptibly. For example, you may convince yourself that you aren’t hurt by 
some of your partner’s actions or that you’ve forgiven them for something that you 
haven’t. This is the denial of your own pain and the state of your marriage. You may not 
want to accept that one of the most important relationships in your life is crumbling. You 
hold on to a sliver of hope that things can be different—that the relationship will change. 
You believe that the two of you will be able to spark that magic that once occurred in 
your relationship.  
  
Denial is normal and, counterintuitively, a healthy stage. It’s your mind’s attempt to 
protect you from experiencing too much emotional turmoil at once. Denial helps you 
fully grasp the fact of what's happening without succumbing to overwhelming emotion. It 
lets you prioritize basic needs over long-term health for the moment.   
  
Denial can include disbelief about your former partner, as well. For instance, common 
symptoms of denial include not believing that your partner could want out of the 
marriage, or not believing that your partner is in love with another, or finding it difficult 
to believe that this is really happening to you 
 
If you find yourself thinking thoughts along these lines or if the decision to divorce is 
fresh, consider that you may be going through denial. Remember that it’s okay to be in 
denial. Understanding you are there can help you move more quickly through the 
process.  
  
2. Anger - Everything about your ex makes you angry. 
  
During and after your divorce, you may experience anger in a variety of ways. You may 
be angry with your ex for cheating. You may be angry at his boss for making him work 
long hours. You could be angry about her using alcohol or drugs. Or for not caring 
enough to make things work. You may be angry at yourself for not seeing the writing on 
the wall, for not getting out earlier, for not always trying your best, or for not showing 
them the love and respect that they craved. This is all a part of grieving your marriage 
and accepting its end.  
  
Anger may not be limited to events that concern you, either. It can occur because of the 
way your ex treats the kids. You could be angry that he doesn't call the kids, visit them, 
or seem to care about them. You may be angry that she doesn't pay child support on time 
or that she left you in a financial mess. You could be angry that your ex has moved on. 
Or that she hasn’t moved on. Or that he wants to move. There are myriad reasons that 
your mind will find to justify your anger.  
  
Your brain wants to keep this anger around because it’s comfortable. It’s easy to blame 
someone else for your misery — especially when they’re at fault! And it can be very 
difficult to move past this stage because of it. Remember that this is also natural. It’s 
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something that everyone does. Thinking ill of your ex doesn’t mean that you’re bad or 
hateful. It means that you’re a person.  
 
If you’re in the anger phase, try writing down your thoughts. Some people find it helps to 
write a letter to ex that they never send. Allowing your anger to vent fully can help you 
move on, but don’t expect a rapid transition. During this phase, make sure you’re taking 
good care of your physical health. Anger can a take a toll on your physiology.  
  
3. Bargaining – “If only ...”  
  
Bargaining is so much more than trying to figure out ways to win your ex back. The 
bargaining stage is where you find yourself thinking, “If only...” or “I could have...” or “I 
should have...” and “What if?” It’s where you begin to re-think everything and try to 
make things work again. In essence, you are attempting to change the past or the current 
reality through your thoughts.  
 
Bargaining is your brain’s way of making sense out of what happened. You think, “If 
only I had seen it coming,” “If only I had tried harder,” or, “If only I had forced them to 
go to counseling.” In each of these cases, you are trying to fix the past. 
  
Bargaining may also come in the form of revenge toward your ex, and possibly his or her 
new lover. You hope that your ex will get what is coming. You may be thinking, “I want 
them to be as miserable as I am,” or, “I wish they would just get run over by a bus.” This 
is also normal part of the grieving process.  
 
4. Depression - You just want to hide away. 
  
Odds are you're going to go through depression. It may include not eating, not exercising, 
or sleeping poorly. The nights are filled with fitful slumber, while your days are hounded 
by nightmare fantasies that you will wind up sad and lady alone on the streets, unloved 
and unworthy. 
  
During the depression stage, you may feel a deep sadness over the loss of your marriage. 
You may be hurt that your vows did not mean as much to your spouse as they did to you. 
You may cry over the fact that he was not the person you thought he was. You shed tons 
of tears for your children.  
  
While in a depressed state, you may play victim by labeling your ex as a narcissist, 
sociopath, or compulsive liar to help you get through the pain. You may find yourself 
depressed over the fact that you lost your home and had to move in with family or 
friends, or that you need to find a new job to support yourself. The mere thought that you 
are totally on your own may scare the heck out of you. This overwhelming fear may 
revert you back to any of the other stages of grief. 
 
Depression is hard. If you think you may be experienced post-divorce depression, there 
are many ways you can deal with it. Here are a few practical tips you can apply right 
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now. First of all, keep your home clean. An orderly living space can work wonders for 
bad moods. Second, stay physically occupied. Exercise releases natural endorphins that 
work wonders to keep the demons of depression at bay. And, finally, don’t punish 
yourself. Keep your social obligations. Friends and family can be a shining source of help 
during this period. Talk to them and make an active effort to be in their lives. Seeing your 
value and worth to other human beings can help remind you that depression is just 
another stage that you will soon transition through.  
  
5. Acceptance - Finally, you are ready to build a new life for yourself. 
  
Acceptance comes when you fully embrace the fact that your marriage, as well as your 
hopes and dreams for a future together, are over. It is at this point that you are ready to 
build a new life for yourself. Acceptance is letting go of the past. 
  
But even after accepting the divorce, you may find yourself dealing with anger, blame, or 
guilt. However, your emotions get less intense as time goes on. For the most part, you 
feel indifference for who your ex is and what they are doing. You have separated your 
personal life from theirs. If you have children together, you learn to co-parent without 
rehashing old hurts. 
  
Think of yourself like the foundation of a house. The foundation can withstand fires, 
floods, and storms. You built your marriage on top of this foundation. When your 
marriage crumbled, the walls fell, and you grieved. When you cleared away the mess, 
however, you are left with the same strong foundation to build a new life on.  
   
   
 
Stage 2: Accepting That it’s Over, and Learning to Move Forward 
  
Once you’ve dealt with the loss of your marriage, it’s time to re-examine what went 
wrong and where you go from here. During the second stage of transitioning through a 
divorce, you may be surprised at your feelings—and their fluctuations. Just because 
you’ve grieved for your relationship, doesn’t mean that you’ll be a happy ball of sunshine 
every day. There will still be emotional ups and downs, plateaus and setbacks. During 
this time, you’ll be rediscovering who you are—and reimaging what you now want from 
life. It’s exciting and daunting at once.  
  
Many questions will emerge as you transition into the second stage. Many of the 
questions you may have asked yourself before, but you’ll need to revisit them once 
you’ve accepted the loss of a divorce because you’ll see things differently now. As an 
emotional being, how you think about your future during the grieving stage is not how 
you’ll always see things. It’s vital that you revisit the thoughts you had and explore new 
ideas now that you’re done mourning your marriage.  
  
As you begin to build a new life routine and set sail on emotionally calmer waters, a few 
big ideas will bubble up. What will life be like for me now, without my partner? Will I 
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find another partner—and do I want one? If these thoughts overwhelm you or plunge you 
into sadness, it may be time to spend more time grieving. Giving yourself plenty of time 
to recover is crucial for a healthy transition. But you should also recognize that it’s OK to 
have mixed feelings. Dealing with anxiety is a natural part of being human. Although 
these feelings will ease over time, recognize that it’s OK to deal with some sorrow even 
during stage two.  
 
  
Self-Care During Stage 2 
  
One of the best ways to manage this phase is to talk about how you’re feeling, even if it’s 
difficult. Knowing that others are aware of your feelings will make you feel less alone 
and will help you heal. If you find yourself without a support system when you need one, 
consider jotting down your thoughts and feelings in a journal. It can be a helpful outlet to 
let you express and examine what you’re feeling and thinking about yourself and your 
future.  
 
But, whenever possible, connect with trusted friends and family members face to face. 
Other divorcees can be particularly helpful. People who have been through the 
experience before can help assure you that there is hope for healing and new 
relationships. Frequent in-person meetups are also a great way to relieve the stress of a 
breakup and regain balance in your life. 
  
During this phase, spend as much time as you can with people in your life who support, 
value, and energize you. Surrounding yourself with positive, nurturing people will free 
you up to be honest about what you’re going through without worrying about judgment, 
criticism, or paternalistic advice. 
   
During this transition, it can be helpful to think of yourself as though you’re getting over 
an illness like the flu. That means making sure you get plenty of rest, cut down on 
stressors, and reduce your workload. Re-learning to take care of yourself will be the most 
valuable lesson you learn following a divorce. As you begin to move past your grief, 
resolve to take better care of yourself and make positive choices going forward. Take 
time every day to nurture yourself, emotionally and physically. Help heal yourself by 
scheduling a time for activities you find soothing. Go for walks, listen to music, take 
baths, get massages, read books that you love, practice yoga, or even just savor a warm 
cup of tea. All of these things can become part of your self-care routine moving forward. 
Just because you’re not grieving doesn’t mean it’s time to stop nurturing yourself. 
Whatever shape your future takes, the one constant will be you. If you don’t find a way to 
comfort a care for yourself, your life will be harder than it needs to be.  
  
It’s also helpful to practice mindfulness. Pay close attention to what you need at any 
given moment and express it. Give yourself permission to say “no” without feeling guilt 
or angst. As you move forward, you may find that how you want to live is different now 
that you’re no longer with your partner. That’s natural, too. It doesn’t mean that you’re 
holding onto to anger or rebelling against a ghost. 
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Taking a Break 
  
To fully move on, you need to understand what happened and acknowledge the part you 
played. The more you understand how the choices you made affected the relationship, the 
better you’ll be able to learn from your mistakes—and avoid repeating them in the future. 
Consider this phase of your transition to be a time-out, a time to plan for future growth. 
You can emerge from this experience knowing yourself better and feeling stronger and 
wiser, but you have to work at it. 
  
Once you feel ready, take a step back and see the big picture. Re-examine how you 
contribute to the problems of the relationship. Did you repeat the same mistakes or 
choose the wrong person? Consider how you reacted to stress and dealt with sources of 
conflict and insecurity. Could you act in a more constructive way in the future? Did you 
overlook some emotional needs? Ask yourself, seriously, if you accept others the way 
they are, not the way they could or “should” be.   
  
Take some time to reflect on your negative feelings as well. Are you in control of your 
feelings, or are they in control of you? This part of the healing process requires a high 
level of honesty. Try not to dwell on who was to blame or beat yourself up over your 
mistakes. As you reconsider what your relationship was, don’t get hung up on re-
litigating the past. At this time, you have a chance to learn more about yourself, how you 
relate to others, and the problems that still require some work on your end. If you can 
objectively examine your choices and behavior, including the reasons why you chose 
your former partner, you’ll be able to see where you went wrong, and devise ways to 
make choices next time. 
  
  
Stage 3: Planning for the Future  
  
Lighten Up 
  
Once you’ve finished grieving and have taken some time out to take stock of your life, 
it’s time to start seriously planning for your future. Following a divorce, most people 
have assumed new responsibilities in their lives, be it caring for children, doing 
housework, or earning extra income. So how can you handle everything you have to do in 
the future without stressing out? To start, learn to laugh more, especially at yourself. 
Learn to let things go and not take life so seriously. Lighten up! 
  
Take some time to truly learn how to live in the present moment. The present is where all 
of life happens. Yesterday’s worries are gone forever, and tomorrow’s to-do list can wait. 
Think of it this way: When you’re missing out on the present moment, you’re missing 
your entire life. Don’t let it pass you by.  
  
It sounds simple, but staying mindful of the present is difficult. Some good ways to stay 
grounded in the minute are to start paying attention to your thoughts and feelings from a 
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distance. If you feel yourself getting stressed, leave your thoughts in your head and take 
off your blinders. Glance around at what’s in your vicinity. Focus. Feel your feet on the 
ground. Smell the air. Use all every one of your senses. For example, if you are with your 
children, observe them. Take a mental snapshot of their smiles. Hug them. See the true 
beauty of who they are and appreciate them for being in your life. You will feel your 
stress subside as a feeling of peace washes over you.  
  
What Makes You Happy? 
  
Here are a few questions to consider during this stage of your transition: What truly 
matters to you? What do you feel is your true purpose in life? If, right now, someone 
asked you that question, how would you reply? You may not have an answer, but you 
should start to cultivate one. Knowing your life’s purpose will give you a true sense of 
who you are and how you are supposed to make a difference in the world. The answer 
gives your life direction. Understanding that direction will guide you, making decisions 
clear. It will become the compass that points you in the right direction. 
  
Without a purpose, can you are like a piece of dead wood floating aimlessly in whichever 
direction the current takes, ending up on whatever beach the tide chooses. When you live 
for your purpose, however, you swim with integrity toward the shore where you’re meant 
to be. You find joy in the alignment of your true self in all aspects of your life, the body, 
mind, and spirit. You feel the true passions that dwell in your heart. 
  
Even well after a divorce, it’s natural to feel doubt. You may question yourself about 
what to feel, what to do, or even what is right. It may feel difficult to make a decision. In 
these times, during this phase, it’s important to listen to your heart. What feels right? 
What doesn’t feel quite right? If a situation does not feel right, honor that feeling by 
pressing pause. Sometimes waiting is the best thing you can do. If, however, a decision 
feels right, that usually means you are heading in a good direction. When you listen to 
your heart, you keep yourself on your own path.   
 
 
 


