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Introduction

In this handbook you’ll find information on the divorce process,
how it can affect you and your children, and how to change
things for the better. It may seem like a lot to ask, but doing only
one thing differently could lead to a whole range of possibilities
that you never imagined could happen.
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This handbook can be read alongside the ‘Parenting course for
separating parents’ or alongside one-to-one parent information
meetings. The information is taken from a wide range of research
into parenting after divorce or separation. It is divided into
different parts that follow the legal, financial, parenting and
emotional aspects of your divorce or separation. Each section has
a different colour scheme so you can easily find the one you
want.

When you go through a divorce or separation, it’s a little like
starting a journey that you never intended to go on. When you’re
in a relationship, you have hopes for the future. Separating from
your partner means that these hopes and expectations change and
you don’t know the direction your life will go in.

You will have many decisions to make about how you handle the
separation. Sometimes it will feel like the decisions are made for
you, but these decisions will determine which road you go down,
and where you will end up.

If you have children, the road you take will affect how well they
adjust to the changes to their lives. Important decisions that will
affect them include where they will live, how often they see each
parent, and the level of conflict between you and your ex-partner.
You may not think you have any influence over the level of
conflict and that it just happens. However, as you read this book,
we hope that you’ll pick up tips on how to manage disagreements
and high emotions.

It can be helpful to think about the divorce or separation as a
journey, and to also think about how you can influence it. All
journeys have different stages, and they’re not always what we
expect. Some parts are more difficult to deal with and need a lot
of patience and understanding.

When this journey comes to an end, the main change that has
happened for you as a parent is in the relationship with your ex-
partner. The change from being intimate partners to being parents
with a businesslike relationship might feel like an uphill struggle,
but you can use this handbook to point you in the right direction.

You might find that there are parts of the journey that you can’t
influence or change. If you do have a difficult path through no
fault of your own, take comfort in the hope that at the end of the
journey you’ll have learned how to cope with a variety of life’s
difficulties. However, if you can take small steps now, you’ll feel
more able to cope with this situation.
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You can pick out the parts that are important to you.
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You can dip into the book whenever you need to, and there are
worksheets for you to fill in as you go through the book.
Some parts of the book will be relevant to your situation and
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some won’t

Lo ot 3 IS Usean 43S

Your Divorce Journey
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During your divorce, it might sometimes feel like events just
happen and that you don’t have a choice over which road you
take. However, even though it might not be easy, you can make
some decisions that will have a positive effect on how your
children experience the break-up.

ot Tl G R B3 s Ll 68 ot 030 S 595 S
G S Ul o) o S AS Gl ol Sl o) o S Gl s

] ) TS LBYE
S lad il 498 il g Bay d el ey Uy g0l o e
o Ay e i S Blad adad S g Sl i e SOVS 0

If you think of your divorce as a journey, is it on a winding road
that has sharp bends and is difficult to travel or is it on a straight
road that is easier to travel?

Look at the table on the following page and tick the boxes that
most apply to you. Then add up the number of ticks for each type
of journey.

Try to be as honest as possible when you do it as this information
is for you. Nobody will judge you and you won’t be asked to
share what you write with anyone else.

Some blank rows have been added for you to write down
anything you think of that isn’t on the list.

Sl e s oz o )b S ) e Gl (S 8 ST 8

o5 o bos) 2 SBe lila Gl sl O Sse U1 Jad e o Su
.oy T . i

S AU US e e ST (Al ol

)g_;\é&f‘é%\\su_ﬂso;)_ﬂuﬂ\io@j#d;{;c‘)é‘)@@émc‘g\
é}“éﬁ“‘éﬁ)ﬁ-ﬁwdmls@‘“ﬁﬁd‘a't"):'“‘ﬁ).c“‘*‘“
oo S Al (S LS s

~ A58 Gl oIl el ey S (s Sy pladl alS g
:g\J}\Saﬁwmﬁy\ua;.ﬁ:‘)}\éjs.dfﬁjég\ﬁuju
LS G ailee S adl )l (S ST ASS Gl IS a8 o 4aS
=

ootk i A S DS a8 Gre s b S G ol oo (oS
- O A5 58 e Cans b Gl pe Jld S Gl sa Gn 3 se

Which road would you like to be on? §,K oS diy Ula S50 S
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There is a lot of conflict.
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There is not a lot of conflict.
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I argue in front of the children.
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I have civil, businesslike conversations.
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I express high emotions.
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I manage my emotions.

o Bl S e ol S alids Jel ) (e

I make sarcastic comments.
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I am direct without being harsh.
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I openly blame my ex partner.
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I do not openly blame my ex partner.
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I do not know how to talk to my children about the divorce.
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I feel comfortable talking to my children.
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I am not listening to my children.
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I am listening to my children.
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I expect my children to choose sides.
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I let my children love both parents.
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I think that my children should feel the same way I do.
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I accept that my children may feel differently from me.
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I react strongly to things.
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I manage my feelings.
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I think about things from my own perspective.
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I think of things from my children's perspective.
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I try to prove that my ex partner is in the wrong.
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I am prepared to admit my own mistakes.
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I secretly want my ex partner to suffer.
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I want to stop suffering.
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Conflict in divorce takes up all of my emotional energy.
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I allow some time for myself.
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I mostly think about what my ex partner should or shouldn't do.
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I mostly think about what I should and shouldn't do.
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I focus on things I can't control.
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I focus on things I can control.
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I am going to court.

o by la e dllae e

I am using mediation.
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Did You Know?
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According to National Statistics:
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* one in four children live in single-parent families
* one in 10 children live in a stepfamily, and
+ more than 40% of marriages end in divorce.
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According to ‘Divorce & Separation Outcomes for Children’ by
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation:

« more than one in four children will experience their parents’
divorce by the age of 16, and

* conflict appears to result in a number of negative effects for
children, including problems with behaviour.
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A ‘Highway Code’
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As you go through this book you’ll find various ideas that can
make a difference to your children’s lives. The most important of
these are as follows.

* Try not to fight in front of your children or ask them to choose
sides.

* Accept that your children’s feelings may be different from
yours.

* Think about what you should and shouldn’t do, not what your
ex-partner should or shouldn’t do.

* Focus on what has worked, not on what hasn’t worked.

* Remember, small steps can lead to big changes.

* Look after yourself and be the best parent you can be.
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What is family mediation? § o WS Al s oS

» Mediation helps parents to talk to each other in a structured
way, with a mediator there.

* Mediation helps parents to plan how they will bring up their
children.

* The focus is on helping you look at solutions for the future.

« It can help you to improve communication as parents.

* In mediation, the whole family’s needs are considered.

* A mediator helps you come to an agreement without being on
anyone’s side.
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If you find it difficult to make arrangements for your children
with your ex-partner directly, but don’t want to go back to court,
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family mediation can help you sort out family arrangements in a
series of joint meetings.

You have structured discussions with your ex-partner and a
qualified mediator in a safe environment. The focus is on moving
forward and reaching an agreement, not on going over the past or
deciding who is at fault.

You can discuss any issues that are important to you and avoid
expensive legal battles.

Mediation is not counselling, or an attempt to bring you and your
ex-partner back together. It helps you to make decisions about
your children, property or finances in a more effective way that
also reduces conflict and costs. You can find out more about
mediation on pages 44 and 45 of this guide.
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The goal is to make a written agreement describing the
arrangements you have decided on. This agreement should meet
the needs of the whole family and avoid creating winners or
losers.
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THE DIVORCE OR SEPARATION PROCESS
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There are many different aspects to breaking up, including the
following.

Legal sl
Financial S
Emotional JPIEREN
Parenting Al 5 G

Your legal divorce or separation

* The legal process ends a marriage. It also divides assets and
debts, and makes arrangements for children.

« It’s not about deciding who is right or wrong, or punishing the
other parent.

* Going through the courts can be expensive. It can also take up a
lot of time and emotional energy.

« If you find it difficult to talk to your ex-partner, but want to co-
operate with them to sort matters out, you can use mediation.
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When you are married and your relationship ends, you go through
the legal process of divorce as well as the other changes. Whether
you are married or not, you might need advice on dividing
property and finances, contact with your children, or where your
children will live.

You can ask a solicitor to negotiate with your partner for you,
although your solicitor might suggest that you try mediation first.

You can also ask the court to settle your dispute for you.
However, the court will encourage you to reach an agreement
between yourselves. If you have not already done so, the court
may also suggest that you try mediation.
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Your financial divorce or separation
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You will need to think about:

« dividing money and property

« what happens to the family home

* housing needs for the whole family, and
» what to do about any debts.
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Remember, it’s not a good idea to involve children in discussions
about child support or income.

Some people agree how to divide their money and property
easily, but for others it can be quite difficult and stressful. You
can work out how you want to do this yourselves, use a solicitor
to act for you, or use mediation to help you make decisions.

You might have tried to talk together to reach a solution but find
that one or both of you have become upset or angry and that the
discussion ends up going round in circles. If you decide that
mediation is right for you, you will be encouraged to solve
problems in a co-operative way, rather than in a confrontational
way, to reach an agreement that you both feel is fair.
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Your emotional divorce or separation

* When you separate you are likely to experience feelings of loss.
* Your feelings can be unpredictable and it can seem like you’re
on a roller coaster.

* You could feel overwhelmed and not able to think straight.

* Parents and children all need time to adjust to how life has
changed.
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The decision to end a relationship is not an easy one. It can be a
time of great distress, upset and shock, and you might feel like
your emotions are taking over your life. When you are feeling
emotional, it can be really difficult to keep hold of any rational
thoughts or to get a perspective on the situation so you can make
the best decisions for you and your children. Many break-ups are
fraught with tension and communication issues. This handbook
gives many tips on how to manage your emotions.

If your emotions are overwhelming you, you can ask a counsellor
to help you manage the feelings that you are experiencing. You
may also be able to find a child counsellor through your GP or
your children’s school. You can find out more about counselling
on page 43.
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Your parenting divorce or separation

+ Even though you are no longer partners, you are still both
parents.

« Children can cope well when their parents divorce or separate if
there is little conflict and they have access to both parents and the
rest of their family.

* Your parenting relationship continues, even though your
relationship stops.

At first it may seem impossible to put aside the strong feelings
you might have about your ex-partner so you can both co-operate
over your children. The important thing to remember is that you
don’t have to be friends, you just need to be able to develop a
businesslike relationship so that you can sensibly discuss your
children with your ex-partner. If you are willing to make any
necessary changes, this can make all the difference to how your
children experience the divorce.
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Parents and children all need time to adjust to how life has
changed.
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Your parenting divorce
or separation — children

%IM:L\';\J#JUZJ}#
i i i b 3 S

Parenting questionnaire
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The aim of this questionnaire is to help you to focus on the
strengths and positive qualities that you bring to parenting.
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Name three things about yourself that you are proud of. Things
you like about yourself.
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Who is your role model as a parent, and what was the most
important thing you learnt from this person? (This doesn’t have to
be one of your own parents.)
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What parts of being a parent are you good at and what are your
strengths as a parent?
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Thinking about your children, how do you know when things are
going well for them?
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Name one positive change that you will make to help your
children, using the strengths and positive qualities that you have
identified.
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WHAT CHILDREN SAY

Research shows that the way parents talk to children about the
break-up, and the way they involve them in decisions during and
after the divorce, can affect how they adjust.

Most children and young people say that they still want to see
both parents after the divorce. Children who keep in contact with
both parents after a divorce or separation have fewer adjustment
problems than those children who lose contact with the parent
they do not live with.

Here are some of the comments made by children and young
people whose parents have separated or divorced.
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Girl age 14

“They shouldn’t say like it was mum’s fault or dad’s fault, or
mum and dad are breaking up ‘cos he’s done this and that, you
should say we are going through a hard time, ups and downs.
And you shouldn’t go straight to the problem ‘cos it’s just gonna
give a negative approach to the whole thing.”
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Girl age 11
“If one of your parents is cheating then you wouldn’t
want to know about it.”
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Girl age 17

“Children should be involved in decisions about ‘where they’re
gonna live, how often they will see the other parent, whether they
have to move, move schools, if they are going to see their
grandparents, cousins and relatives. They should have a say in
that cos it’s their family too and they should be asked how they
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feel about it.”
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Boy age 12
“You need to know what’s happened to the dad because he’s still
part of the family.”
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(Quotes taken from “Young Voice Matters”
issue 3, Emma McManus)
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WHAT CHILDREN NEED

Divorce and separation is difficult for everyone and you might
feel that you’re protecting your child by keeping things from
them. However, children often feel powerless and confused if
they don’t know what’s happening. You can help them by telling
them in a way that’s easy for them to understand. They don’t
need to know all of the details, but they do need to know about
the things that will affect them.

Children often believe that they have done something to cause the
break-up and that it is their fault that you are splitting up. Both
parents need to let them know that it’s not their fault. You might
have to tell them this more than once.

Acknowledging your children’s feelings can be difficult. Nobody
likes to see their child hurting, and it can be tempting to try and
make things better by buying them treats and spoiling them with
expensive presents. This can lead to problems in the future as
they will quickly learn that feeling sad and crying leads to mum
or dad spoiling them. They need to feel able to express their
feelings without being taught to turn to quick fixes. Help them to
tell you what they feel and to express themselves in healthy ways.
Tell them that it’s OK to feel sad and to cry, and that you
sometimes feel sad too.

Children don’t need to feel that they are responsible for making
decisions, but they do need to be consulted and feel that you are
listening to them. You can listen to them when they tell you what
they want, and also make it clear that you’ll take their feelings
into account, even though you can’t always give them everything
that they want. By doing this you’ll be showing them that you
understand how they feel.

Children often worry about being left by their parents.After all, if
you left each other, you could do the same to them. It’s important
that you let them know that even though parents can stop loving
each other, the love you have for them will last forever and that
it’s all right for them to love both parents without having to take
sides.

You might have had different feelings about the best way to bring
up children, even when you were together. Now that you have
separated, you could still work together and agree on having the
same rules in each home, although this isn’t always easy. It’s
more important that children feel secure, know that things are
going to be OK, and that each parent makes the decisions in their
own homes. As long as they know what to expect in each home,
children can adjust to the differences.
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Children often believe that they have done something to cause the
break-up and that it is their fault that you are splitting up. Both
parents need to let them know that it’s not their fault.

8 Ll 2K 8 5 G S B ol 5 S R O
G mas S Rl o G S O RS a2l 1S Bl el Gl s
Sl S S Up il g —u o) S ol (o 0 -om = s Ak

= o Bl S




Let your children be children...
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Children need the following.

* To be told what’s happening and how their lives will change
* To know that it is not their fault

* To know that it’s OK to feel angry and sad

* To know that it’s fine to talk and ask questions

* To be listened to

* To know that their parents understand how they feel and still
love them

« To feel good about loving both parents

* To know that it’s alright to have different family rules in
different houses.
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MORE OF WHAT CHILDREN NEED

Children also need the following.

* To be allowed to distance themselves from their parents’
conflict

* To have a predictable routine with consistent boundaries
* To know that they have two homes where they belong

* To be able to stay in contact with extended family like
grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins

* To have access to other types of support if they want it

* To have hope for the future

» To above all, be allowed to be children.
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You can teach your children that there are positive ways to deal
with conflict by learning those ways yourself.

f‘Jj“i‘“‘ér_j“c“““JL‘:”su“c‘s‘”LJHh“ﬁsU)“C‘f‘“‘
'U“fJP}‘d")LéC&“:‘U“)S‘\S‘:‘“JPQh"

Seeing or hearing parents constantly fight or snipe at each other
plays a big part in how children adjust to a break-up.

They need to be able to separate themselves from the conflict and
not feel as though they are caught in the middle.

Children can accept change as long as there is not too much at
any one time, and they know what to expect. If they feel that
there is space for them in both homes, they’ll feel more secure.

Children can sometimes take on too much responsibility and feel
that they have to look after their parents and any brothers or
sisters. Anyone looking at a child who behaves like this might
think that they were coping very well and are not too upset. This
often happens when parents are upset themselves. However, the
impact of this might not show up until your child becomes an
adult and it affects their future adult relationships.
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You might find that your children are a great help to you and are
coping very well, but as you begin to recover from your
relationship ending, it may seem that your children are no longer
coping and are quite distressed. You will then need to let them
behave like children and let them know that it’s OK to feel sad or
cross. Some children might start acting younger than they are.
This is temporary. Give your children time and attention and
encourage them to talk to someone who they trust, such as a
teacher, family member or counsellor. They should soon change
for the better.

Children can feel a great sense of loss when parents break up.
However, grandparents and other family members can often play
a really significant role in their life. Staying in contact with them
can provide a sense of family, love, and belonging, even when
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things are at their most difficult. Friends are also a good source of
comfort to your children. Talk to your children about the
important people around them and how they can stay in contact,
especially if you are thinking about moving home. Children
sometimes need extra support. You can talk to your child’s
teachers or your GP if you think that counselling might help your
children.
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Staying in contact with other family members can provide
children with a sense of love and belonging.
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WHAT CHILDREN DON’T NEED

Children don’t need the following.

* To hear or see their parents complaining about or blaming
each other

* To hear criticisms or negative comments about either parent
* To hear adult information about the reasons for the divorce or
details about child support

* To feel that they may be asked to choose one parent over the
other

* To pass messages from one parent to the other

* To feel like an outsider in one parent’s home.

s o S0 e s S s

OB S o S0 (e AR o S U

DA AN 250 b 58 Sl (e o b S o g SO S cpally e
Lig_i.\' ..JQUMCS_”C'.QJ

Ui oy 80 b (i A3 gy e e DL S (S s pa (il g 0
L‘)L)édujdJ\AA\QQLA}&MJSA:\%U.QALJQéQL)};}ééM-
U}ugl\“)ums.\w & e

Rz S e misd S S e (pall g o O AS LS agrna g
=Bl lam o e b S
u%&ayjaeuﬁﬁdﬂ\cuwmm).

Lige o pmna Lnn 38 (o )& e 068 g =S (oS s e (il @

Conflict between parents can be very damaging for children,
especially if you are fighting about them as this can make them
feel responsible for the argument and the break-up. When you
criticise your children’s other parent, or make sarcastic remarks
about them, you put your children in the middle of the conflict
and they can feel that they have to choose between you.

Although you need to be honest with your children, they don’t
need to know all the details of why you are splitting up or about
finances. That information will only leave them feeling confused
and insecure.Try not to ask them to act as a go-between or
messenger, or ask unreasonable questions about what happens in
the other household. Children can become very resentful if they
think that they’re being used like a spy. Try to communicate as
directly as you can with your ex-partner.
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The way you parent can be affected by things like whether you
are leaving or you left, the level of conflict with your ex-partner,
changes to financial circumstances, how involved you are in legal
proceedings, and what information or support you can get. This
can result in you feeling guilty or betrayed, overwhelmed and
stressed. You could become hardened to the effect divorce has on
children and be less available, emotionally and physically. This
can lead to inconsistent parenting.

Remember — most children will be OK and small changes in your
behaviour can make a big difference.
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* By becoming aware of the ways divorce can affect children,
parents may reduce or prevent some of the negative effects.
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(Information from Shifflett & Cummings 1999)
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TALKING TO YOUR CHILDREN

* Tell your children what’s happening and that it’s not their fault.
* Tailor the discussion to the children’s age and temperament.

* Let them know that they can talk to you about it again.

* Listen to them and talk to them about their feelings.
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* Don’t ask children to choose sides.
* Try not to argue, make sarcastic remarks or lose your temper in
front of them.
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Sometimes the children are the last to know about the break-up.
Waiting until the last moment can seem like the right thing to do,
but if one parent leaves suddenly this can be a huge shock and
does not give them a chance to prepare for the changes that will
happen. It can be tempting to put off telling them because you’re
finding it difficult enough dealing with your own feelings and
emotions, let alone theirs.

When you do tell them, try to answer their questions as honestly
and simply as you can. And make sure you allow plenty of time
for the conversation, so that no one feels rushed. Tell them you’re
getting separated or divorced, and reassure them that you and
your ex-partner both still love them, and that the decision to
separate was not their fault.

If possible, you and your ex-partner should talk to your children
together to tell them that you care about their feelings and to
reassure them that it’s OK to feel upset. Say that you will all
work together to feel better, but that this might take time.
Encourage your children to be open about how they feel, even if
it is difficult for you to hear. They need to know that you will
both continue to love them and stay involved in their lives, and
that you feel sad about the break-up of the family and they are
likely to feel sad too. Also bear in mind that they might not want
to talk to you about their feelings at this time. If so, just let them
know that you’ll be there when they do want to talk.

Be prepared to answer the same question many times, and don’t
expect your children to choose between you or to take sides. Be
honest with your children and resist the temptation to blame,
criticise or insult your ex-partner. When trying to decide what
level of detail to tell your children about the divorce or
separation, ask yourself how knowing the details will

help them.
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Remember, your relationship as a couple is over but your
relationship as parents is not.
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Your children might want answers to the following questions.
* Who will I live with?

* Where will my pet live?

* Where will mum and dad live?

» Will I have to change schools?

* What about the holiday we were going on?

* Can I still go to scouts, the club, my friends’ houses?
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TYPICAL REACTIONS OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG
PEOPLE

(There are no typical children.)

* Clinging to one or both parents

* Rejecting one or both parents

* Being upset and crying

* Being aggressive and blaming one or both parents

* Behaving differently or having problems at school

* Becoming more adult and ‘looking after’ one or both parents
* Being very good or misbehaving in the hope that this will bring
parents back together.

The way a child responds can depend on how old they are.
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HOW CHILDREN ADJUST

How a child adjusts to the situation depends on the following.
* The level and intensity of conflict

* Loss of contact with a parent, brother, sister, other close family
member or friends

* Their parents’ ability to adjust

* The level of support they get from their parents

« Changes in their household’s finances

* The speed and amount of change — new partners, where they
live, changing schools, access to friends

* Their personality, age and stage of development.
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On the following page there is a table of age-related reactions that
children might have to their parents’ break-up. The age bands are
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not fixed and children can respond in different ways.
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If your children seem to be very unhappy, you may want to ask
the school if they can provide a specialist child counsellor.
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How children react to divorce and how to help them
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old

than they are

» Complaining of
mysterious pains
and being in
distress

» Aggressive,
defiant,
argumentative,
attention-seeking

* Being clingy and
possessive

* Not sleeping well
* Blaming
themselves and
worrying about
being abandoned or
sent away

routines (especially
at bedtime) to help
your child feel
more secure.

« If you are the
main carer, try not
to be away for long
periods as this may
make them feel
insecure.

» Reassure your
child that the split
is nothing to do
with anything they
have done, and
that both parents
still love them.

* Tell their nursery
or school about the
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situation and any
changes to it.
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distancing
themselves

* Showing
contempt to one or
both parents

* Acting more
independent than
they should be or
need to be

* Having discipline
problems at home
or at school

* Being
compassionate,
arrogant, idealistic,
angry or suffering
from fatigue and
having physical
complaints

not rely on them to
give you emotional
Support.

* Allow friends to
visit them at both
homes.
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Over 18 years old

» Showing extreme
attitudes in their
own relationships

* Losing confidence
and distancing
themselves

* Be honest about
what’s happened
and provide hope
for the future of
their relationships.
Just because it
hasn’t worked for
you, it doesn’t
mean that their
relationships will
fail.
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When you are dealing with your own strong emotions, it can be
difficult to think about how other people (including your
children) might be feeling.

Children’s feelings are important and they may also be
experiencing a huge range of emotions.

You can help them understand their feelings by talking to them

about how they feel.

You might find that you need to help them put their feelings into
words. Be guided by their behaviour and try to listen and let them
express their feelings without immediately offering solutions.

You could say: ‘It seems like you're feeling sad right now’ or ‘Do
you know what's making you feel so sad?’ You could also ask
them what they think will help them feel better, and offer a few
suggestions if they can’t think of anything themselves.

You can also encourage them to talk to friends, grandparents,
teachers, neighbours or anyone else they feel comfortable with.
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WHAT YOUR CHILDREN COULD BE FEELING
* Angry, jealous, guilty
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* Distressed, sad, depressed

* Rejected, hurt, powerless

* Safe, calm, relieved

* Hopeful, accepting, happy

* Disbelief, shocked, surprised
« Frustrated, confused, anxious
* Lonely, afraid, scared
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You can help your children understand their feelings by having
conversations with them about how they feel.
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Your parenting
divorce or separation —
communication
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IMAGINING A FUTURE CONVERSATION

The aim of this exercise is to help you to see things from your
children’s point of view. You may have hopes and dreams for
your children, but it can be really easy to get caught up in the
day-to-day parts of our own lives and forget about them. It can be
really useful to take a step back and think about what you want
for them in the future.
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Imagine your children talking to a friend in 10 to 15 years from
now.
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What do you think they would be saying about this time in their
lives?

03 = PSS e o b S g Gl e 0585 (Sl o e Jd S

=S

What do you hope they won’t be saying?
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What do you hope they would be saying?
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HAVING DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS

Sometimes it can feel like every conversation you have ends up
in a vicious circle. ‘Blaming’ language is used, and nobody really
gets what they want because everyone is so busy trying to get
their point across. If you get angry, it is easy to stop listening and
to become defensive.

You then start to feel stressed and your body releases lots of
chemicals that can affect how you think. You might start feeling
angry or feel like running away.

If this sounds like the sort of thing that happens to you, try using
the following techniques.
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Reduce your stress levels

* Take deep breaths and deliberately breathe more slowly. This
helps to change the stress chemicals that your body is making and
can help you to feel calmer.
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Listen to what is being said

* Try to listen with your full attention.

* You can’t listen and talk at the same time. The more you listen,
and the less you say, the better.

* Listen carefully to the words and also watch for body language.
* Try not to automatically jump in if there is a pause.

* Try to stay calm, even if you don’t feel calm.
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Respond in a non-confrontational way
* Avoid changing the subject or interrupting unnecessarily.
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* Avoid speaking too soon, too often or for too long.

* Try using the method below to express yourself.

1. State what has happened without blaming, criticising or
judging.

2. Say how you feel when you see or hear what has happened.
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3. Say what you need to happen. ) -GS e
4. Ask for a change. o adsie S iy S g S Gl &S il 3
In other words, say: oS S Y Ghas 4
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When you... SN
I feel... S o e
because I need... TS PANPLN

and I’d like you to...
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There are some examples on the next page.
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Examples include the following.
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“When you pick the children up and you’re late, I feel anxious
because I need a set routine and I’d like you to be on time.’

‘When you stop me from seeing my children overnight, I feel
upset because I need to keep a connection with them and I’d like
you to help to arrange for this to happen.’
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You are giving your point of view in a non-judgemental way,
saying how you feel and linking it to what you need and what you
want to happen.

Think about the things that you want to express or the times that
you’re likely to end up arguing and practise saying things
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TIPS FOR CONTACT

¢ Children should feel that they have a home with both parents,
regardless of the amount of time they spend with them.

* Expect resistance from children as they adjust.

* Avoid using children as messengers or go-betweens.

* Try not to criticise, find fault, or compare the two homes.
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Wherever possible and safe, children need to have access to both
parents. If your child says they don’t want to see you or their
other parent, don’t dismiss their feelings or contradict them.
Listen to what they say, try to find out if there is a reason, and
don’t blame them for the rejection.

Sometimes children see one parent as all good and one parent as
all bad. If this happens, remind them of the good times you had
together before the separation. Children think of themselves as
half of mum, and half of dad. If they aren’t allowed to love both
parents, they can end up rejecting a part of themselves. So try not
to criticise or blame each other in front of your children, but
remind them that there is good and bad in all of us.

Children are resilient and can live with different family rules if
they know what to expect. If your children say things like ‘mum
does this differently’ or ‘dad doesn’t do things like that’, remind
them that it is a parent’s job to set limits and that although you do
things differently you both love them and that it is OK to have
different rules in different homes.

Avoid questioning children about what happens in the other
home. It can feel like an interrogation. Whenever possible,
communicate directly with your ex-partner.

Try not to get into a competition with the other parent about who
gives the bigger birthday presents, or give gifts with strings
attached. When giving a large gift, think about which household
it will stay in. If it is to stay at your home, it’s best to let the child
know beforehand.

Giving children information about what is happening and what to
expect will make them feel more secure. For example, you could
put important dates on a calendar together. However, not
everything in life is predictable and changes might need to take
place.
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Always think about what is in the best interests of your child and
tell them about any changes.
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FURTHER TIPS FOR CONTACT

* Develop a businesslike relationship with the other parent, one
which is centred around the best interests of your children.

* Wherever possible, be flexible and willing to compromise.

* Don’t discuss things that might lead to an argument in front of
the children.

« Take precautions if you are concerned about conflict or safety
during the handover.

* Remember that the feelings of the parent the children live with
are likely to be different from the other parent’s feelings.
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Keep conversations focused on what’s best for your children.
Communicate in a businesslike way about the needs of your child
— things like medical appointments, parents’ evenings, sports
days and birthday parties.

If your children say things about what your ex-partner has said or
done and this arouses strong feelings in you, don’t overreact or
retaliate because this puts children in the middle.
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If you have strong concerns about the level of conflict that might
occur when you hand over your children, there are certain things
that you can do, like having another adult there, handing over in a
public place and in daylight, having a friend or family member
hand over for you, or using a contact centre.

Although everyone is different, if your children live with you,
you might feel that you are the one that has all the responsibility
and that you have no time to yourself. If the children do not live
with you, you might long for the feeling of being a family and
feel lost, not knowing how to fill your time.

S Udla oy S Guigy e

é&)‘-ﬁ&bi—'&w]u@)ﬂ)}kmiﬁjéi—‘ﬁé‘ﬁﬁuﬁﬁ‘
u\)auucuu\e&&cyuuday;ﬂ.uu A;Ju)Su\u.mLJbéa.Lu
LeS) a5mge S 38 AL ) (oS Ul s om S S sk (Y
e (Sl S Jsa (ae cliyl S sl S (ol se (oS
Ayl ligS e S OS) Sl oS A S 38 s
L S Jleriad € K ya

Ci‘f‘)“-‘b"é‘r‘i@-‘é‘—J‘)ﬁ‘»ﬂ‘g‘u):‘&‘&‘u&:‘)j}‘uﬁ
O OB A3 ok (2 s) SIS o B Gusmsa Sl s
Ao Sl o B o iy ) Sl ol Sl
S o me ) plal dish 1S s i€ SO S Gl i ) o
e IR €0 S U i aslae m sl e o WS sy i)

Even if you are in a one-bedroom flat, it’s important to find a
space for your children’s belongings (even if it is only a corner in
aroom). This will help them feel that they are still an important
part of your life and help them to feel more secure. Don’t treat
your child like a guest in your home. Create new family activities
and routines that will help them to feel more secure.
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TIPS FOR DEALING WITH A DIFFICULT PARENT

* Even if your ex-partner is not co-operative, keep to a
businesslike relationship.

* Focus on what you can control, not on what you can’t.
 Learn how to manage your feelings and not react badly.

* Try to think of things from your children’s point of view.

* Ask yourself what difference a particular issue will make in a
year’s time.

* Try not to get into arguments about what really happened.
Remember that people experience things differently.
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Trying to be a good parent is not always easy at the best of times.
If you feel that your expartner isn’t being co-operative or putting
your children first, you may need to consider some strategies that
might help. It’s important to remember not to waste your energy

on trying to control things about the other parent and to focus on

being the best parent you can be.

Even when you strongly believe that you are right and your ex-
partner is wrong, and you feel that you have to be the one that
changes, remember that you can’t be responsible for changing
your ex-partner. The only person you can change is yourself.
However, the small changes that you do make can make a big
difference to your parenting and to your children.

Try to stay focused on the needs of your children and not on any
strong feelings you may have about the past. Think about how
you would like your children to remember this stage of their lives
in a year’s time — or in five to ten years’ time. This can help you
look at the situation from a different perspective.

If you hear about things your ex-partner has said about you, try
not to jump to conclusions and overreact. Take some time to calm
down and think things through.

If your ex-partner is aggressive or criticises you in front of the

children, try not to retaliate. Learn how to manage your feelings.
This means you’re less likely to get into a circular argument that
runs out of control. If you feel overwhelmed, give yourself some
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time and space. Avoid reacting immediately and say ‘I need some
time to think about this’.

For example, if your ex-partner calls you names in front of the
children, at a later time, when you are alone with the children,
talk about what happened in general terms. Let them know that
sometimes people get angry with each other but it is wrong to call
people names. Try to behave with integrity. You don’t have
control over the other parent’s actions, but you can control how
you respond.
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IF YOU CAN’T BE WITH YOUR CHILDREN

If you are finding it difficult to see your children regularly
because of a difficult relationship with your ex-partner, or you are
living out of the country or a long way away, then the tips below
are for you.
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Letters

* Don't forget to write regularly — either by post or by email.

* For younger children, choose nice stationery, or computer art,
stickers, coloured pens and so on.
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Videos and DVDs
* Record a video or DVD of yourself doing things or making a
special message.
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Phone calls

» Make sure that you listen as well as talk and try not to worry
about phone charges.

* Try to keep up-to-date about their school, their friends and so
on. If you're stuck for conversation, share a book or video with
them and discuss it on the phone.

* Many children also have mobile phones — so you could keep in
touch by text message.
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Accommodation

* When you see them, make the home you live in as family-
friendly as possible, with toys, spare clothes and so on. Try to
make sure they have their own space if possible.
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Birthdays and special occasions

* Remember the special days. You can make them more special
by being thoughtful about the things you send. A card or letter
will also show that you are thinking of them.
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Sometimes being a parent can be very stressful. Children may not
appreciate all the effort you put into it. It’s normal, so try not to
give up, as no amount of letters and phone calls can make up for
not being there in person. You can try to open up channels of
communication with your ex-partner or consider moving closer.
You could also use mediation to help you to discuss matters and
only go back to court if absolutely necessary.
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NEW PARTNERS

Children often need their parents more in the early days of a
separation and can feel abandoned if you go out a lot or start
dating other people. They can often appear quite disapproving,
and can feel threatened by any new relationships you have. It is
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important that any changes to their lives start gradually.
However, they mustn’t feel that they can dictate what you can or
cannot do.

It is probably better to wait for any new relationship to become
more serious before introducing the person to your children.
Children can get attached to new people quickly, and introducing
them to partners who aren’t going to be around in the long term
could leave them open to another significant loss. Also, when you
have a new relationship, make sure that it is safe for your children
to be around your new partner.

Introducing a new partner to children can shatter any hopes they
might have of their parents getting back together. Ideally, a new
partner should be introduced sensitively over a period of time,
starting with no more than an hour or so.

Children can be afraid that you will prefer being with your new
partner than with them, and that they might lose you as well.
They could react by being more emotionally dependent and
possessive than before. You can listen to their feelings, reassure
them that you would never leave them, and understand that their
feelings of jealousy are normal in this situation.

Your new partner might also feel insecure and jealous of the time
and energy you spend with your children. Although you can try to
reassure your new partner, it isn’t always possible to do this. You
might then have to reconsider how important your new
relationship is to you.

You might also have strong feelings about your ex-partner’s new
partner, and feelings of anger and jealousy could be stirred up.
It’s important to remember to put your children first in this case.
You and your children will need time to adjust to the changes
ahead. Even if you think you might be ready to have a
relationship, it doesn’t necessarily mean that your children will be
ready. You’ll need to make sure that they have time to adjust to
any new relationships.
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If you have met someone and you’re thinking of living with them,
it’s important that you talk to them about their role as a step-
parent. Learning how to live together will take time and needs to
be balanced with your children maintaining a relationship with
their other parent. If your new partner already has a family, it can
help to agree on house rules before moving in together.
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