
 
 
Separation and Divorce 
Helping parents to help children 
 
 
Each year an estimated 240,000 children in the UK experience the separation of their parents. 

Overall, more than one in three children will see their parents split up before they reach their 
16th birthday. 

 

This booklet has been written by renowned parenting expert Christina McGhee on behalf of 
Resolution, a group of family lawyers committed to taking conflict out of family disputes. 

Resolution lawyers abide by a code of practice which encourages solutions based on the needs of 
the whole family and particularly the best interests of children. 

 

As lawyers, it is our job is to help you through the legal process as best we can.  However, we 
realise that many of our clients will be unsure as to how to best manage their separation in the 

best interests of their children. Many have crucial needs that may not be about legal issues. You 
may feel you don’t have the information you need to support your children when making 

incredibly important decisions about their future during your separation. 
You will need to find ways to address key issues such as understanding how to talk to children, 

supporting children’s feelings while managing your own, minimising conflict between households 

or developing workable parenting arrangements. We believe that having access early on in the 
process to good information and resources is a key factor in how well you and your children will 

be able to manage this transition. 
 

This booklet is designed to give you key information at the earliest possible stage and to guide 

you in making a positive difference for your children. It supports a child-centred approach - 
which research and experience suggests will help children to move from being a family under one 

roof to being a family in two separate homes. 
 

The enclosed material covers a range of topics about the separation process as well as 

information about how children are affected and can be helped.  We know that everything 
included may not be a part of your experience but we hope that you will find pieces that are 

personally helpful and useful.  
 

Given that you will always be the only Mum and Dad your children ever have, the choices you 
make at this time will mean everything to your children. We hope that this guide will offer you a 

means to move forward in the best possible way.  

 
Yours, Resolution 
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Chapter 1:  What Should I Expect?   
The Emotional Aspects of Separation and Divorce for Parents and Children  
 

As life changes for you and your children it is normal to experience a significant sense of grief 
over that loss. Divorce ranks second only to death regarding the level of stress it generates in a 

person’s life. Even though the whole family goes through transition at the same time, it is likely 

that your children’s feelings about divorce will be different from your own. Therefore it is vital 
that you as a parent are able to keep your feelings about splitting up separate from your 

children’s feelings.  
 

Not only will your children’s experience be different but you and your partner will probably have 

different feelings too. When a relationship breaks down, often one partner has begun to 
emotionally distance themselves before initiating the separation. This situation usually leaves one 

parent further along the emotional process than the other at the beginning. Regardless of which 
position you are in, understanding the process and how you, your children and the other parent 

are managing their emotions can be helpful as you move forward. 
 

During this time you can help yourself and your children through this process by: 

• Taking care of yourself. Eat, sleep and exercise on a regular basis 

• Trying to stay mindful of your feelings about the situation 

• Accessing support so you can manage your feelings in a responsible manner 

• Making planned changes rather than reactive ones 

• Placing the needs of your children at the forefront of your decision making process 

 
When divorce or separation occurs children will experience a wide range of emotions. Sometimes 

it can be difficult to know which changes in behaviour are normal and which are related to their 
parents splitting up. Although children may talk to you about their feelings it is also helpful to pay 

attention to their actions and behaviour. The following information has been designed to help 

you recognise various ways you and your children might experience this transition. 
 

 
Denial 

 
The idea that life is changing can often be overwhelming for children. Because of this, they may 

be reluctant to acknowledge the divorce or separation as real. Parents usually go through a 

similar process by distancing themselves from or denying the reality of the situation. For some 
parents, this stage can also manifest itself as shock or disbelief.   

 
During this stage you might: 

• Feel like “This can’t be happening to me” 

• Choose not to participate in the process 
• Actively sabotage your partner’s attempts to file for divorce or leave the family home 

• Postpone telling family or friends that things are changing 
• Continue life as if nothing has changed 

• Tell yourself this is just a phase 

• Engage in distractions to avoid dealing with the reality of the separation by working extra 
hours or keeping yourself busy 

• Minimise the impact by telling yourself things are fine 
• Try to emotionally distance yourself from your feelings by engaging in self-destructive 

behaviours such as using alcohol, food, gambling or overspending 
• Delay telling children or make up excuses for a parent’s absence or change of residence. 

 

When children are having difficulty accepting the reality of divorce or separation they may:  



• Change the subject when you talk about it 

• Choose not to tell others  such as friends, teachers, other family  members 
• Make up excuses for the change in the family 

• Talk about the family as if nothing has changed 
• Try to plan events that involve both parents being together 

• Resist spending time in the other home with their other parent because it makes the 

situation more real for them. 
 

How can you help yourself and your children?   
In the early stages, try to keep life predictable and consistent for you and your children. Try to 

avoid making significant changes and maintain regular routines/normal activities as much as 
possible. Make sure you and the children are getting plenty of rest, eating regularly, exercising 

and have access to supportive people.   

 
Anger 

 
Anger is a normal and understandable reaction to divorce and separation for both parents and 

children.  You may not feel well equipped to deal with this emotion - but how you manage the 

anger for yourself and with your children is critical. Key factors in successfully dealing with this 
stage involve recognising the feeling and then finding some healthy, appropriate ways to deal 

with it. 
 

When parents become angry they may: 
• Feel more irritable and short tempered 

• Make irrational parenting decisions 

• Become overly reactive 
• Feel extremely tense and stressed 

• Engage in making personal attacks or look for ways to get even with their ex-spouse 
• Become less emotionally available for their children 

• Be unsupportive of the children’s relationship with their other parent 

• Openly criticise or say bad things about the other parent in front of the children. 
 

When children are angry they may:   
• Behave badly, test limits or break rules 

• Tell a parent “I hate you” or become disrespectful 

• Blame one or both parents for the situation 
• Throw temper tantrums or display other destructive behaviours like biting,  

 hitting, fighting and kicking. This can be especially true for younger children 
• Have frequent emotional outbursts 

• Withdraw from family or emotionally shut down 
• Engage in risky or dangerous behaviours (Teens and pre-adolescents). 

 

 
What can you do for yourself?  

If you find yourself reacting inappropriately to something, find a way to distance yourself from 
your immediate response. Give yourself time to vent your feelings to a friend, sort through your 

feelings and cool off. Once you have sorted through things then approach the situation. If the 

issue involves the other parent, instead of waging a personal attack stay focused on the issue at 
hand. At all costs do what you can to appropriately manage your anger so that your children do 

not end up paying the price. 
 



Other ways to manage your anger might involve exercising, writing, deep breathing, talking to a 

friend or finding professional, spiritual or religious support. Most importantly, find healthy ways 
that work for you.  

 
It is also advisable to use some discretion when getting feedback or advice from others. Anger 

can often leave us feeling very vulnerable. While family, friends or co-workers may have good 

intentions, remember that their perspective might be biased or based on their own experiences. 
There will be times when the advice you receive from others is not right for you or your children. 

Therefore choose your support people wisely. Seek out those who are able to listen and support 
you in a helpful way, rather than those who want to help you fuel the fire. 

 
How can you help your children?   

When children are feeling angry it is important to provide them with love and understanding as 

well as discipline.  If you are having problems with how your children are handling their anger, 
try the following: 

 
1. Schedule a time to talk to your child about the situation 
2. Let them know you understand this is a difficult time for them and give them a 

chance to share how they feel 
3. Tell them while it is okay to feel angry, how they are handling their feelings is not 
4. Clearly identify which behaviours are not acceptable (for example, hitting, being 

disrespectful, breaking things) 

5. Write down with your child at least three to five healthy, appropriate ways they can 
express their anger.  Good examples are exercising, hitting or screaming into a 

pillow, keeping a journal or diary, drawing to describe feelings, stepping away from 

the situation, counting until you cool off, taking a walk, talking to someone you trust 
6. Let your child know what will happen if they choose an inappropriate way of handling 

their anger. Make sure the consequence is both appropriate for their age and 
enforceable. For example, with a younger child you might say: “When you speak 

disrespectfully, you will have a time out and go to bed early.”  For a teenager, you 

might consider withdrawing a privilege such as taking away a mobile phone or not 
being able to watch television or play video games. 

 
 

Second thoughts 

 
For parents, there is usually a time when you may consider reconciling or giving the relationship 

a second chance. Children, however, may function under the belief that they have the ability to 
bring Mum and Dad back together.  

 
During this stage you or your partner might: 

• Consider relationship counselling 

• Try to reconcile or give the relationship  a second chance 
• Waiver in your decision making regarding the divorce or separation 

• Move back into the family home 
• Talk with children about changing a parent’s mind. 

 

When children are trying to save the family they might:   
• Promise to be good or behave better 

• Develop physical symptoms (for example, stomach or head ache) or an  
 emergency situation so that parents have to care for them together 

• Create events or reasons for parents to have contact 
• Try to become “perfect” children so parents don’t have anything to fight about 



• Become a discipline problem at school or home so that parents have a   

 common cause. In other words, they are trying to get their parents to focus  
 on them rather than each other  

• Feel responsible or blame themselves for the situation between Mum and Dad. 
 

What can you do for yourself?  

Realise that making the decision to separate or divorce is a very difficult and personal choice. 
Give yourself time to think through decisions before acting on them. Most parents, at one time or 

another, feel some guilt and wonder if they should reconsider.  If possible, seek out someone 
(for example, a counsellor, friend, co-worker, family member) you can talk to who can help you 

weigh up your options.  
How can you help your children?  

When parents split up, children often mistakenly believe that they are responsible. Their sense of 

guilt usually increases when they are exposed to parental arguments and conflict. From a child’s 
perspective if Mum and Dad are having a row about them, they will naturally feel that they are to 

blame. So minimise conflict whenever possible and let children know that the divorce or 
separation is not their fault. Understand that your children may need to hear this more than once 

as they are likely not to believe you the first time you say it. It is equally important for children to 

know that they cannot fix or change what has happened in the family. 
 

Depression 
 

When going through the process of separation and divorce it is quite normal to feel depressed or 
intensely sad. For most parents and children, these feelings will diminish over time. However, if 

you find that the sadness is persistent or becomes worse for either you or your children, you 

should seek professional help.   
Generally professional intervention is recommended if multiple symptoms are experienced for 

most of the day, nearly every day for a period of several weeks. 
 

Signs of depression in parents:   

• Changes in appetite that lead to either considerable weight gain or weight loss  
 without dieting 

• Extreme changes in sleeping habits,  either an inability to sleep, periods of  
 insomnia or sleeping too much 

• Persistent feelings of sadness 

• Lack of motivation 
• Inability to maintain normal activities such as cleaning the house, managing  

 financial matters or caring for yourself 
• Feeling excessively tired or fatigued 

• Unable to concentrate or focus  
• Frequently becoming easily upset, tearful or crying 

• Development of physical symptoms, such as recurring headaches, stomach  

 aches or muscular aches  
• Being irritable and short tempered 

• Unable to find pleasure in activities you used to enjoy 
• In more serious cases, frequent  thoughts of death or self harm. 

 

Signs of depression in children:  
• Change in academic performance at school 

• Withdrawing from family and friends 
• Inability to concentrate 

• Being agitated or irritable 
• Not getting pleasure from activities they used to enjoy 



• Persistently sad throughout the day 

• Trouble sleeping at night 
• Feeling tired or lacking energy 

• Easily upset and tearful 
• Saying things like “I wish I was never born” or “Maybe life would be better without me 

around”. 

 
How can you help yourself?  

Again, if you are having ongoing feelings of sadness that are affecting your daily life, seek out 
professional help. While at times it may feel overwhelmingly difficult, try to identify major causes 

of stress and seek help managing day-to-day activities. You may also find that taking some kind 
of positive action every day, no matter how small, will help you find the energy you need to get 

through the day.  

 
How can you help your children?  

While it is terribly hard to see your child upset or hurt, it is important for them to have an 
opportunity to feel the sadness. Try to avoid discounting, changing or covering up their feelings 

by saying things like “It’s not so bad” or “It will all be okay.” Some parents make the mistake of 

trying to indulge their children with things or activities as a way of taking their mind off the 
sadness. Usually this is only a temporary cure. Instead, let your children know they have a right 

to feel sad about what has happened in the family. As with anger, it is important for you to help 
your child find some healthy and acceptable ways to deal with the sadness. 

 
Examples of ways to express sadness: 

• Keep a diary or write about feelings 

• Draw a picture of how you feel 
• Talk to a trusted adult  

• Have a good cry 
• Talk about a time when things felt better and how you might be able to make changes in 

the future 

• Find a book or story about divorce to read and talk about it – some suggestions are listed 
at the end of this booklet. 

 
Acceptance 

 

While divorce and separation is a different experience for each family, most find that, after some 
time has passed, life eventually begins to feel more ‘normal’. When this happens, you may 

discover that life no longer feels like an emotional rollercoaster and that transitions between the 
two homes have become easier. 

 
When families move closer to accepting the divorce, they will:   

• Have a renewed sense of interest in life 

• Be able to disengage from strong emotions 
• Feel more emotionally balanced 

• Re-establish hope for the future 
• Be able to acknowledge both the positive and negative aspects of divorce 

• Make transitions between homes without as much disruption 

• Re-engage in activities or develop new interests. 
 



Chapter 2:  How children may react to divorce and separation at different 
ages   
 

One significant factor in how children will adjust to divorce and separation is their age and 
developmental stage.  The information below offers some guidelines regarding expected 

milestones and how divorce may affect children in various age groups. 

 
Infants 

 
The primary developmental task for infants is to bond with Mum and Dad and gain a sense of 

security in the world around them. This occurs through regular consistent contact (for example, 

parents meeting their child’s needs through daily activities such as changing, feeding, holding, 
interacting).   

 
When parents live apart, meeting this developmental need becomes more challenging. Parents 

will need to be more creative in how they share parenting time as for infants long periods of time 
away from either parent is not recommended. 

 

Things to look for: 
• Problems sleeping 

• Not eating well or loss of appetite  

• Digestive problems  

• Excessive crying or irritability 

Needs: 

• Regular and consistent contact with both parents 

• Routines and schedules maintained 

• Planned transitions 

• Minimised exposure to parental tension 

• Develop trust in their environment 

 
Toddlers 

 

As children move into toddlerhood they begin to view themselves as separate from their parents. 
While exploring their new-found independence, these young children will also experience a wide 

range of emotions but lack the ability to understand or manage their feelings.  
Be aware that your toddler will primarily express their feelings with actions, especially when they 

are angry, frustrated or upset. This is a time when children need you not only to love them, but 
to also set appropriate limits and provide discipline when they behave inappropriately. 

 

Things to look for: 
• May engage in temper tantrums, biting, hitting, or crying when feeling anxious/stressed 

• Difficulty leaving one parent or making transitions 

• Becomes overly clingy or anxious 

• Nightmares or sleep problems due to anxiety 

Needs: 

• Appropriate limits and discipline when behaving badly 

• Predictable environment (i.e. regular bedtime and daily routines) 

• Child-safe homes with both parents that allow for  exploration and stimulation 

• Regular contact with Mum and Dad 

• Reassurance of love through physical affection and direct interaction 

 
 

Three to five years old 



 

During their pre-school years, children begin to develop ideas about who they are. The most 
important influences regarding that identity are Mum and Dad. Additionally, relationships with 

parents also form the basis for future social skills and gender identity. Young children will often 
choose individual characteristics of parents as a way to define who they are. This is one reason 

why it is important to maintain a positive attitude about your ex in front of the children. Also, 

pre-school children have a very narrow perception of the world and literally feel that everything 
happening around them is in some way related to what they have thought, felt, said or done. As 

a result, they often struggle with feeling responsible for what has happened between Mum and 
Dad. 

 
Things to look for: 

• Regressed behaviour (i.e. toilet trained yet wetting again) 

• Showing anger through temper tantrums or physical aggression 

• Missing the parent they are not with at bedtime or meal time 

• Blaming themselves or feeling guilty  

Needs: 

• Routines and predictability 

• To be prepared for transitions 

• Can tolerate longer period of time between homes, but contact needs to be consistent 

• To be reassured that divorce is not their fault 

• Ability to love and feel positive about both parents 

• Acceptable ways to express feelings and limits when behaving badly 

 
 

Six to nine years old 
 

Now that children have begun to establish a sense of who they are, their focus turns to building 
self-esteem. The development of special skills or talents can become one way that children start 

feeling good about themselves.  

 
Remember that your child’s relationship with the other parent is still a key factor in how they 

view themselves.  Make sure that you speak positively about the other parent and that you allow 
your child to feel good about that relationship. Developmentally, school age children view divorce 

differently to younger children and are more likely to feel a greater sense of sadness. While they 

are better able to identify and talk about their feelings, they may be reluctant to do so because 
they are worried about making things worse or upsetting a parent. 

 
Things to look for: 

• Greater sense of sadness over the divorce 

• Fantasies of reuniting or saving the family 

• May personalise the divorce and feel they are to blame 

• Worried about being replaced or rejected by a parent 

Needs: 
• Opportunity to talk about feelings 

• Reassurance that they are special to Mum and Dad 

• Need to know divorce is a grown-up problem they cannot fix or change  

• Can tolerate longer periods of time in each home but will need contact  from the parent 

they are not with (for example, phone calls, emails, dinner during the week) 



 

10 to 12 years old 
 

In the pre-teen years children literally view the world in all or nothing, right or wrong terms. 
They do not have the emotional maturity or skill to understand that both parents may have some 

responsibility for the marriage or partnership not being successful. For this reason, they may 

openly condemn one parent for their actions - particularly if they view that parent as responsible 
for the divorce or separation.  

 
Even though it can be tempting, it is best if parents do not place children in the position of judge 

and jury. Instead, support your children in seeing more than one perspective. Realise that 
although your pre-teen can express their feelings they will need your support in identifying how 

to manage them. 

 
Remember that, even as peers and friendships become more important to them, your children 

still need your continued involvement in their lives. Make it a priority to regularly contact them 
when they are not with you through phone calls, sending emails, texting or by participating in 

important activities.  

 
Things to look for: 

• Taking sides with one parent over the other 

• Overly anxious about the future 

• Can easily move into parenting role - may feel strong need to take care of a parent  

• Difficulty managing or talking about feelings  

Needs: 
• Not be placed in the middle of adult issues 

• Opportunity to test independence 

• Not to shoulder adult responsibilities 

• Consistent contact with both parents 

• To be consulted on decisions that affect their lives 

 

 
13 to 18 years old 

 

Teenage years are a time when children begin to move away from the family and establish 
themselves as independent young adults.  As friends and social lives are the central focus for 

teenagers you may need to be more flexible regarding time arrangements between homes.   
 

Developmentally, teenagers have a tendency to be somewhat cynical about the world and when 

parents divorce those feelings may intensify. Often they will react by either rushing into intimate 
relationships or by avoiding commitment. Rather than trying to talk your teenagers out of those 

feelings, it is best to present the value of learning from your experiences and how they can make 
considered choices in their own lives. 

 
Because teenagers are young adults, they are often exposed to more adult information than 

younger children. Don’t make the mistake of using your teenagers as confidants or 

overburdening them with intimate details of the divorce. Even though they are older, they still do 
not want to be caught in the middle between Mum and Dad.  

 
Things to look for: 

• Behaving badly or engaging in dangerous, risky behaviour 

• Withdrawing from the family by spending more time away from home  

• Reaction or management of feelings becomes more intense 



• Vulnerable to being given adult information or becoming a parent’s confidant 

Needs: 

• More flexible time arrangements with parents 

• Parents to stay involved in life and activities 

• To be consulted about decisions that affect their lives 

• Reassurance about their future 

• Continued structure and discipline 

• Support in managing feelings in healthy ways 

• Not to be overburdened with adult information 

 



Chapter 3:  Tips for talking to children about divorce  
 
Tips 

 
Once you and your partner have decided with certainty that you are going to separate or divorce, 

you need to begin planning how you will tell your children. Here are some guidelines for you to 

consider regarding your first conversation with your children. 
 

If possible, both parents should be present when telling children about the divorce or separation 
Ideally, it is best if both parents can talk to children together. However, this is only appropriate if 

parents are able to responsibly manage their own feelings and opinions about the divorce or 

separation. In some divorce situations, parents may hold differing opinions about why things did 
not work out or be in different stages of the emotional process. If talking to children together is 

ultimately going to create more tension, have separate discussions. 
 

Discuss what you will tell children beforehand 
Whether talking to children together or individually, children benefit from hearing similar 

messages from both Mum and Dad. Try to keep explanations simple and avoid placing blame. 

Use general statements such as “Mum and Dad can't live together anymore” or “Mum and Dad 
have decided we would be happier living in different homes.” 

 
If you cannot agree on what to say 
Sometimes due to our own hurt and pain, we may feel strongly that children need to hear the 

truth. In some families, one parent may be very committed to assigning blame for the divorce. 
Holding one parent exclusively responsible for the divorce often creates a confusing and difficult 

situation for children. They will most likely feel very conflicted and worried about either betraying 
or rejecting a parent. Whether or not you initiated the divorce, try to view the situation through 

your child’s eyes. Children have a right to love both parents. 
 

Think through how you will manage your feelings   
As you go through this process you will probably experience a wide range of emotions. In the 
early stages, feelings of sadness and anger about splitting up are usually at their strongest. To 

minimise the impact for your children, think through your own issues and how you will manage 
them in front of the children.   

 

Let children know how life will change 
Try to address major concerns for children such as: 

• When and how they will see each parent 
• Where they will live and go to school 

• How they will spend time with important family members 
• How life will be different. 

 

If children have questions you are not prepared to answer, let them know that Mum and Dad are 
still working out the details. Reassure them that when you have an answer, they will be the first 

to know. 
 

Tell children they are not to blame 
It may seem hard to believe but it is quite natural for children to feel responsible when parents 
split up. Make sure your children understand that your decision to divorce or separate had 

nothing to do with them or their behaviour. Additionally, children need to know that there is 
nothing they can do to change what is happening in the family. Also reinforce the point that it is 

not their responsibility to try and make things better between Mum and Dad. 

 



Make sure children know they can ask questions and talk about how they feel 
Let children know you understand this will be a difficult change for them. They also need to hear 
that while things are changing in the family, they will probably have many different feelings. 

Reassure them that it is okay to ask questions or talk to either parent. 
 

Additional issues to consider 

 
Children’s reactions or feelings 
There are many different factors that affect how children will react to separation or divorce. 
Some children will understandably be very upset, while others may be incredibly angry and hurt. 

Others might feel profound sadness, while some will show no reaction at all. In families where 
there has been a great deal of fighting between parents, children may even feel a sense of relief. 

It is also quite common for siblings to have very different feelings and experiences.   

Most importantly, let children know that their feelings are normal. Be sure to give them the 
support and space they need to safely express how they feel.  

 
Initial talk and follow up conversations  
For initial first conversations, it is recommended that parents do not overwhelm children with 

information. Try to keep the discussion straightforward and age-appropriate. Focus on addressing 
the fact that parents are separating or getting a divorce and how life will change for now. It is 

likely that your children will have additional questions after your first talk and need follow up 
conversations. Follow up talks do not have to be formal or structured. You may find that children 

are open to talking during transition times such as bedtime, meal times or while engaged in other 
activities. 

 

 
Messages children need to hear from parents 

 
Below are some examples of things children need to hear: 

• While the feelings we have for each other have changed, we will never stop loving you 

• We know this will be hard for you and we are sorry 
• You can always love both Mum and Dad 

• Just because we may be unhappy with each other, does not mean you have to be upset 
• What has happened between Mum and Dad is not your fault - you did not cause this 

• Divorce is a grown-up problem between Mum and Dad that you cannot change 

• We will always be your Mum and Dad 
• You will always have a family. Instead of being a family in one home, you will have a  

 family with Dad and a family with Mum 
• We will both continue to be a part of your life. 

 
How to listen to your children 

 

Divorce and separation brings many challenges and changes to children’s lives. During this time 
one of the most important skills you can possess is being a good listener. 

 
Give children your full attention when they are talking to you 
This means turn off the television or stop putting away the groceries. Sit down and make eye-to-

eye contact with your child. If you can't stop what you are doing, let your child know that what 
they have to say is very important to you. Then arrange a time with your child when you can give 

them your undivided attention. It is better to ask children to wait minutes not hours. 



Listen to your child without trying to fix, judge, criticise or change their feelings 
Typically as parents we have a strong desire to spare our children from unpleasant, hurtful or 
difficult situations. Since divorce can stir up a lot of those experiences, we may try to shield our 

children by fixing the problem or trying to convince them that they really don't feel that way. 
Unfortunately, our good intentions can be damaging. When children are not allowed the 

opportunity to solve their own problems or have their feelings acknowledged they are deprived of 

building both self-esteem and self-confidence. Also, it may be difficult for children to identify how 
they feel if parents never talk about or recognise certain feelings.  

 
Seek to understand your child's feelings and perspective 
One way we can convey understanding is by focusing on what our child is feeling and verbalising 
that feeling for them. Parents can make statements such as "I can understand why you would 

feel that way", "It sounds like you are feeling..." or "It must be really difficult when.” Also, 

remember that understanding does not mean you agree with your child’s perspective - it just 
means you understand.  

 
Take action 
Children need to talk to someone who is supportive and understanding. Taking action doesn't 

mean you fix the problem or give advice to your children. Once you feel you understand your 
child then you can make a decision about how to respond. Sometimes it may mean giving them a 

hug, working together to come up with solutions or having to watch them struggle with a difficult 
issue or problem on their own.  

 
Keep your issues separate from your children's feelings 
Make sure you are utilising a support system away from your children to deal with your own 

feelings. When you find yourself having a strong reaction to something your child has said or is 
feeling, try to stay focused on your child. If you are finding it too difficult, give yourself time out 

to process what is going on and how you are feeling about the situation. 
 

When necessary, get help or find support 
Many of the changes divorce or separation brings can be difficult to deal with for parents. If you 
or your children are having a hard time dealing with those changes, find support or seek out 

professional help. 
 

If your child doesn't want to talk                                                                                                           
For some children talking about divorce makes it feel too real and they may not be ready to 
accept the fact that life is changing. If your child does not want to talk or resists discussions 

about divorce let them know you understand this is hard for them. You can also tell them you 
understand that they might not want to talk right now but when they are ready to talk you will 

be ready to listen. It can sometimes be helpful to find an age-appropriate children's book or 
other resources that can make talking about a difficult subject easier for children. Some 

suggestions are listed at the back of this booklet. 

 



Chapter 4:  Tips for managing your relationship with your ex-spouse or ex-
partner 
 

Redefine your relationship 
While your relationship with your partner or spouse has ended, your role as Mum and Dad has 

not. For many parents it is helpful, especially in the early stages of separation or divorce to 

handle issues with a business-like attitude. Avoid conversations that address old issues, personal 
information or encourage conflict. If you are having difficulty separating your emotions from the 

situation or person, ask yourself how you would handle a similar situation with a fellow co-
worker. Sometimes it may be helpful to think about how you would want the situation handled if 

the roles were reversed.  

 
Change your expectations 
Following divorce or separation some parents try to control one another through resorting to 
manipulation, confrontation and criticism. Don't put energy into trying to control your ex or the 

situation. The most you can do is be the best parent you can and strive to influence your children 
in a nurturing, supportive way. 

 

Address the issues 
Find some way to address your issues  related to the divorce or separation instead of hanging 

onto the anger and hurt. Dealing with your feelings will also help you to be less reactive when 
issues arise involving your children or your ex.  

Remember, moving forward is important for both you and your children. If you are having 

difficulty doing so, find some help. 
 

Address the other parent in a respectful manner  
While you may not have a tremendous amount of respect for your ex as a person, you can talk to 

them respectfully as the parent of your children. When discussing issues or addressing 

disagreements, avoid making personal attacks including statements that judge, criticise or assign 
blame to one another.   

 
Practise restraint and avoid reacting when angry  
Try to listen to each other’s opinions and ideas before responding. If something said by the other 
parent stirs up strong feelings, try not to act on your immediate reaction. If necessary, ask for a 

proper discussion and give yourself time to think things over.  

 
Give the other parent notice regarding issues 
Instead of springing an issue or discussion on the other parent, it may be more helpful to let 
them know beforehand that you want to discuss something, (perhaps through a short phone 

message or email). If contact is made either by telephone or in person, before launching into a 

discussion, consider asking “Is this a good time to talk?” If not, ask to arrange a time that is 
mutually convenient.  

 
Avoid using handovers as a time to discuss issues with the other parent 
While it may seem convenient to discuss arrangements while exchanging the children, handovers 
are often emotionally charged times for both children and parents. If you have something you 

need to share or discuss, it may be best to make a phone call, write a short letter to hand to the 

other parent or ask to arrange a time when you can talk with them. If meeting face-to-face is 
necessary, consider holding discussions in a neutral setting. Meeting in a public place can 

sometimes be more productive for parents than sitting at the kitchen table. Places like a local 
coffee shop or restaurant may also reduce the likelihood that things will get heated or out of 

hand. 

 



Do not have heated arguments or discussions in front of your children  
Parent conflict is one of the most damaging aspects of divorce or separation for children - so do 
not involve your children in an argument between the two of you. Additionally consider the best 

times to arrange telephone conversations with the other parent and make sure children will not 
be able to listen in.  

 

Follow up all agreements or details of conversations in writing 
If you and the other parent have made a change in plans or come to an agreement involving the 

children, follow it up in writing. It is not uncommon for parents to walk away with different 
understandings about what was said or agreed. A written follow up will help minimise 

misunderstandings. 
 

"Speak when you are angry and you will make the best speech you will ever regret." 

Ambrose Bierce 
 



Chapter 5:  Less than ideal situations   
 
While much of the advice offered to separated and divorced parents focuses on developing a 

cooperative parenting relationship, there are some situations where these ideals may not apply. 
Any circumstance that places a child at risk either emotionally or physically must be managed in 

a way that protects and preserves the child’s safety. 

 
Situations that require special consideration are: 

• Domestic abuse – physical, emotional or sexual abuse toward a parent  
• Physical, emotional or sexual abuse of a child 

• Addiction issues  

• Parental neglect or abandonment 
• Alienation of children by a parent. 

 
While it is important for children to maintain a loving relationship with both Mum and Dad, the 

physical and emotional well-being of children should always come first.  
 

It is important to note that a difference in parenting styles or values does not automatically mean 

a child is in danger. A parent allowing children to have crisps and fizzy drinks for dinner while 
watching the television until midnight is very different to a parent who drives a car containing 

children while intoxicated. Situations that involve parenting differences need to be addressed but 
not necessarily to the same degree. 

 

 
“It is extremely important that you offer emotional support to children to help them cope with 

difficult situations involving domestic abuse and addiction” 
 

Domestic abuse and addiction 
 

In some situations, especially those involving domestic violence or addiction issues, a parent may 

try to minimise the seriousness of the abuse/violence, or not talk about it, all in an effort to 
shield children from what is happening in the family. In fact, most children are keenly aware of 

the abuse. As many as 80% of children are either in the same room or in the next room when 
domestic violence occurs.   

 

Other parents may hang on to the hope that the behaviour of the abusing parent will eventually 
change and therefore work to keep the peace instead of protecting themselves and their 

children. When this happens, the non-offending parent places both themselves and their children 
at enormous risk. Even when things improve for a time, significant change can only occur if the 

offending parent has acknowledged the problem and is actively seeking professional help. If you 
are a non-offending parent you need to be relentless in advocating the safety of your child or 

children. In many cases, this means getting the protection of the legal system.   

 
You should tell your solicitor if the other parent has threatened you, hurt you physically or 

sexually, controlled or isolated you or has behaved in an emotionally abusive way towards you. 
Your solicitor will be able to advise you about an application for an injunction which would 

prohibit further behaviour of this nature or prohibit the other parent from coming to your home. 

Your solicitor can also advise you about making arrangements for contact between your children 
and the other parent that do not expose either you or the children to these risks. You may be 

eligible for Legal Aid for injunction proceedings but if your income or capital is above certain 
limits you would have to pay a contribution. 

 



In addition to physically protecting children, it is extremely important that you offer emotional 

support to help them cope with difficult situations involving domestic abuse and addiction. Often 
children involved in these types of situations have ambivalent feelings about the other parent. 

Some may feel deeply responsible for a parent’s behaviour, while others may feel quite conflicted 
and worry about betraying one or both parents. How children are able to handle difficult 

situations is influenced by many different factors but one of the most significant aspects is how 

parents talk to children and help them understand the situation. The following recommendations 
are designed to help you support your children in managing their feelings about what has 

happened in the family.  
 

Organisations that can help with domestic abuse and addiction issues are listed at the back of 
this booklet. 

 

Tips for helping children manage difficult situations 
 

Acknowledge what has happened and allow children to talk 
Some parents mistakenly believe that talking to children about a serious situation such as 

domestic violence or addiction will either overwhelm or scare children. In fact, not talking about 

the situation leaves children defenceless and often more afraid because they do not understand 
what has happened or why. Talk to your children openly and honestly, offering them age-

appropriate explanations and information. Children usually feel a great sense of relief when they 
have received permission from a parent to talk about the situation. Children also need to know 

that they can talk about their feelings and ask questions without being fearful of making things 
worse or getting into trouble.  

 

If you are unsure what to say to your children, seek out professional support or guidance. At the 
back of this booklet you will find details of organisations that can assist you in finding the help 

you need for you and your children.  
 

Educate your children about the problem 
• Along with supporting children’s feelings it is vital that you educate them about the 

problem. Educating children helps them: 
• Understand the situation is not something they can influence or control 

• Identify dysfunctional behaviour 

• Increase the likelihood that they will not repeat the behaviour in their own lives 

• Build skills instead of feeling afraid 

• Feel empowered instead of helpless 

 

Also, help children learn how to keep themselves safe by teaching personal protection skills such 
as when and how to call for emergency help, how to find and approach a safe adult when there 

is a crisis and how to recognise and avoid unsafe situations.   
 

Talk about the problem not the person  
While it may be challenging at times, avoid making statements that criticise or condemn the 
other parent. Help your child to understand the dynamics of the issue, abuse or addiction in a 

way they can understand. If it is helpful, seek out resources for children such as books or 
educational pamphlets that will help to explain the issues. Children need to know that their safety 

takes priority over everything else. Let them know that the destructive behaviour is not 

appropriate and that you hope in the future their other parent will be able to make better 
choices. 



 

Reinforce that what has happened is not their fault 
Many children in difficult situations feel guilty or responsible for what has happened in the family. 

Make sure your children know that the situation is not their fault and that they cannot change 
their other parent’s behaviour. It is also helpful to let children know that no matter how much 

they may hope or wish, the other parent is the only one who can change the situation. 

 
Inform your children about how life will change for now 
When domestic violence or addiction issues are involved, contact between parents and children 
may need to be suspended or supervised. If this occurs, talk to your children in an age-

appropriate way. Let them know in clear terms when and how they will see their other parent.   
If contact is not possible, be sure to support your child’s feelings. It is normal for a child to have 

mixed feelings about not seeing the other parent. While they may truly appreciate being in a 

safer situation, they may also have difficulty letting go of the wish that everything could be okay. 
 

Provide children with a stable and consistent environment 
Children who have lived with domestic violence or addiction experience very chaotic and 

unpredictable lives.  Although the process of divorce can bring even more changes to a family, do 

what you can to create a consistent, predictable and peaceful home environment for your 
children. Children can actually make a successful adjustment and heal from the past with the 

support of one consistent, loving, stable parent in their lives.   
 

Seek support for both you and your children  
Healing for families who have dealt with these issues takes time. Be sure that you seek support 

for yourself, as well as, your children. While reaching out to others can be hard to do, it is an 

important part of making life better for your family. 
 

 
When one parent turns a child against the other 

 

When one parent turns a child against the other parent, this is known as parent alienation. This 
occurs when a child is significantly influenced by one parent (often called ‘the alienator’) to 

completely reject their other parent (often known as ‘the target parent’). It is most often seen in 
situations involving separation or divorce and the child’s rejection is usually based on frivolous or 

unjustified reasons. 

 
This situation is often referred to as parental alienation syndrome or PAS. It literally places 

children in a situation where they must view one parent as all bad and one parent as all good. 
This leaves no space for a child to love both parents. Given that children view themselves as half 

Mum and half Dad, the end result is that the child is forced both emotionally and psychologically 
to deny or reject a part of themselves.   

 

When a child distances his or herself from a parent, parent alienation may not be to blame. 
Sometimes parents may alienate themselves from a child by engaging in destructive, abusive, 

harmful or hurtful behaviours. When a parent has behaved badly and does not take responsibility 
for that behaviour, children may distance themselves from that parent. If a child does not want 

to spend time with a parent, it is important for that parent to consider how they may have 

contributed to the problem. However, sometimes parents jump to the conclusion that the other 
parent is exclusively responsible for the rejection.    



Hostile aggressive parenting (or HAP), a term closely related to parental alienation syndrome 

(PAS), is used to define the actions and behaviours of an alienating parent. It is most often seen 
in high conflict situations where an adult has not been able to move beyond their own hurt and 

pain regarding the separation or divorce.  As a result, the alienating parent uses the child or 
children as a way to manipulate, control or seek revenge on the target parent. These parents are 

unable to acknowledge the needs of their child and are more apt to view children as belonging 

exclusively to them. They are often unable to see the damage they are inflicting on children.  
While HAP has the potential to develop into parental alienation syndrome, it does not always lead 

to the rejection of the target parent by a child. It does however greatly interfere with the 
development of a healthy parent-child relationship.   

 
Hostile aggressive parenting can also extend beyond the parent-child relationship to include other 

significant adults in a child’s life such as grandparents or step-parents.  

 
Although there is significant debate within the family court system and amongst childcare 

professionals over how parent alienation and hostile aggressive parenting should be handled, it is 
important for parents to understand the dynamics of these high conflict situations. 

 

Tips for managing parental alienation syndrome and hostile aggressive parenting 
 

Both parent alienation and hostile aggressive parenting can be hugely challenging for a parent 
whose relationship with their child is being compromised.  The following tips can help parents to 

deal with these extremely difficult situations: 
 

Get education and professional support   
Parental alienation syndrome and hostile aggressive parenting are extremely challenging 
situations. Repairing your relationship with your child can be a long and difficult process. Make 

sure you are taking care of yourself through this process by handling your feelings about the 
situation in a healthy adult way.  Also, seek good legal representation when necessary. Target 

parents faced with parent alienation or hostile aggressive parenting almost always have to utilise 

the legal system to protect the relationship with their children. Make sure your lawyer is educated 
about these dynamics and how the family court views parental alienation syndrome and hostile 

aggressive parenting. 
 

Behave with integrity  
Just because the other parent is not focused on the needs of the children doesn’t mean you have 
to behave in the same way. Don’t be trapped into thinking that you are helpless. You may not 

have control over the other parent’s actions but you do have control over how you respond and 
how you handle the situation with your children. 

 
Don’t let the situation take over your life    
Find some support for yourself and as much as possible, limit the amount of emotional energy 

you give to the conflict. 
 

Maintain contact and be consistent with children 
Some parents mistakenly believe that with time their children will eventually realise the truth, 

know that they have been lied to and come back to them. In fact, maintaining consistent contact 

with your children is especially important. With parent alienation, children need an alternate 
perception of reality. If a parent does not maintain contact, children are left with no defence 

against the alienator’s perspective. 
Despite their attempts to reject you, continue to follow through with what you say you will do. 

While it can be incredibly frustrating, do what you can to stay connected to your children. 
 



Do not put your child in the middle of adult issues  
If you are angry about something the other parent has done, address that issue with the other 
parent or the court. 

 
Don’t blame your children for the rejection   
In normal parenting situations it is reasonable to hold your children accountable for inappropriate 

and disrespectful behaviour. But parent alienation or hostile aggressive parenting are not normal 
circumstances. Children are literally being placed in a situation where, in order to be embraced 

by one parent, they must reject the other. If your relationship with your child is in jeopardy, the 
first and most important goal is to preserve your relationship and emotional connection with your 

child. 
 

Try to understand your child’s position     
It is incredibly stressful and difficult for children when they are placed in a situation where they 
must side with one parent over the other. Consider the stress you are experiencing as an adult in 

dealing with this issue and imagine how your child feels having to live with this stress day after 
day.   

 

Avoid taking the rejection personally     
While it is incredibly painful to be rejected by your child, it is important to understand it is not a 

situation your child can control or successfully manage without support.  
 

Offer children an alternate perception of reality whenever possible     
It is okay to say that you do not agree with how the other parent is handling this situation. 

However, be careful not to blame, judge or criticise the other parent – these actions may push 

your child further away. 
 

Because this is such a difficult and frustrating situation, some parents may feel that if they tell 
their children the ‘truth’, try to set the record straight and aggressively fight the situation, their 

children will see they are obviously the victimised parent. In most cases, this will not happen. 

Furthermore, when parents do this they are also engaging in alienating behaviour and are asking 
the child to choose one parent as right and one as wrong. 

 
 

Give clear messages to your children      
These messages might include: 
• Children should not have to pick and choose one parent over the other  

• This is an issue between Mum and Dad 
• Your feelings do not have to be the same as Mum’s or Dad’s  

• Kids should always be able to love both parents. 
 

Don’t give up     
When dealing with high conflict situations it can sometimes be hard to see how your actions are 
making a difference. In some parent-child relationships it may take years before you will see the 

results of your choices and effort. Don’t make the mistake of thinking you do not matter to your 
children - you do. 

 



Appendix 1:  Legal facts and glossary 
 
As you move forward with the legal process, there may be many aspects which seem unfamiliar 

or confusing. The following information outlines and defines some of the key language used in 
the family court system. If you are ever unsure of what a term means or have questions about 

how your case is proceeding, discuss the matter with your solicitor. 

 
Applicant 

A person who starts legal proceedings or makes an application for separation or divorce.  This 
person then becomes “a party” to the proceedings.  Where the application is a petition for 

divorce, s/he is referred to as the “Petitioner”. Once papers are sent to the other parent and their 

lawyer, they are referred to as the “Respondent” [to the application]. 
 

CAFCASS  
(Also known as Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service.)  When the court 

requires additional information, this independent government organisation assigns a court 
welfare officer also known as a CAFCASS Reporting Officer to investigate and report on the 

children, their wishes and feelings and the ability of the various adults to provide for them.  This 

report will go to the judge and will generally have a significant impact on the final order. 
 

Conciliation Appointment  
When an application for a contact order has been made, many courts set up an informal 

appointment with the Judge. The Judge cannot impose orders at this hearing but can try to help 

parents reach agreement. In some cases, the Judge may be accompanied by a CAFCASS 
reporting officer or in some courts, a mediator. 

 
Contact Order 

Formerly referred to as ‘access’, ‘contact’ means the time that the non-resident parent (the 
parent who does not have children living with them most of the time) will spend with children. 

Occasionally a contact order may apply to other significant adults in a child’s life such as 

grandparents. It can also include specific guidelines of how other forms of communicating (for 
example, letters, email, telephone calls etc.) will take place.  In most cases, courts prefer not to 

define these arrangements too closely.  
 

Guardian  

Usually refers to a person who has been appointed to care for a child in the event that in 
situations where both parents have died. This assignment of responsibility can happen through a 

parent’s will or by court order.  
 

Injunction  
An order issued by a court that orders a party to do a certain act or prevents them from doing a 

certain act. For example, a restraining order (a form of injunction) may be issued to stop one 

person from contacting another. During a divorce, if a party has threatened to remove marital 
property, or has threatened to kidnap their child, a court might prohibit the party from touching 

any marital property or removing the child from the country. 
 

Legal Aid  

Also known as ‘public funding’, this is state assistance with legal costs, available only to those on 
benefits or a very low income. See  

http://www.legalservices.gov.uk/public/can_i_get_legal_aid.asp for more information 



Non-molestation order   

Refers to the court order prohibiting (usually) most forms of conduct that could in any way 
harass or pester the applicant or a child. 

 
Ouster 

An order forcing a person out of possession or occupancy of property to which she or he is 

entitled. 
 

Parenting Plan  
A framework agreement prepared by parents to deal with the day- to-day care and needs of 

children (for example who takes the children swimming, who buys the school uniform, who deals 
with pocket money and so on).  

 

Parental Responsibility  
All the rights, duties, powers, responsibilities and authority that go with being a parent. It means 

that you have a duty to care for and protect a child and that you have a right to make decisions 
regarding that child's future, such as choosing his or her school. It does not mean you have to 

pay maintenance - child support and parental responsibility are not connected in any way. It is 

also not connected to any right you have about contact with the child, or to have him or her live 
with you. Mothers have parental responsibility automatically, as do married fathers (whether 

married to the child’s mother before or after the child’s birth). Unmarried fathers have parental 
responsibility if they have been named on the child’s birth certificate as the father since 1 

December 2003 (this has nothing to do with what surname the child has been given). If the child 
was born before 1 December 2003 an unmarried father will have to have a court order or 

permission from the mother to have parental responsibility. 

 
Prohibited Steps Order 

Restricts parents from taking certain actions in relation to their child/children, (for example 
removing a child or children from the UK or from the care of a certain person). 

 

Residence order  
Formerly referred to as ‘custody’, this outlines arrangements about where a child should live 

primarily.   
 

Section eight order   

This is lawyers’ short-hand. It refers to all the main orders that the court is able to make under 
the 1989 Children Act. These include: residence orders, settling where a child lives; contact 

orders, dealing with the child’s right to contact; prohibited steps orders that restrict parental 
responsibility; and specific issue orders that decide a specific dispute. Occasionally applications 

are made to the court asking for all possible orders. 
 

Shared residence orders    

Becoming more common, this type of order is used when a child has a home with each parent. It 
usually also provides guidelines for how that type of arrangement will work. 

 
Specific issue order   

When parents are unable to come to mutual agreement about certain parenting issues this type 

of order is used to provide direction and resolve matters (for example, where s/he should go to 
school). When appropriate the court may also assign certain responsibilities to one parent. 



The welfare checklist  

A list of factors that a court has to consider before making decisions related to a child.  The court 
will always consider the best interests of the child first and foremost. If necessary the court can 

initiate proceedings of its own volition and can make any order under Section Eight that it 
considers necessary to protect a child’s best interests. 

 

Factors for consideration can be summarised as follows:  
1. The child’s: 

• Age, sex and background 

• Wishes and feelings 

• Physical, emotional and educational needs and effects of change on them  

• The harm s/he has suffered or is at risk of suffering 

2.  Parents: 
• How capable are they of meeting the child or children’s needs 

3. What powers the court has to make orders that promote the welfare of the child. 
 



Appendix 2:  Recommended reading and online resources for children 
 
Books 

 
This is not an exhaustive or exclusive list. Resolution will update this list from time to time and 

add new suggestions on its website: www.resolution.org.uk 

 
Local libraries and bookshops will usually stock a range of books for you to consider. You can 

also try online sites such as: 
www.amazon.co.uk 

www.thebookdepository.co.uk 

www.whsmith.co.uk 
 

For younger children  
 

Dinosaur’s divorce  
by Marc Brown and Laurie Krasny Brown (ISBN 0316109967) 

Sympathetic to the full range of feelings that divorce produces, the authors use evocative cartoon 

dinosaur characters to convey their message. Chapters address such concerns as why parents 
divorce, what will happen to ‘me’, where will holidays be celebrated, living in two homes. For 

children 4-8 years.  From Amazon. 
 

When Katie’s Mum and Dad separated  
by Sarah, Duchess of York  
Provides child-friendly advice on coping when parents separate, and gives reassurance for 

children who think they may be responsible for their parents’ separation. 
A Helping Hand book, from Lloyds Pharmacy www.lloydspharmacy.com 

 
Children don’t divorce   
by Rosemary Stones and Nicola Spoor (ISBN 1903285305) 

This story looks at separation and divorce from the child’s angle and offers a good opportunity 
for children to explore and express their feelings.  From WH Smith. 

 
Two homes  
by Claire Masurel and Kady McDonald  (ISBN 0744589258) 

Alex has two homes - one at Mummy’s and one at Daddy’s. An excellent book for very young 
children.  From Amazon. 

 
Was it the chocolate pudding: A story for little kids about divorce  
by Sandra Levins and Bryan Langdo (ISBN 1591473098) 
With childlike innocence and humour, this book explains divorce from a kid's point of view. 

Special emphasis is placed on the fact that divorce is not the child's fault, that it is a grown-up 

problem. Deals with practical day-to-day matters such as single-family homes, joint custody, 
child-care issues, and misunderstandings.  From Amazon. 

 
My family’s changing  
by Pat Thomas and Lesley Harker (ISBN 0764109952) 

Explains facts gently but seriously, and encourages interaction and discussion between parents 
and children.  From The Book Depository. 



For older children  

 
Divorce helpbook for kids  
by Cynthia Macgregor (ISBN 1886230390) 
This book discusses many of the topics that trouble children when their parents divorce. 

From Amazon. 

 
Suitcase kid  
by Jacqueline Wilson (ISBN 0440867738)  
A good book for children between the ages of 9-12 years. Andy is upset about her parents’ 

divorce and does not know who she should live with – one week at Mum’s and one week at 
Dad’s. How will it end?   

From Amazon. 

 
Mom’s house, Dad’s house for kids  
by Isolina Ricci (ISBN 0743277120) 
Guidebook designed for children 10 years old and up. Explores the process of separation, divorce 

and forming stepfamilies. Includes tips, exercises and examples that help children build skills as 

families change.  From Amazon. 
 

DVD resources 
 

Lemons 2 lemonade: How to handle life when things go sour between Mom and Dad 
by Christina McGhee and Stephen Loughead 

An upbeat and entertaining programme put together for kids dealing with the topic of divorce. 

The award-winning ‘Lemons 2 Lemonade: How to handle life when things go sour between Mom 
and Dad’ offers children the opportunity to receive positive healthy messages about how families 

change when divorce happens. Featuring a diverse cast of kids and adults, this DVD and 
workbook answers children’s questions and offers them the tools to deal with tough real-life 

situations. Designed for children between 5 to 12 years old. DVD and workbook available online 

at www.divorceandchildren.com (NTSC formatted for all regions) 
 

When parents part 
DVD produced by Young Voice. A film made by young people for separating parents and their 

children and other resources for older children/young people. 

From www.young-voice.org 



Appendix 3:  Recommended reading and online resources for parents 
 
This is not an exhaustive or exclusive list. Resolution will update this list from time to time and 

add new suggestions on its website: www.resolution.org.uk 
 

Books 

 
Pocket guide for parents who live apart ‘what most children say’ 
Clear and simple messages from children backed up by research available from Kent Family 
Mediation Service www.kentfms.co.uk. Telephone:  01795 429689  

 

How to talk so kids will listen & listen so kids will talk  
by Elaine Mazlish and Adele Faber  (ISBN 1853407054) 

While not directly related to the topic of divorce, this book aims to provide innovative techniques 
to solve problems with children, with the aim of making parent/child relationships less stressful 

and more fulfilling.  From Amazon. 
 

Helping children cope with divorce  
by Rosemary Wells (ISBN 078795554X)  
A well-regarded book that offers guidance about practical and emotional problems. Voted one of 

the 10 Best Parenting Books by Child Magazine. It is designed as a post-divorce parenting 
manual, offering practical guidelines to help you minimise stress and explain divorce so that 

children don’t feel responsible. Covers all age groups and is packed with good advice.  From 

Amazon. 
 

We’re still family, what grown children have to say about their parents divorce  
by Constance Ahrons, Ph.D. (ISBN 0060931205) 

In this book, Constance Ahrons challenges the myth that children of divorce are troubled, drug 
abusing, academically challenged, and unable to form adult relationships. Instead she provides 

new evidence that the legacy of divorce is not as devastating as some researchers have 

suggested. By listening to the voices of these grown children, divorcing parents will learn what 
they can do to maintain family bonds.  From Amazon. 

 
The truth about children and divorce  
by Robert E. Emery Ph.D. (ISBN 0452287162).  

In this book, Robert Emery applies his 25 years of experience as researcher, therapist and 
mediator to offer parents a new road map to divorce. Topics include how parents can manage 

the potentially toxic feelings of their divorce and deal more effectively with the necessary daily 
tasks - from talking to children and creating a workable parenting schedule to dealing with legal 

issues.  From Amazon. 
 

Mom’s house, Dad’s house  
by Isolina Ricci (ISBN 0743277120) 
Considered a classic guide by many professionals, Ricci's book focuses on the experience of 

parents through the divorce process. Throughout parents are guided through helpful exercises 
and self-assessments to identify their own feelings and take stock of their relationship with the 

other parent.  From Amazon. 



 

Putting your children first – a guide for separating parents by Department for Education and Skills 
Free downloadable PDF from 

www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations/downloadableDocs/planner_draft.pdfMy time chart 
A fortnightly planner aimed at children  aged 4-10. Helps children to see at a glance which 

parent they will be spending time with and when during the week. Laminated and supplied with 

dry-wipe pens, the chart is easy to update each week and helps bring stability and routine into 
children’s lives during unsettling times.  Available to clients of Resolution family lawyers – visit 

www.resolution.org.uk 
 

Online resources 
 

Resolution 
www.resolution.org.uk 
Resolution’s 5000 members are family lawyers committed to the constructive resolution of family 

disputes. Its members follow a code of practice that promotes a non-confrontational approach to 
family problems. Resolution encourages solutions that consider the needs of the whole family - 

and in particular the best interests of children. Contains fact sheets and directories of local 

solicitors. 
 

Divorce and Children 
www.divorceandchildren.com 

Hosted by divorce coach Christina McGhee, this site offers helpful information, practical advice 
and tips for separated and divorced parents on how to help children manage family change. 

Monthly E-newsletter is also available 

 
CAFCASS 
www.cafcass.gov.uk 
Website contains useful information, case studies, advice and contact links as well as resources 

for children/young people including a peer mentoring tool where children can post general 

questions. Look for DVD and pack ‘My Needs, Wishes and Feelings’. 
 

Relate 
www.relate.org.uk   

Relationship advice and information for parents who are separating or have separated.  

Telephone 0845 456 1310. The national office can put you in touch with Relate’s local centres. 
 

National Association of Child Contact Centres (NACCC)  
www.naccc.org.uk  
Promotes safe child contact within a national framework of around 350 Child Contact Centres. 
These are safe, friendly and neutral places where children of separated families can spend time 

with one or both parents and sometimes other family members. 

Email: contact@naccc.org.uk 
Telephone: 0845 450 0280 (Monday to Friday, 9am to 1pm)  

 
It’s not your fault 
www.itsnotyourfault.org 

Offers practical information for children, young people and parents going through a family break-
up. 



 

National Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS)  
www.nyas.net 

Provides specialist help for children and young people up to the age of 25. Free helpline 0800 
616 101 or send a text message to 07773334555. Email advice for children and young people 

help@nyas.net 

 
One Parent Families/Gingerbread 
www.oneparentfamilies.org.uk  
One Parent Families is an independent charity working to promote the interests and welfare of 

lone parents and their children. Offers support to parents through telephone, website and 
publications.  

Helpline 0800 018 5026 

 
NSPCC 
www.nspcc.org.uk 
Help and advice for adults 0808 800 5000 

 

Childline 
www.childline.org.uk 

Offers a free confidential helpline, open 24 hours a day. Freephone 0800 1111 
 

Community Legal Advice 
www.clsdirect.org.uk    

Website offers free, confidential and independent legal advice for residents of England and 

Wales, including a section on family issues. 
 



Appendix 4:  Where to go for help 
 
This is not an exhaustive or exclusive list. Resolution will update this list from time to time and 

add new suggestions on its website: www.resolution.org.uk 
 

If you are a victim of domestic violence 

 
Women’s Aid  
0808 2000 247   
www.womensaid.org.uk 

Offers a free 24 hour phone National Domestic Violence Helpline as well as an online guide ‘The 

Survivors Handbook’ available as a PDF download. Children may also benefit from visiting their 
kids’ website called ‘The Hideout’. Provides a list of regional centres and services – see the 

Domestic Abuse Directory on the home page.   
 

MALE (Men’s advice line and enquiries) 
0808 801 0327   

www.mensadviceline.org.uk 

Support and advice for male victims of domestic violence, information for their families and for 
men who want to change their violent and abusive behaviour. Monday, Tuesday & Wednesday 

10am-1pm and 2pm-5pm. 
 

Shelter      
0808 800 4444 
www.england.shelter.org.uk      

www.sheltercymru.org.uk 
Practical help for victims of homelessness. 8am to midnight seven days a week. 

 
Refuge     
0808 2000 247   

www.refuge.org.uk 
Works in partnership with Women’s Aid to provide advice and support to anyone experiencing 

domestic violence. Provides safe, emergency accommodation throughout the UK. Website offers 
a useful help for children section. 

 

Everyman Project  
0207 263 8884   

www.everymanproject.co.uk 
Offers counselling and support to men who want to change their violent or abusive behaviour. 

Helpline open Tues and Weds 6.30pm–9pm. 
 

Southall Black Sisters  
0208 571 9595   
www.southallblacksisters.org.uk 

Resource centre based in London providing a service for women who are experiencing violence 
or abuse. Offers advice, group therapy and counselling, including in Hindi and Urdu.  

 

Women’s Domestic Violence Helpline 
0161 636 7525       

www.wdvh.org.uk 
Manchester based organisation offering national advice, information and telephone counselling. 

Helpline open Mon-Fri, 10am-4pm. Helpline also available in Urdu and Punjabi Mon & Tues 10am-

1pm and Weds 1pm-4pm. 



 

Pathway Project   
01543 676800    

www.pathway-project.co.uk 
Organisation based in Staffordshire offering a free national 24-hour helpline and refuge 

accommodation as well as counselling and support groups, including children’s therapeutic play 

sessions. 
 

Crossing Bridges   
0118 959 7333   

www.crossingbridges.co.uk 
Reading-based centre run in partnership with Reading Borough Council, Thames Valley Police and 

Women’s Aid. Face-to-face advice in the drop-in centre. Website offers helpful children’s pages. 

 
When a parent has an addiction 

 
Alcoholics Anonymous  
0845 769 7555   

www.alcoholics-anonymous.org  
Help for people who think they have a problem with alcohol. 10am-10pm. 

 
Drinkline  
0800 917 8282 
www.netdoctor.co.uk 

Help to callers worried about their own drinking and support to the family of people who are 

drinking. Helpline: 9am-11pm, Monday to Friday. 
 

Al-Anon/Alateen 
0207 403 0888 (24 hours) 

www.al-anon.alateen.org 

Offers hope and help to families and friends of alcoholics or young people whose lives have been 
affected by someone else’s drinking. 

 
Release 
0845 450 0215                                                                

www.release.org.uk   
Services dedicated to meeting the health, welfare and legal needs of drugs users and those who 

live with them. Legal helpline 11am–1pm Monday to Friday. Drugs helpline 11am–1pm and 2pm–
4pm Monday to Friday. 

 
Narcotics Anonymous 
0845 373 3366 

helpline@ukna.org or www.na.org  
Recovering addicts who meet regularly to help each other stay clean. 24-hour telephone helpline. 

 
FRANK helpline  
0800 77 6600 

frank@talktofrank.com or  www.talktofrank.com 
Advice and information for young people about drugs. Free, confidential advice and information 

about counselling and specialist drug services 24 hours a day. 



Addiction Advisor 
0845 370 0102 
www.addictionadvisor.co.uk  

Free advice from qualified psychologists, doctors and counsellors.  
 

Families Anonymous  
0845 1200 660 
www.famanon.org.uk 

National helpline offers free support to anyone affected by the drug abuse of a family member. 
Nationwide self-help groups are available. 

 
Gamblers Anonymous  
0207 384 3040 

www.gamblersanonymous.org.uk 
Helpline offers advice for compulsive gamblers and their families. Details of regional group 

meetings and free downloadable magazine available on website. 
 

Gamanon 
0870 050 8880 
www.gamanon.org.uk 

Organisation offering meetings for families affected by a gambling problem. Support meetings 
are available in most areas. 

 
Gamcare 
0845 6000 133 

www.gamcare.org.uk 
Provides support, information and advice to anyone suffering because of a compulsive gambling 

problem. Helpline open 8am-midnight, seven days a week. Live online advice also available. 
 

Gambling Therapy 
01384 241 292 
www.gamblingtherapy.org 

Free online advice service for those adversely affected by gambling. 
 

Other national helplines 

 
Resolution – first for family law 
08457 585671 
www.resolution.org.uk 

Resolution’s 5000 members are family lawyers committed to the constructive resolution of family 
disputes. The online advice centre provides fact sheets and FAQs with information about family 

law. Whilst the online directory will help you find a Resolution family lawyer close to you. 

 
Parentline Plus 
0808 800 2222 
www.parentlineplus.org.uk 

24-hour helpline. Parentline Plus is a national charity that works for, and with, parents. They 

offer help and support through a range of free, flexible and responsive services.  
 

Advice UK 
www.adviceuk.org.uk 

Provides details of advice-providing organisations. 
 



Samaritans 
08457 909090  
www.samaritans.org 

24-hour helpline for confidential emotional support for those experiencing despair or distress. 
 

Childline 
0800 1111  
www.childline.org.uk  

Free 24-hour helpline for children and young people. 
 

NSPCC Helpline 
0808 800 5000 

www.nspcc.org.uk  

For help and advice about a child’s safety or welfare. Monday-Friday 10am-6pm. 
 

National Association of Child Contact Centres (NACCC)  
0845 450 0280 (Monday to Friday, 9am to 1pm) 

www.naccc.org.uk 
Promotes safe child contact within a national framework of around 350 Child Contact Centres. 
These are safe, friendly and neutral places where children of separated families can spend time 

with one or both parents and sometimes other family members. 
Email: contact@naccc.org.uk 

 
NHS Direct 
0845 4647  

www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk 
Advice and health information service available 24 hours a day via the Internet, telephone, and 

digital satellite television. 
 

Rights of Women 
0207 251 6577 
www.rightsofwomen.org.uk 

Provides free, confidential legal advice on a range of issues including domestic violence, family 
law, divorce and relationship breakdown. Free leaflets available to download from the website. 

 

Mental Health Foundation 
0207 803 1101  

www.mentalhealth.org.uk    
Information on all aspects of mental health and emotional issues, including addiction and 

substance abuse. 
(To order publications. No telephone helpline available) 

 

Careline 
0845 122 8622 

www.carelineuk.org 
Free, confidential crises counselling service on any issue, run by volunteers. Helpline open Mon-

Fri 10am-1pm and 7pm-10pm. 



 

Christina McGhee asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work. 
All rights reserved. This material has been designed for non-commercial distribution. Material 

may be reprinted only when full credit is given. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
reformatted or used for commercial delivery in part or in whole without the prior permission of 

both publisher and author. 

 
Christina McGhee, MSW, a divorce coach and parent educator in the United States, has taught 

literally thousands of parents how to best help their children successfully manage separation and 
divorce. She is committed to providing services and resources that support a positive approach to 

family change. For more information visit: www.divorceandchildren.com. 
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