
 

Divorce and separation 
Divorce and separation can be very painful and distressing. But if you have recently separated from your partner, or your children are 
trying to adjust to a new family, you’re not alone. Family change is all around – more than one in four children in Britain will see their 
parents separate or divorce before they reach the age of 16. 

If you are facing family change, you may be going through a range of feelings such as sadness, anger, fear of being alone, or relief. But 
whatever your feelings, it is really important to put your children’s needs first and avoid them being caught up in conflicts and arguments. 
Don’t lean on your children and expect them to be confidants, allies or friends. 

One of the strongest emotions that parents can experience is loss. This can be about loss of a shared future, a family life in the same 
home, or a loss of the familiar and secure. Whatever the reason it can be an overwhelming feeling for you and your children. All loss 
needs to mourned, and you and your children need to do just that so the family can move forward. 

Helping your child talk about their feelings 

It is not always easy to get your child to speak about what they are feeling. But if your child bottles up their feelings, they may get angry 
or have mood swings. They can find it difficult to tell you that they’re upset or missing the other parent. Be patient and loving: 
it may take time for them to talk.  Your child may want something that’s not possible, like you getting back together with your ex-
partner.  It’s important that you explain to 
them why this can’t happen. 

Remember......it’s easier to help your child cope with being part of a separated family if you understand how they feel and what 
they need. 

Tips on talking to and listening to children 



• Try to see things from your child’s point of view – sometimes when you’ve done this it becomes easier to understand their 
behaviour and point the way to dealing with it. 

• Give your child opportunities to tell you about their feelings, even if these are not easy to hear. 
• Get help and support for yourself if your child is telling you difficult and upsetting things. 
• Try to be honest and straightforward with your child – don’t make promises you can’t keep, or threats you won’t carry out. 
• Ask your child about their point of view on key decisions. They’ll value being listened to. 
• If you can’t do something their way, explain clearly why. It will help them understand. 

Relatives matter 

Your child needs to know that, even though their parents are separating, there are other relatives and loved ones that are still there for 
them. 

Many children want to see their grandparents and other relatives after a split and when it is safe to do so. It helps them feel that there’s 
still some part of their old family life there. It also helps them to feel more secure 

 

Divorce and separation: negotiating with your ex-partner 

Disagreements often continue after a break up. However, the way they are approached can make a difference to the way your children 
experience the break up. It matters less that you split up, than how. 

The way you talk to and act with your ex-partner will have an effect on your children. It is important that each parent supports their 
children to enjoy a positive relationship with the other parent. You and your ex-partner will have to work out what is best for each of you 
and for your children and how to involve each other in decisions. 

Most parents find that putting aside their conflicts and disagreements and thinking about their children’s needs can provide a way forward 
to negotiating arrangements. 

Tips on negotiating with your ex-partner 

• Decide which things you can compromise on, and which you can’t. Things do change after you split up. 
• There is no one ‘right way’ of making arrangements for the children, but research does show that it is best if children are raised by 

both parents whether or not they live together, as long as it is safe. This could be a 50/50 split, or an agreement that children stay 
with one parent during the week and the other at weekends. 



• Do encourage and help your children to be in frequent contact with their other parent through face-to-face contact or by phone, post, 
email or text. 

• Ensure arrangements reflect your child’s social and school life. Older children are likely to have their own friendships, interests and 
hobbies, and this needs to be taken into account when you make arrangements for them. 

• Although family and friends may be willing to help, and may have useful suggestions, make sure they are able to put the needs of 
your children first. 

If things go wrong and arrangements break down, your children may react very strongly and could get very angry with both parents. Try 
talking to your child and see what you can come up with together to make things easier. 
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