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‘the best book on separation that we have ever read. Both the authors work at the Centre for Separated Families and have a wealth of experience with this client group … Sensitive, practical, beautifully written, we believe this book should be REQUIRED READING for all professionals working in this field; and should always be offered to separating and separated mothers and fathers’ Fatherhood Institute

‘The book is clearly set out and the chapters logically and thoroughly explore all the issues that might arise before reaching a conclusion with sound advice on each topic’ Parenting Without Tears

‘When the authors of a book have been through the scenario and actually run a centre for Separated Families, you know you can trust the content and benefit from the knowledge shared. With family separations being part of today’s society, it is important that the children’s lives are affected only in a positive way and this can be achieved. It does, however, take a lot of hard work and this is where the book becomes an invaluable tool in the whole process … If you are in this situation, it is great to read this book and know that a happy medium can be reached’ From Bump to Grump


Introduction

This book is based upon a parenting support programme that was developed at the Centre for Separated Families over a period of two years. The Centre was set up for the purpose of supporting parents who are separ-ated to build cooperative parenting relationships for the well-being of their children. When we began this work it was difficult to convince people that it was possible to help separ-ated parents to work together. Over time we have found that far from being impossible to support parents to work together, it is actually very easy. This is because away from the feelings of grief, sadness, anger and blame, most parents want to keep close contact with their children and want to enjoy the day-to-day life that they shared before the relationship with their partner changed.

As practitioners, we are aware that it is not always possible to devote time to attending courses however useful they may be. Over time, though, we have become more aware of the positive impact that our work can have on the long-term well-being of children.

We have, therefore, written this book so that you can use the techniques and strategies from our programmes and apply them to your own lives at your own pace. By reading this book you can take your time to think about the information given, try out the exercises and, we hope, find the support that you need. Ideally both parents will read this book along with grandparents and other interested family members. When we run our courses we like each parent to attend although we don’t expect parents to attend on the same night!

The idea is that if each parent is learning about each other’s experience and about the needs of their children, a greater empathy and understanding can develop between you. It may seem impossible at first, especially in the early days when feelings are running high, but in the long term it is worth it for your children’s sake. You may never want to speak to your ex-partner again, but your children are a different matter.

This book is based upon our beliefs that children living in separated families fare best when they have close contact with each of their parents and all of the important adults in their lives, including grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles, and family friends.

We also believe that arrangements for time spent with each parent and their families should be relaxed and as informal as possible, remaining flexible and responsive to children’s changing needs. What a child wants and needs at the age of two is not what a child wants and needs at the age of 12. We base our beliefs on our own personal experience of bringing up children as separated parents and on the wide range of research* that shows the benefits to children of ongoing relationships with both mothers and fathers.

All of our work starts from a child-centred perspective, which means understanding how children are feeling and how they experience the situation. Understanding your children’s perspective will help to underline the importance of working cooperatively with your ex. It won’t always be easy and you may find some of the ideas in this book are very different from your own, but all have been tried and tested with real families over the past two decades and have shown to have a powerfully positive influence on the children involved.

This book is written from our own experience, both as parents and as family counsellors and trainers. All of the personal stories in the book come from real-life experiences; some of them are based on our own lives, and occasionally advice from children affected by conflict in family separation is included. We feel it is important that the voices of children affected by family separation are heard, particularly because it is they who are so deeply affected by conflict between parents.

This book isn’t meant to teach you how to be a parent; you know that already and have done a good-enough job until now. Its purpose is to help you to understand family separation from the perspective of children and to understand that while your adult relationship may have ended, your parenting relationship has not.

As separated parents ourselves we believe that the role of mothers and fathers is both to care and provide for their children. We do not subscribe to the belief that children ‘belong’ with their mother and that fathers should simply pay their child support.

We firmly believe that children living in separated family situations want and need close and loving contact with mothers and fathers and that, where possible, sharing this on a regular basis is beneficial to children. We do not believe, however, that children’s time should be divided into two like the possessions or the house when a relationship ends. Children may adapt to spending half of the week with one parent and half with the other, but most children appreciate a little flexibility within the arrangements made.

The most important thing for children is that they are not made to feel as though their parents are competing for their favour or that the other parent will be upset if arrangements are changed. Young children respond well to firm and clear arrangements that are consistent throughout; teenagers, however, will eventually rebel against this if they are not given space to express their own needs and desires.

Our aim is to show you that with a little time and pause for thought, a willingness to accept the importance of the children’s other parent in their lives and the motivation to keep trying, your separated family life can be arranged for the benefit of everyone involved.

Before you start on this journey, however, you must be aware that reaching this goal requires some self-awareness and a willingness to challenge some of the ways in which you think about yourself as a parent. If being a mother means caring full-time for your children and meeting their every need, this book will be a challenge. If being a father simply means paying your child support or playing with and disciplining your children, there is little in this book to support that.

Gender roles are challenged throughout this book and the ways that we think about being a good mum or a good dad are also addressed and challenged. Being a good enough separated mum or dad means being prepared to do some of the caring and some of the providing, and finding ways to support your children’s other parent to do the same. In the early days of the twenty-first century, we feel it’s time we all shared the responsibility for bringing up the next generation.

Perhaps the hardest thing for separated parents to do, particularly fathers, who find it hard to get the kind of daily contact with their children they would like, is to let go of any notions of parental rights. This book is not about how to achieve your rights in relationship to your children, it is about how to build a cooperative relationship with your ex-partner that understands your children’s changing needs and meets these as far as possible.

We believe that taking the ‘rights’ based approach does not help children in the long run, because they end up feeling as if their needs are secondary to those of their parents. Sometimes it is necessary to resort to the Family Courts to settle entrenched conflict about arrangements for care of your children; even in these circumstances we think this book can help by offering you ideas and strategies for changing your behaviour and addressing the issues that give rise to conflict. In the most entrenched conflicts that we have worked with we have found that what lies at the heart of them is a lack of trust, as well as unresolved anger and grief. By working through this book, and, perhaps, giving a copy of it to your ex-partner, you should be able to address some of the issues and make small changes that will lead to a better level of trust between the two of you. Whatever your circumstances, we hope this book helps you to move away from conflict and towards a greater degree of cooperation.

Some of the exercises in the book may not be useful; if this is the case, turn the page and move on. Some of the advice may not be relevant to your situation, if so, ignore it. What we want to do is offer you a sense of being understood and an idea of how to deal with some of the big issues you will be facing as a separated mother or father. This book is meant to be used almost like a recipe book, read the bits that are relevant to you and your situation and use them as often as possible.

However you use the book, we would like to hear from you if you find it useful, and if you feel that something is missing that would have helped you more, please let us know. You will find the address for the Centre for Separated Families along with our website address in Resources, at the end of the book. Good luck, we hope this book makes a difference to your separated family.
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