Tips for Parents
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PARENTING INFORMATION ON SEPARATION & DIVORCE
HOW DIVORCE AFFECTS YOUR FAMILY
THE STAGES OF SEPARATION
While separation is sometimes thought of as the single event of one partner moving out of the home, there are a number of stages that people commonly go through as part of the separation process. (The following information is taken from Parenting after Separation: Participants’ Manual – Departments of Alberta Justice and Alberta Family and Social Services). 

Moving forward with a divorce/separation

· Begins when parents separate and this becomes common knowledge

· Children become aware of the situation

· Parents experience high levels of stress, extreme conflict and emotional pain

· Parents sometimes engage in “friendly” behaviour, which may give false hopes to both parents and children regarding a reconciliation

Working through a divorce/separation

· This stage can last up to two years

· A legal agreement is usually reached regarding child support, custody/access (a parenting plan)

· Visiting schedules are well-established

Recovering from a divorce/separation

· This stage generally begins two to three years after initial separation

· Parents have new friendships, engage in new activities

· Parents have usually accepted the end of the relationship

· Children are settled into a new routine

ISSUES TO BE RESOLVED WHEN YOU SEPARATE

In general, there are six groups of issues that adults need to deal with when going through the separation process. 

1. Physical:  Often one partner is less willing to have the relationship end than the other. When one partner physically leaves the home, it can cause a great deal of pain and stress for both.
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Emotional:  Separation leads to many emotional reactions from both parents and children. These feelings are often similar to the feelings people experience when grieving the death of a loved one:

· Denial:  “This is not happening to me.”

· Anger:  “Why did she/he do this to me?”

· Bargaining:  “I’ll do whatever you want me to do as long as we stay together.”

· Depression:  “There’s no hope. I’ll never get over this.”

· Acceptance “Maybe I can get on with my life.”  

3. Economic:  Economic matters can become an area of conflict.  Both parents often experience a drop in their standard of living because the same amount of money that used to support one household is now being used to support two separate households. There will also be more focus on the cost of raising children, and the issue of child support can lead to problems between separated parents. Parents need to resolve issues regarding child support between themselves and not involve their children. It can be very harmful for children to be involved in any aspect of financial negotiations or concerns. 

4. Social:  People with good support systems tend to cope better with separation.  While friends can be supportive, some of these relationships change after a separation. It is helpful to rely on people who are willing to be supportive while you tackle the tasks of adapting to a new life such as learning to be single again, finding new social groups and establishing your own household for yourself and your children.

5. Legal:  Legal issues will become a concern if people are legally married and want to end the marriage. Also, if parents dispute matters such as with whom their children will live, and how much financial support each parent should contribute to the care of the children. Battles over custody and access are emotionally destructive for everyone involved.  Children can find themselves torn between their parents and are not equipped emotionally or developmentally to deal with such situations.

Divorce does not always damage children. But when children are caught in the crossfire of their parents’ hostility, it usually does. It hurts just to stand on the sidelines and watch parents trade shots.  It hurts even more when parents enlist children as allies in the battle.  Richard Warshak,   Divorce Poison
6. Moving ahead:  Issues related to moving on with your life include adjusting to being single and leaving bitter feelings about the relationship behind. When parents become involved in a new relationship they should carefully consider how a new partner is introduced to their children, and the role he or she should play in the children’s lives.

HOW SEPARATION AFFECTS YOUR CHILDREN

As you would probably guess without reading any psychology or social work books, children generally feel better when they know that they have two parents who love them, even if the parents cannot live together. This is why it is important for both parents to continue to play an active role in their children’s lives. It is also important for you to know that while you are trying to negotiate new roles and rules, children are going through their own emotional turmoil. It is at this very time when children need the most support from their parents, even through it is often hard for parents to give this support when they are going through their own difficulties.

Studies have shown that children experience a number of predictable emotional responses as they adjust to separation. These include:

· Sadness

· Fear of abandonment and worry about things like: where they will live, how they will be provided for or how they will get to extra-curricular activities

· Fear of being rejected by a parent. They may wonder “If Dad left Mom, could he leave me too?” or “If Mom left Dad, she could leave me too.”

· Loneliness, sometimes accompanied by a longing for the parent who is not living where the child is living

· Anger, often directed at both parents. This is generally expressed to the parent with whom the child lives.

· Conflicting loyalties due to the feeling that they are caught between competing parents.
HELPING YOUR CHILDREN WITH THE TRANSITION
Children can sometimes think that they somehow caused their parents’ separation. If so, they need to be reassured that this is not the case, and that you love them. It is also helpful if you tell them that separation is an adult decision, and that there is nothing they can or should do to change that decision. This will help keep them from feeling responsible for the separation or any reconciliation that they may be hoping for. 

Barbara Coloroso ( Parenting With Wit and Wisdom In Times of Chaos and Loss) suggests that children need to be reassured over and over again that they will be alright, whether they ask or not. She advises that children need to hear from you that:

· They still have a family

· They will have two homes, one with Mom and one with Dad

· Both parents will always love them and take care of them

· Children do not cause divorce; it is an adult problem

· They will not be left in the dark about any decision that will affect them

· Their feelings will be acknowledged and considered, however the adults will make the decisions based on the children’s best interests

· They will never be treated as another piece of property to be fought for, bargained over or seized

· They will have the financial support of both parents

Tips for Talking to Your Children about the Divorce

· Be calm

· Be careful not to “dump” your feelings onto your children

· Speak clearly and directly about the issue and use simple language

· After you have told your child something, be sure he/she understands. Ask open-ended questions such as “How do you feel about that?”

· Ask your child for his or her reactions to what you have said

· Do not be surprised if your child’s point of view is different from yours

· Comfort your child if he or she is upset

· Expect your child’s feelings and reactions to keep changing and to sometimes seem conflictual (example: being angry at a parent, but also wishing to see him or her).

· Give your child a safe place to understand and express his feelings by not judging him and by not responding to his feelings with your own.
Tips for Making Visits Easier on Children

· Do not speak negatively to the children about the other parent
· Be civil to your ex-spouse when you have to be together

· Let the children talk about and show enthusiasm for the other parent’s home and the activities they share

· Don’t try to mediate conflicts or involve yourself in disagreements between your child and the other parent

· Don’t ask your child for information about the other parent

· Don’t involve the children in adult business like pick-up times or child support by asking them to take messages to the other parent.

THE IMPACT OF PARENTAL CONFLICT ON CHILDREN
Parents often do not realize that the way they deal with the other parent can add to the stress level their children are already experiencing because of the divorce. The level of conflict related to the separation can actually cause children more problems than the separation itself. 

Children who find themselves in the middle of their parent’s battles may feel they have to distort the truth to keep their parents happy, or they may feel they have to take sides and choose one parent over the other. Not only does this cause them terrible distress, but it can contribute to poor adjustment; this can lead to a host of problems for your child. 

Do not argue in front of your children.  Consider, for example the times when children are transferred between their parents. Conflict during these times can be quite high. This creates tremendous stress for children and parents should make a commitment to protect them from that pain. You might say, “But I don’t start the fight, my ex does”. That may well be true, but you cannot control his or her behaviour, you can only control your own. When his or her behaviour becomes difficult and you feel the urge to argue or defend yourself in front of your child, simply say “I will not discuss this now, let’s talk later”. 

Be patient with your child’s behaviour.  When children begin traveling between two homes they can experience feelings of loss, confusion, anxiety and insecurity as they adjust to being with one parent at a time. As a result, children can become very difficult to handle for a few hours or even days prior to or after a visit. One parent may blame the other for this, assuming that the other parent is doing something to cause this behaviour. It is important however, not to jump to conclusions as the child’s behaviour may be nothing more than a reaction to his or her own feelings of grief, loss and confusion.

Be supportive of your children. When children move between homes, they are constantly reminded that the family is no longer together. Children may also experience separation anxiety from one or both parents, or they may worry about the well-being of the parent they are leaving behind. In addition to all of this, some children have to deal with upsetting changes in their schedules and their environments. Children need time to adjust to these changes, and they need to feel safe and secure in both homes. Parents can work together to ensure that their children have familiar belongings and favourite toys with them at each residence. They will also need support in maintaining relationships with their friends and extended family members. 

FACTORS THAT SUPPORT A SUCCESSFUL ADJUSTMENT BY CHILDREN TO DIVORCE / SEPARATION
· A stable, close relationship with both parents
· Cooperation between parents
· Regular and frequent contact with both parents
· Stability in standard of living
· Attentive parenting
· Predictability in schedules
PARENTING AFTER SEPARATION
As difficult as it may be, working together as parents while you are separating as a couple is extremely important. Even if your divorce ends your romantic relationship, your relationship as co-parents continues. The benefits of a co-operative parenting arrangement include:

· Protecting your children from adult conflict

· Enabling your children to have positive relationships with both parents

· Providing your children with nurturing, security and stability

How do you engage in co-operative parenting with an ex-partner? It is possible to be both assertive in your dealings with your ex, as well as respectful. The following are some tips for successful parenting from Jeffrey P. Wittmann’s book, Custody Chaos, Personal Peace: Sharing Custody with an Ex Who Drives You Crazy:

· Act with your ex in the manner that you want your ex to act with you.
· Focus on how you are choosing to act with your ex so that you teach your children the most positive lessons possible.
· Define your relationship with your ex as similar to a business contract. Work together with civility to protect your “investment.”
· Give yourself permission to establish healthy personal boundaries between you and your ex-partner.
· Carefully choose the battles you pursue with your ex and let go of those that are of lower priority.
· Choose to be proactive; plan how you will relate to your ex rather than allowing yourself to be tossed about by old habits and patterns. 
· Notice small things your ex does that you can appreciate; communicate your appreciation.
· Replace rigid positions on issues with preferences – and be flexible.
· Apologize when you should.
· Avoid poisoning the waters with your kids.
· Don’t confuse cooperation with passivity.
TIPS FOR DEVELOPING A PARENTING PARTNERSHIP
· Call a Truce… How you feel about the other parents is less important than how you act toward him or her.

· Establish new boundaries…Both you and your ex will need to learn to respect each other’s privacy. Try to relate with greater formality and less personal disclosure.

· Each parent’s time with the children is sacred…Honour the regular access schedule and give plenty of notice if a change is required or desired.

· Each parent has the right to develop his or her own parenting style…Even if it is different from yours.

· Acknowledge what the other parent has to offer you children.

· Expect to feel awkward and uncomfortable about this new way of relating… It will take time to manage and work through your feelings regarding the end of your personal relationship, so that you can establish a parenting partnership
Remember that you are cooperating for the sake of your children. Continue to keep them away from any conflict between yourself and your ex-partner. If you feel you need support with these goals, consider consulting a therapist or counsellor. 

DIVORCE POISON

1. What is my real reason for revealing this information to the children?

You may think of more than one reason. But if any of these does not concern their best interest, think again about whether the children will truly benefit from what you plan to say.  If you decide to tell them, you will need to make sure that you do so in a manner that does not serve motives other than their best interest.  

2. Are my children being harmed by the behaviour I am about to criticize?  Or are they being harmed by not having the information I’m about to reveal?

You may have a legitimate grievance about your ex-spouse, but there is no reason to share this with the children if they are not hurt by the behaviour in question.  For example, a man wanted to tell the children, who were raised Catholic, that their mother had an abortion years earlier.  He insisted that they had a right to know the truth.  But when asked how his children were harmed by withholding this information, he drew a blank.

3. How will it help the children to hear what I am about to tell them?

Even if the children are being harmed by their parents’ behaviour, before discussing it with them you should be convinced that your revelations will actually benefit the children.  A woman believed that her ex-husband had been stingy in the divorce settlement. She knew more money would enable her to provide better for her children.  But she decided to complain to the children about their father because she could not think of how it would help them to hear her opinion that their father was a cheapskate.  There as nothing the children could do about the situation.  Her revelations would only place the children in the middle of an adult conflict and perhaps diminish their respect for their father.

4. Does the possible benefit of revealing this to the children outweigh the possible risks?

In many situations there is reason to believe that the revelations might benefit the children, but at the same time might create problems for them.  An honest discussion of the other parent’s flaws might help the children have more realistic expectations.  But it also might poke holes in their idealization of the parent before they are emotionally prepared to give this up. Or it might lead to greater conflict in the parent-child relationship. If, after weighing the benefits and risks, you decide to share your criticisms with the child, you will want to do so in manner that maximizes the benefits while minimizing the harm.

5. If I was still happily married to my spouse, and I wanted to protect our children’s relationship with him or her, how would I handle the situation?

This question helps raise the consciousness so that the content and style of your communications with your children avoids the influence of irrational motives.  It challenges you to think of the most constructive course to take.  If, when happily married, you would not want your children to have the information you are about to give, why do you think they need to know it now?  And if, when happily married, you would find a way to discuss it that minimized harm to their relationship with the other parent, an approach that did not undermine their general respect and regard for that parent, that same discretion is called for after divorce.

Remember, it is easy to fool ourselves in thinking that bad-mouthing is justified.  Because of the potential damage to our children, we should be convinced that what we say, and how we say it, meets the test of the fives questions.

What if we are unsure whether to include a particular observation or opinion in our conversations with the children?  Here is a simple rule to follow: When in doubt, leave it out.

THREE STYLES OF RELATIONSHIPS
	Autocratic

Limits Without Freedom
	Democratic

Freedom Within Limits
	Permissive

Freedom Without Limits

	Characteristics
Parent is the “boss”

One-way respect

Rigid rules

Punishment is imposed – may be severe

Behaviours is controlled y threats & bribes, sarcasm, ridicule & embarrassment

Reward & Praise for obedience. Punishment or ridicule for mistakes

Taught “what” to think

Love is conditional – only given for good behaviours

	Characteristics
Parents are leaders

Mutual respect

Rules firm but fair

Natural & logical consequences

Child/ren’s ideas, efforts and work are valued

Learning through experience is encouraged

Mistakes are opportunities to learn

Taught “how” to think

Love is unconditional
	Characteristics
Anarchy – Parents give in

No respect

No rules, limits or order

Parents shield child/ren from consequences of their behaviours

Lectures, put downs & bribes used inconsistently

Child/ren do not learn to work or contribute, parents may become servants

Reacts rather than thinks

Love is highly conditional

	Effects
Child/ren remains dependants

Low self-esteem. Needs to please or be perfect

Blocks creativity & initiative

Resentment, rebellion, anger & revenge

Win-lose battle
	Effects
Independence grows

Values self & others

Develops creativity, initiative & responsibility

Feels capable & loveable

Cooperation & order

No-lose problem solving
	Effects
Child/ren confused & insecure

Thinks world revolves around them-unhealthy self-esteem

Unreliable, uncooperative dissatisfied & unhappy

Selfish & inconsiderate

Win-lose battle
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