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Meet the author


I was brought up by a single parent. My parents divorced when I was three months old and I’ve never had any contact with my father. The curious thing is that I never thought of myself in any way as being in a special group or different; we were a family, just like any and every other family. But looking back, of course it made a difference – a profound and lasting one, both as I was growing up and later on. So my personal, as well as my professional, experiences have given me a tremendous respect and admiration for anyone tackling all the various and varied issues of parenting, with that one extra dimension when there’s only one of you at home at night. It’s also made me realize that while labels don’t help, recognizing that you are in a particular situation can be more than useful. Parenthood is full of triumphs and joys, conflict and confusion. Some of the negative stuff goes with the territory and you have to deal with it and weather it over the months and years. But not having another parent by your side not only creates some difficulties, it also means you don’t have another shoulder to lean on while you’re trying to figure out how to tackle a problem. And even when everything is going swimmingly – you have one of those days of pure and natural happiness with your child or they do something that just makes you burst with pride or pleasure – you don’t have someone to share with and talk about it. There’s a wonderful Yiddish word to describe this: kvell. You kvell or beam with delight and pride over the achievements of a child. You can’t kvell on your own. Knowing, understanding and accepting that it might be the situation rather than you that is the root of the problem can make the difference between looking for ways to solve it, and simply going under.


So, what do I bring to this Teach Yourself series book, Be a Great Single Parent? I trained as a teacher, worked for the Family Planning Association and Brook Advisory Centres as press and information officer and then moved into being a freelance journalist. I became agony aunt of Essentials magazine, then Woman’s Own and BBC Health Online and have written columns for the Saturday Guardian and The Times. I now write a family advice column for Woman Magazine.


I trained with Relate to become a counsellor, and Triple P (Positive Parenting Programme) to become an accredited parenting educator. I am a spokesperson and trustee for Family Lives (formerly Parentline Plus), the major UK parenting charity, and a trustee of The Who Cares Trust, for ‘looked after’ children.


My particular interest in separated family issues meant I was an enthusiastic founding agony aunt in the Kids In The Middle (KITM) alliance, lobbying for increased support for children caught up in family breakdown, and also edit the KITM website. I make frequent appearances on national and local television and radio, as a counsellor and agony aunt, on programmes such as BBC Breakfast, Woman’s Hour, You and Yours and am a regular on BBC 5Live, BBC Scotland and BBC Wales. I’m also an occasional presenter on my local BBC radio station, BBC Radio Cumbria.


I write features, mainly on relationship, parenting, counselling, health and sex matters, for a wide range of national magazines and newspapers – most recently The Times, Independent and Guardian. I have conceived and written leaflets and website material for Family Lives, the NSPCC, Gingerbread, the Family Planning Association, Parenting UK and Brook Advisory Centres and contribute an agony page voluntarily to Who Cares?, the magazine for kids in care produced by The Who Cares Trust. I am regularly asked to give expert comment in national and local media and to speak at conferences and give seminars on a wide range of issues to do with relationships and parenting.


A single parent family can be as safe and protected, as loving and inspirational a space to be in as any other family. But there are issues you need to take into account if you’re going to make it work. When you’re struggling with financial problems, unhelpful people or argumentative children, it’s easy to start feeling that it’s either all their fault, or your own. So it helps to be reassured that:


 




	it’s not the people involved that make it hard but the situation itself


	understanding this, and that you aren’t alone in feeling the way you do, can help you find solutions


	taking the blame out of the equation opens it up to an answer.





There’s support out there for you and I’ll help you find it. But most of all, I’ll help you recognize that you can make changes, find solutions and make your single parent family the best it can be. After all – I didn’t do so badly from mine!





1: Only got a minute?



Being a single parent can be hard, but you’re not alone – there are 1.8 million lone parents in the UK, all trying their best for their children. Children – and parents – can thrive just as much in a single-parent family as in any other shape but may need to make efforts and accept help to smooth the way.


Parents need support systems – a network of friends and family to help them – and children need contact with the non-resident parent and with family members such as grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins (from both sides of the family), and their own friends. Friends and family can help with babysitting, or a chance to share days out or just a listening ear. There are many organizations and charities that offer support to families, and a range of groups that can offer self-help and friendship for single parents.


Single parents often worry about discipline and whether they can manage on their own. Parenting is not an art we’re born with but a skill we learn. Such expertise is something it’s never too late to learn. Communication, setting boundaries of behaviour and establishing ways of dealing with conflict are all skills we can improve on.





5: Only got five minutes?



Being a single parent can be hard, but you’re not alone – there are 1.8 million lone parents in the UK, all trying their best for their children. Children in a single family have sustained profound losses: their original family, regular contact with one parent and the sense that all children should have – that all’s right with the world – so they may need help to make sense of events, and their feelings.


Children – and parents – can thrive just as much in a single-parent family as in any other shape but may need to make efforts and accept help to smooth the way. Whether the break-up is recent or in the past, children do need to be able to talk over what they understand and what they feel about it. But there is a fine line between keeping them informed and being inappropriate. Children are not your partner or your friend – they need honesty but not inappropriate details and they need to rely on you, not the other way round. Children may need your help in explaining their family circumstances to other people. You should show them how best to do this so that they will feel confident about what to say and can recognize that there is no shame in their situation. Sometimes parents keep their kids shielded from what is happening when a family breaks up out of the belief that this may be the best way to protect them. Not having a clear idea of what is going on shields them, not from the sadness but from its remedy.


Names are important and can be a minefield for a single-parent family. You may want to change your name or revert to a previous one after a break-up but children need links with both their parents and their name may be the last and only such tie; for this reason, the courts may insist you leave a child’s name as it is until they are 18 and can make the decision themselves.


Parents need support systems – a network of friends and family to help them – and children need contact with the non-resident parent and to family members such as grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins (from both sides of the family), and their own friends. Friends and family can help with babysitting, or a chance to share days out or just a listening ear. There are many organizations and charities that offer support to families, and a range of groups that can offer self-help and friendship for single parents. Non-resident parents lose touch with their children when a break up happens for all sorts of complex reasons but rarely because they don’t love their child. Contact should be maintained and if there are concerns about the child’s safety, there are child supervision facilities at a Child Contact Centre that could be the answer.


The first birthday or Christmas, Chanukah or Diwali after a split may be distressing, underlining as it does that last year your family had a different shape. Children may want to cling to traditions you’d be glad to discard, and for the same reason – they remind you of the past. You and your family may need to get together and talk over what would feel good and what you’d like to keep and introduce, to make your own traditions and keep the best of the past alive.


Single parents often worry about discipline and whether they can manage on their own. Parenting is not an art we’re born with but a skill we learn. Such expertise is something it’s never too late to learn. Communication, setting boundaries of behaviour and establishing ways of dealing with conflict are all skills we can improve on.





10: Only got ten minutes?



Being a single parent can be hard, but you’re not alone – there are 1.8 million lone parents in the UK, all trying their best for their children. Children in a single-parent family have sustained profound losses: their original family, regular contact with one parent and the sense that all children should have – that all’s right with the world – so they may need help to make sense of events, and their feelings. Children – and parents – can thrive just as much in a single family as in any other shape but may need to make efforts and accept help to smooth the way.


Whether the break-up is recent or in the past, children do need to be able to talk over what they understand and what they feel about it. But there is a fine line between keeping them informed and being inappropriate. Children are not your partner or your friend – they need honesty but not unsuitable details and they need to rely on you, not the other way round. Children may need your help in explaining their family circumstances to other people. You could practise with them how best to do this so that they will feel confident about what to say and can recognize that there is no shame in their situation. Sometimes parents keep their kids shielded from what is happening when a family breaks up out of the belief that this may be the best way to protect them. Not having a clear idea of what is going on shields them, not from the sadness, but from its remedy.


Names are important and can be a minefield for a single-parent family. You may want to change your name or revert to a previous one after a break-up but children need links with both their parents and their name may be the last and only such tie. For this reason the courts may insist you leave a child’s name as it is until they are 18 and can make the decision themselves.


Parents need support systems – a network of friends and family to help them – and children need contact with the non-resident parent and with family members such as grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins, from both sides of the family. Friends and family can help with babysitting, or a chance to share days out or just a listening ear. They also need contact with their own friends who can be surprisingly understanding and supportive from a young age. There are many organizations and charities that offer support to families, and a range of groups that can offer self-help and friendship for single parents. Non-resident parents lose touch with their children when a break-up happens for all sorts of complex reasons but rarely because they don’t love their child. Contact should be maintained and if there are concerns about the child’s safety, there are child supervision facilities at a Child Contact Centre that could be the answer.


The Children Act of 1989 changed how we view the issue of children in separated families. Prior to that, children would often be fought over in custody battles where the child might be seen as something to be won or lost – belonging to their parents. Now, responsibilities and duties to the child are the important factors. It’s the child’s right to retain links with their parents that is the primary focus; so instead of custody, the key concepts are contact and residence. The assumption is more towards separated parents having equal responsibility for their children. The terms we use now are ‘parental responsibility’ (to describe who has duties of care to a child), ‘residence orders’ (to describe where a child will live), ‘contact orders’ (to describe who, when and how a child will see) and ‘specific issue’ and ‘prohibited steps’ orders (to describe any issues that have especial significance such as what religion a child should follow or school a child should go to, or that a child cannot be taken out of the country without express permission). Courts would far rather parents sorted these out between them than in a court of law.


Single parents often worry about discipline and whether they can manage on their own. Parenting is not an art we’re born with but a skill we learn. Such expertise is something it’s never too late to learn. Communication, setting boundaries of behaviour and establishing ways of dealing with conflict are all skills we can improve on. One helpful strategy is to learn to ‘ACT’ instead of react. That means taking the initiative in any difficulty with your child rather than just reacting to their behavior with anger or blame. But ACT is also a handy way of remembering an important tip about parenting. A stands for Adults’ feelings – what you may be feeling at the time, and how that may affect your behavior. Coming home tired and upset from work may lead you to explode at your child when the child’s behavior doesn’t really warrant that much of a response. C stands for Child’s feelings – what may be happening in their life at the time that may provoke an over-the-top reaction too. T stands for Toolkit – the skills you may have or could learn to manage such situations.


Positive parenting – praising children when they get it right, rather than telling them off when they get it wrong – is always more effective. Even teenagers want your approval and will prefer to repeat approved behavior than behavior that leads to conflict. But if the only attention they ever get is negative, they’ll repeat that instead. Children don’t behave badly for the fun of it. Underneath all bad behavior is a desire to have a need fulfilled – a need for love, attention or protection. The key to understanding is diving underneath the behavior to assess the need – and the best way to start is often to ask, ‘What happened to begin this? What is this really about?’ Family discussions often suggest good ways of breaking the cycle and of sorting difficulties.


The first birthday or Christmas, Chanukah or Diwali after a split may be distressing, underlining as it does that last year your family had a different shape. Children may want to cling to traditions you’d be glad to discard, and for the same reason – they remind you of the past. You and your family may need to get together and talk over what would feel good and what you’d like to keep and introduce, to make your own traditions and keep the best of the past alive.


But it isn’t only special events that can cause conflict and unhappiness – day-to-day living in a single family can be stressful. Single parents often shy away from asking their children to do chores, feeling it’s unfair and that they’ve suffered enough already. But all children should do chores, even very young children. It helps them to feel the house is theirs too and teaches them valuable lessons about coping for themselves. Drawing up a chore chart could be a family discussion, with everyone able to agree who does what and when, and at what age.


It might seem that talking about being a single parent highlights all the problems. The other side is that being a single parent can be full of joy and discovery and just as rewarding as being in a two-parent family. All parents do their best for their children with love and skill. What really matters is that we strive to be ‘good enough’ for our children; not perfect, simply ‘good enough’.





Introduction


A few facts


If you are raising children on your own you may feel isolated and under pressure, but you aren’t alone. There are 1.8 million lone parents with 3 million children in the UK, and almost 10 million lone parents in the USA, so you no longer have reason to feel different or unusual. Families of all shapes and sizes are becoming more common. You are three times more likely to live in a one-parent household now than you were in 1972. Indeed, the ‘traditional’ family of husband and wife with two or more children is no longer be the norm.


Overturning the stereotypes


Clearly the bad press that single parents attract makes your life more difficult. Most single parent families – nine out of ten – are headed by mothers. Newspapers and magazines seem to demonize women who become single parents, although everyone appears to be sympathetic and supportive when it’s a single dad. The reasons for you being on your own are endlessly (and mostly inaccurately) rehashed, with judgements made and criticism levelled.


Some of the stereotypes of single parents, apart from the idea they are all women, seem to be that they are young, unmarried, work-shy and ‘don’t-care’ benefit scroungers. Behind the statistics are real people and the real stories show a very different picture. For a start, before they became lone parents, almost half of single mothers were married, in their first and only partnership. It’s true that the figure for cohabiting couples is going up in the UK, as it is across Europe and the USA. In the UK 20 years ago, ten per cent of births were to unmarried couples. Today it is nearer 30 per cent. And statistics seem to suggest that unmarried relationships are more fragile than married ones. But that still does not justify the myth that all lone parents begin parenthood lightly or on shaky foundations. The vast majority have either married only once, or lived in only one relationship, or else been married once and lived with one other person.


Confounding another myth is the fact that the peak age for single mothers is actually early 30s and for fathers early 40s. The ages of single parents may range from teenage to late 50s but the majority of them are over 25. That seems to contradict the image that single mums are young women who have babies to leave home and get themselves a council house. And far from being work-shy, 55 per cent of lone parents are in work – a high figure when you factor in the enormous hurdles that a parent on their own must overcome to manage a home, children and a job.


Single parents are rarely in that situation from choice, and of course one reason you may be on your own could be because of bereavement. This book is for anyone parenting on their own, whatever the cause.


How this book will help


Although many of the stereotypes are unfounded, it is true that being a single parent is hardly the easiest situation to be in. However, it doesn’t have to be any harder to be in a single-parent family than in a two-parent family and that’s what this book is all about – taking some of the hard work out so you can put the fun back in. If you’re a single parent, you may have a number of concerns, which this book hopes to address. The top ten issues for single parents are likely to be:


 




	money – see Chapters 7 and 8


	regrets and concerns about becoming a single parent – see Chapter 1


	
feelings of guilt and failure – see Chapter 2



	your child’s emotional wellbeing – see Chapter 3


	isolation and loneliness – see Chapters 4 and 9


	contact with the child’s other parent – see Chapters 4 and 8


	worries about parenting skills – see Chapter 5


	childcare – see Chapter 7


	your own and your child’s future – see Chapter 6


	new relationships, making them and keeping them – see Chapter 10.





This book will cover all of this and more – it is your guide to being a single parent. Being a parent in any type of family is never easy. It’s hard work but it’s also fun, exciting and joyful. When something has happened to your family that has derailed it from the path you might have expected, you can easily lose sight of the good parts. Most of us imagine having children will be something we’ll do with a partner – someone who loves and supports us, and loves and supports our children. If we find ourselves with a family on our own, it’s usually because of some form of loss. You might have lost your partner because they died or your relationship died. Maybe a relationship you had expected to develop came to a sudden and premature end, either because the other person let you down or because you realized they were not the person you thought they were. Or perhaps you came to a point in your life when time ran out. You waited long enough for the right partner or the right relationship and decided if you didn’t have children on your own, you’d never have children at all.


When you feel alone you may get the idea that there’s little help available, or that everyone is looking down on you for being in your situation and expecting you to fail. Instead of feeling happy about your family and confident about your ability to be a parent, you may feel scared, lost and alone. That’s where Be a Great Single Parent comes in!


This book is about looking forward and helping you to take charge of your life, your family and your choices, whether you are a single mum or a single dad, whatever your age and income. The single parent life may seem overwhelming. The good news is that you have a lot more going for you than you might think. This book will arm you with the facts and lots of ideas of what to do, who to ask and where to go. But the important thing is that, with a bit of help, you can do most of it for yourself. You can:


 




	take pleasure in your family and your children


	understand the skills needed to be a parent and value your own competence


	feel confident and worthwhile, as a parent and as an individual


	foster your own support networks and see their value


	develop communication and other skills, both for your family and outside the home


	recognize that all parents need help from time to time and see asking for support as a sign of strength rather than weakness.





Above all, you’ll realize that all parents worry about many of these issues – money, isolation, parenting skills, your child’s wellbeing. Parenting is a hard job whoever you are and whatever your situation. Once you have made use of Be a Great Single Parent, you’ll have the confidence to know that you are the expert you need to manage your family the way you would like.





1


In the beginning


In this chapter you will learn:




	who becomes a single parent


	about the myths and misapprehensions surrounding single parents


	how to come to terms with your new state


	to understand the emotions you might go through


	how to use these emotions to your advantage


	how and when to tell the children and anyone else involved.





Becoming a single parent


You’re on your own, with a child or children. And you’re in good company. Around 1.8 million women and men look after children on their own in the UK today; almost 10 million do so in the USA.


You’re probably a mother, because most lone parents are mothers, but you may be a father on your own. An increasing number of dads – around one in ten of all single parents – are now lone parents too. But the important thing is that you won’t be a stereotype, you will be an individual – and you’re not alone.


Who becomes a single parent?


Single parents come from every background, every age, every learning and earning level and all jobs and professions. The single parents that hit the headlines, and thus form many people’s opinions about what it means to be a lone parent, are teenagers. But even then, the stereotype is usually imprecise. Many teenage mums have been married, are living in homes of their own, are in jobs or studying for qualifications, and are determined not to let their lone state change their prospects.


Lone mothers do not, on the whole, become such because they were single when they fell pregnant. Neither is the impression that most single parents drift from relationship to relationship in any way accurate. The vast majority of lone mothers have either married only once to their first serious partner, or lived in only one relationship, or else been married once and lived with one other person. Bereavement and widowhood play less of a part in making single parents than they used to, only because more people get divorced now. But that, too, is a significant section of lone parents.


Being a single parent isn’t something that only happens to young people either. Most single parents take up the reins on their own some way into what they might have expected to be a settled and stable relationship, in their early 30s or 40s.





Insight


Single parenthood is seldom a choice, and always a shock.





The shock


Whether it was divorce, separation, bereavement or abandonment that left you on your own, it may well have been a shock. In some cases, a realization that the relationship is going to end slowly dawns. With other single parents, it comes as a complete surprise – little warning, no time to plan. You may be where you are now because of a death – the death of your partner or the death of your relationship together. It might have been a slow process, with a gradual illness that made you realize you were soon going to have to manage on your own or a long period of bitter arguments. Or perhaps you thought you had an understanding with your partner and either the pregnancy or some other trigger has resulted in them making it clear that they never intended, or no longer intend, to be by your side. In any case, when an ending looms into sight most of us stick our heads in the sand. You might have made some practical plans but the chances are you put off anything that would have prepared you emotionally for being on your own.


The ending may have come suddenly, with an accident or sudden illness or the horrible discovery that your partner has betrayed you or no longer loves you, or that you no longer love them, resulting in an immediate break-up. One day they were there and the next, gone.





From the postbag


My husband walked out on me two months ago and I feel such a fool. I thought we had the perfect marriage – two lovely children, a nice house. OK, we didn’t spend as much time as I’d like together and we had our arguments but I was just shattered to learn he’d been having an affair for over a year. He didn’t go to stay with her – he says it’s over but he’s not coming back. I thought at first he’d come to his senses but now he’s buying a flat so I think he means it. I feel as if the whole marriage – our children, our life together – was a lie and I don’t know how to go on.




It feels painful now and will always be a source of regret and disappointment, but eventually you’ll be able to look back on the good bits of your marriage and appreciate that they still exist and are still real. The sad ending doesn’t take away the happy beginning, nor what came out of your relationship – years of trust and two lovely children that both of you still love. It might help to ask if he’d go to counselling with you, not to put the marriage back together but to enable you to part with a degree of dignity and closure – he owes you that. Once you can understand why he did what he did and can feel he has heard your anger and disillusionment, you may be able to move on. You may feel you can never trust him again as a partner but can do so as a co-parent, and that you will be able to trust someone else again. Good luck!





Is it always something you regret?


Becoming a single parent can be a very positive beginning rather than a painful end. With the pain and grief can often come a sense of release. If your lone parent state is the result of a break-up, both you and your children may heave a deep sigh of relief as the conflict and arguments, the tension and, sometimes, the violence stop. With the other person gone, perhaps you and your family can breathe easily again. Even after an illness and death, there may be some sense of relief that now the waiting, the suspense and the suffering is over.


Whichever it was, in the immediate aftermath of the departure of the other parent, you need to come to terms with what has happened and what you are now facing. You may be reading this some time after the actual split – if you didn’t come to terms with what happened then, you may need to now. Coming to terms with the situation is your chance to take control and make this a positive situation, even if at the moment you don’t feel it is.





Insight


Unresolved grief or anger can often come back and affect you. If you buried your feelings in order to survive at the time and are now struggling, it could be because of unresolved grief or anger. It’s always worthwhile seeking help to face up to the issues and overcome them.






How to come to terms with becoming a single parent


Coming to terms with a new situation, and one that may be very different from the one you might have envisaged, is a process. You can’t expect it to happen overnight. Indeed, it often takes far longer than that. The process begins with the emotional fallout from the split. When anything happens that brings you up short – a death, a relationship break-up, the realization that what you thought was going on between you was very different from your partner’s views – people tend to go through a progression of reactions and emotions.


SHOCK


For most people the first reaction is shock. You may feel numb, dazed and confused. You may be surprised at how little pain or anguish you feel, and find yourself operating on automatic, going through the motions and getting by. Shock is actually a survival mechanism and your lack of sensation is the point – it’s how you cope. It doesn’t mean you won’t feel the pain of what has happened eventually and it doesn’t mean you are abnormal or unfeeling. Shock helps you manage in the immediate aftermath, when a cool head may be needed to manage the urgent arrangements that you’ll have to make to deal with being left on your own.


DENIAL


At some point a lot of people go into denial. When given bad news, most of us begin to question it pretty soon. Are we certain it happened? Surely there must have been a mistake. Just you wait and see, it will all turn out to have been a slip-up and everything will go back to the way it was before. If your partner has died, you may become convinced the hospital or doctor made a blunder and will be in touch to say they’re actually getting better. If your partner has left, or you’ve left them, you may convince yourself the arguments weren’t as bad as all that and you’ll soon be able to make up and begin again.



ANGER


After denial usually comes anger. You may be furious at the person who has gone – even if their leaving was not their choice. It’s absolutely normal to be enraged at someone who has died, as odd and unfair as it may seem. After all, they left you. They abandoned you. Of course you feel angry. Feelings aren’t fair or logical – feelings are feelings, the outpourings of our primitive selves and they don’t pay any attention to reason or sense. But, of course, you may have every reason to be angry if you’ve been let down, cheated and abandoned. The problem with anger is that it frequently doesn’t stay in bounds. Instead of being directed at the person who initiated and perhaps deserves our rage, we often spray it around at other people in the vicinity. Perhaps we discharge our anger on those who have not left us – children, friends and parents. And sooner or later we also often direct it onto ourselves. We may feel unable to stop, because the anger has to go somewhere and the person we’re really angry at isn’t around to bear the brunt.


GUILT


Guilt is another common reaction. We may feel responsible for what has happened, even if we know the situation was nobody’s fault, or clearly the responsibility of another person. We may endlessly go over and over what happened, asking ourselves whether if we’d done something differently that it may have ended better, or not ended at all. Children are particularly prone to assuming guilt and blaming themselves, becoming convinced that if they’d been ‘good’ or not been so badly behaved that the outcome would have been different.


DEPRESSION


Single parents may be at risk of another of the reactions to sudden or problematical change: depression. Depression isn’t just sadness; it’s a crippling condition that saps the life out of you. If you’re depressed, you’re likely to find simple day-to-day tasks too much to contemplate. You may feel exhausted and too apathetic even to get up in the morning, let alone have the energy or will to focus on anything else. If you’re depressed you may feel a prop such as drink or drugs may help you get through the day, or at least help you unwind when you have dragged yourself around. As with all the other reactions to a change in your circumstances, you may not respond this way but if you do, it can be dealt with and you can get help. Read on, because we’ll be dealing with all the ways you can manage these feelings later in this chapter.





Insight


Even young children can suffer depression, so as well as being alert to the signs in yourself, be aware of your child’s behaviour and state of mind, and don’t dismiss the idea that depression could be the problem.





BARGAINING


After a loss, people often go through a stage of bargaining, with themselves and fate. You may find yourself promising ‘If I do this, maybe my partner will come back,’ or ‘If I do that, maybe it will all go away.’


ACCEPTANCE


Eventually, you come to acceptance. You know it happened, it hurt and maybe you’re still angry and upset and would love it to be as it was before. But you’re looking forward and are prepared to deal with what you have rather than what you wish or fantasize you should have. You have come to terms with what happened.





Essential points


 




	Single parents come from every background, age group, income bracket, education and job level. Most are mothers but one in ten are lone fathers.


	Becoming a single parent can be an unexpected and unwelcome surprise, but for some, the end of the relationship also brings relief.


	
Parents who find themselves alone go through a process of shock, denial, anger, guilt, depression and of bargaining before coming to accept the situation.








Going through the stages of the process


The stages of shock, denial, anger, guilt, depression, bargaining and, finally, acceptance are common but entirely individual. Each person may go through all of them or some of them, and in this order or another. The progress though them may take some months or even years. Frequently people double back, getting over denial or guilt or anger to suddenly have it come back with full force, or diminished strength but, nonetheless, with some effect.


With the entire process, the best way of dealing with it is to recognize what is happening and to allow the gradual unfolding of this natural progression. Each stage can help you get though the difficult early days. It is best to acknowledge what is happening and understand the normality of what may initially seem to be conflicting and confusing reactions. Some of them are potentially far from helpful, so by understanding and working with them you can help yourself get you through this period.


HOW TO MAKE SHOCK WORK FOR YOU


Shock is a cushioning response to shield you from the full force of your unhappy emotions in the early stages. If you were to experience the full force of your feelings you would be overwhelmed and probably unable to function at a time when you may have work to do. To help you make plans, your feelings shut down and are held at arm’s length for several days, if not weeks. Don’t feel that this reaction shows you are unfeeling or that you’ll never react emotionally to what has happened. Sooner or later you will unfreeze. Until you do, use this respite to get started on all those things you have to do – talking the situation through with your children, telling those who have to know, making practical arrangements for being on your own. Get set up because when the emotions come back you may need some time to rage, scream, weep into your pillow and be fragile and incompetent for a time. Do explain this to your children, however, or they may feel confused, and find it hard to confide in you how they are feeling.





Insight


Children will also go through the stages of shock, denial, anger, guilt, depression, bargaining and acceptance, and may need your help in understanding and coping with this confusing but natural process.





HOW TO MAKE DENIAL WORK FOR YOU


Denial can be a dangerous mindset to get into. If your partner is no longer by your side, you may have very good reasons not to want to believe that; but do you have good reason to think they might come back? People in relationships that do them no good often sweep under the carpet the recognition of how much it harms them. They may accept lies and deception, infidelity and inconstancy, as long as the partner stays with them.


Being in denial can mean you accept blame for what happened when it may have been a shared responsibility or indeed the other person’s actions. In trying to make everything good again you would have to compromise your own wellbeing and go against the instincts telling you that you are being harmed.


Denying that something has happened can hold you up from dealing with the inevitable. As long as you go on insisting it was all a mistake and the situation will go back to how it was before, you can’t move on and deal with it. This can have devastating effects on children, themselves unable to understand what has gone on and relying on you for an explanation. If you keep insisting their other parent hasn’t gone or will return, they cannot begin to cope with their own feelings and reactions or to learn how to manage with the new situation.


Denial is understandable but it is best used as a challenge. If you find yourself refusing to believe, sit down with someone you trust – a friend, a relative or a counsellor – and ask yourself:


 




	What has happened?


	What would I like to believe is going to happen?


	Why do I think this?


	Is this a realistic belief?





Exploring the feelings and the reality will help you put denial behind you and face up to what you are going to do to manage the new situation.





How to avoid the quick fix


Ask your friend or relative to help you by listening and supporting you in finding your own solution. Often, what happens when you go for help is that people don’t really listen and try to come up with the quick fix. They may make light of your fears and be dismissive of them, or they may tell you that you should be able to cope, or they may try to persuade you to do what they think they would do in such a situation.


 


Active listening would help. Active listening means that the person you’re speaking to focuses on your words. They let you know they are hearing you and encourage you to keep talking by saying ‘Uh-huh’ or ‘Um’ or nodding and making eye contact, all to make you know they are paying attention to what you are saying. They make no comments, no interruptions, no questions – nothing to stop your flow; they simply let you know you are being heard.


 


But what you really need is someone who will help you with reflective listening. Reflective listening means that your listener mirrors back what you say to them. They can use your words or their own words. Reflective listening isn’t just parroting, it’s rephrasing and checking. They don’t have to get it entirely right first time, every time – you can correct them and enlarge on what you are saying. The checking out and rephrasing helps you hear back what you are saying and, in correcting or agreeing with them, you clarify your points for yourself. Reflective listening allows you to put your thoughts in order and hear them yourself by trying to clearly explain yourself to someone else. Useful phrases for your listener to use in mirrored speech may be ‘It sounds as if you’re saying …’, ‘I imagine you’re feeling …’, ‘It seems to me that what you’re saying is …’, ‘What I hear you saying is…’
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