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INTRODUCTION



If you are separating, getting a divorce or seriously considering it, you’re not alone; you’re not even in a minority. So many parents separate, from formal marriages, from living together or from civil partnerships, that in the English-speaking world today fewer than half of all children celebrate their sixteenth birthdays with their parents still living together.


Tradition has it that marriage should last ‘until death do us part’, but in the modern Western world, where an average lifetime exceeds seventy years and many pass eighty, it’s often divorce rather than death that ends marriages. One-third of couples who married in 1995 divorced before their fifteenth wedding anniversary in 2010. Half of those couples had a child or children under sixteen, two-thirds of those children were under eleven and more than a fifth were under five.




FACTS


Divorce Statistics from the UK


Based on UK government statistics for 2010 it is estimated that 42 per cent of all marriages end in divorce. The highest divorce percentages (well over 50 per cent) are between the fourth and eighth years of marriage. That peak begins to drop around the tenth anniversary and slows further by the twentieth anniversary. The lowest percentages are among the longest-lasting marriages, 16 per cent of which reach their sixtieth anniversary.


Figures from the UK Office of National Statistics





The social organisation of most societies in the West is still based on families, interlinked through marriages, although the statistics above make it clear that maintaining a good marriage against the social and sexual pressures and long duration of modern life is very difficult indeed.


The only alternative that has emerged into social acceptability is cohabitation, which is not always very different from marriage and often precedes it. There is some research – and political comment – suggesting that cohabitation is not as stable or as lasting as marriage. It is also suggested that having parents who live together rather than being married is a disadvantage to children. Those findings, though, fail to distinguish between children who were planned within and born to cohabiting parents and unplanned children born to single mothers who later set up home with someone who was not the father.


When a marriage ends, so does the married couple’s relationship, but when cohabitation ends it often becomes marriage. Getting married after a long period of living together and having children is increasingly common.




FACTS


Marriage, Cohabitation and Birth Statistics


The number of couples who marry is falling. In 1972 a peak number of marriages was registered in England and Wales: 480,285. By 2009 that figure had dropped to 231,490.


Couples living together, including same-sex couples linked in civil partnerships, are the fastest-growing family unit in the West. Numbers of cohabiting couples in the UK rose by 65 per cent between 1996 and 2006, from 1.4 million to 2.3 million.


Of babies born in 2012, 47 per cent had parents who were not married. Of those 47 per cent of births, 31 per cent were registered to two parents living at the same address, 11 per cent were registered to two parents living at different addresses, while 6 per cent were registered only to mothers. Our most recent figures (2013) predicted that by 2016 more than half of all babies would be born ‘out of wedlock’. Some now predict this for 2020.


Official figures for 2007 and 2012 from the
UK Office of National Statistics





According to the British Social Attitudes Survey conducted in 2008, almost two-thirds of the people surveyed saw little difference between marriage and living together. Almost half of this large sample thought cohabitation showed just as much commitment as getting married and that from children’s point of view it need be no different from conventional marriage; only 28 per cent of the BSA sample said they believed that married couples make better parents.


Whether they live together with or without marriage and whether or not they have children, it is clear that most adults seek committed partnerships. However it is also clear that there are many individuals who cannot remain content for their whole adult lifetime – sixty years perhaps – living with one partner in the monogamous relationship that is a basic expectation of marriage or permanent partnership. There has to be a way that such people can escape or move on, with as little damage as possible to themselves and to their families. Divorce or separation is the way modern Western societies allow that and increasing numbers of us choose this option.


Divorce is a far more modern phenomenon than many people realise. It is only since the late 1800s that women have been legally allowed to sue for divorce with reasonable hope of keeping their children and their property. Even up until the First World War, a woman who left her husband, even if there was no other man on the scene, risked losing all contact with her children – as well as her ‘reputation’. Marital separation was a disaster. There was no way to make the best of it.


Being trapped in an unhappy marriage or forced to go through socially unacceptable divorce proceedings produced dreadful hardship, so we should welcome the fact that divorce is now a well-established part of civil society via family law. However, it is one thing to welcome the existence of legal divorce, and perhaps press for it to be increasingly accessible, and quite another to welcome the actual process and its potential consequences. Divorce is not an easy option for anyone.




RESEARCH


Impact of Separation and Divorce on Adult Mental and Physical Health


In a random sample of 353,492 American adults in 2012, those who were separated or divorced had lower scores than either married or single people on the Wellbeing Index, which covers emotional and physical health, health behaviours, life evaluation, work environment and access to basic necessities. The managing editor of the think-tank Gallup, Jeffrey Jones, calls these differences ‘staggering’.


Life after Divorce. Data measured by the Gallup-Healthways
Wellbeing Index, April 2012





At its worst, divorce can still be bitterly antagonistic and socially destructive, and even at its best it is very seldom pain-free, even for the partner who sought the separation. If a relationship has gone sour or worse, being granted that decree may feel like liberation; if there is a new partner waiting in the wings, it may even feel like the beginning of a new, exciting and romantic life. But even if the divorce works out well for one partner it will almost certainly work out badly – emotionally and financially – for the other. And however good the separation may be for both adults, it will quite certainly not be good for any children.


Does that serious, even grim, message have a sub-text suggesting that parents should stay together ‘for the sake of the children’? No it does not. The more couples can be helped to improve their relationship to a point where they stay together because they want to, the better.


But staying together when they do not want to means an unhappy partnership that is unlikely to make for good parenting or happy children. An absence of love, affection, shared goals or even everyday tolerance between parents leaves a chilly gap in children’s lives, whether they are eight months, or eight or eighteen years old. That kind of long-term dissatisfaction isn’t as obvious as open parental irritation or depression, or the sexual unfaithfulness, enmity and especially violence that poison many children’s growing up. But if the relationship between parents has become joyless or intolerable to one or both of them, it will not be a good environment for their children.


We have to accept divorce (and separation) as a safety valve for marriage and cohabitation. Adult society cannot do without one. But the wellbeing of children who will grow up to form that society in their turn is being put at risk by the way that safety valve is deployed. We can manage separation and divorce better, and with children in mind, we must.


As people-who-are-parents, you may divorce or leave one another, but you cannot divorce and should not ever leave your children. As a family breaks up, the needs of its children should be the adults’ priority, not only for the sake of those children’s current happiness and wellbeing, but also for the sake of the people they are going to become in the future. It is everyone’s good fortune that in this new millennium we know more than ever before about what those needs are.





PART I: WHEN PARENTS
SEPARATE, WHAT
MAKES A DIFFERENCE
TO CHILDREN?






CHAPTER 1



SEEING THE CHILDREN’S
POINTS OF VIEW


The break-up of a family isn’t an event; it’s a process and often a very long, slow one. Even if one partner has physically left, swearing that that’s the end of it, he or she will have to be back to collect stuff, to have more agonising conversations, rows and accusations, and maybe for some unexpected moments of nostalgic regret when the toddler holds up her arms in greeting. The two of them nearly, but not quite, get back together again.


This is adult business at its most intense, and with this kind of stuff taking up most of your attention you won’t have much to spare for anybody or anything else, including your children.




When she was driving she just didn’t seem to notice the lights
changing, so we all yelled ‘lights’ when we came up to a red one.


Girl, aged ten


Dad came to see Mum in the morning. Just Mum. Not me.
How do I know? Because he was surprised to see me home.
He’d actually forgotten the holidays had started.


Boy, aged eight


Mostly Mummy doesn’t hear me any more. She just says
‘Mmm’.


Girl, aged six





But this adult business is very much children’s business as well. It may be your marriage that’s breaking up, but it’s their family. You are losing your husband, wife or partner, but they are losing not only the parent who is physically absent but both Daddy and Mummy as they knew them together. Deciding to separate has committed both of you to confusion in the present and, eventually, to finding new ways of life; and your separation will turn your children’s lives upside down and inside out. There’s nothing you can do to prevent that, but if you recognise what’s likely to make things better or worse for each child, then there is a lot you can do to moderate the storm.


In the last two decades it has become clear that when parents separate, children should not be involved principally as weapons in a marital war, but should be recognised as its victims. For children of all ages, from birth into adulthood, having the family split up, with mothers and fathers living apart, is always deeply disruptive, usually sad and saddening, and sometimes tragic.




RESEARCH


Children with Separated Parents: Satisfaction with Life


In thirty-six Western countries the degree of satisfaction experienced by 50,000 children aged thirteen, fourteen and fifteen with separated parents was compared with 150,000 children from intact families.


Children in every type of post-divorce household were less satisfied with life than children in intact families:




•  Shared custody –.21 (least difference from intact families)


•  Mother and stepfather –.33


•  Single mother –.28


•  Single father –.49


•  Father and stepmother –.62 (biggest difference from intact families)





L. Nielsen et al., Timeless Attachments; Research and Policy
Implications, Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
Forty-ninth Annual Conference 2012





The message that parental separation always makes children unhappy is not one that parents want to hear, so if it is mentioned to you at all it will probably be well diluted with reassurances about children being ‘resilient’ and quickly ‘getting over it’. For children’s sakes, though, it is a message that needs to be widely served and swallowed neat. Separating or getting divorced is a bad break for everyone in the family, and you need to face the fact that your children are no more likely than you are yourselves to ‘get over it’ in the sense of forgetting about it or it ceasing to be important.


Information from statistics concerned with the proportion of families that are single-parent is not straightforward because they seldom differentiate between families in which parents who were together have separated and those that have been single-parent from the beginning or in which one parent has died. They do serve to remind us, though, that many separations and divorces mean many lone parents. There are around two million in the UK, of whom 92 per cent are mothers; 1.9 million lone parents each have one child under 16; 621,000 have two children and 238,000 have three or more.




FACTS


Estimated Proportions of Families Which Have Only One Resident Parent


Australia: one in six


Canada: one in four


New Zealand: one in seven


South Africa: one in three


United Kingdom: one in four


United States: one in three


Examples from UNECE Statistical Database
compiled from national sources





In more than 90 per cent of single-parent families the mother is the lone parent and it is the father who is absent. If it is the other way around in your case, you are in a minority and a very small one at that. It is often assumed that mothers more often end up as single parents primarily because men are more likely than women to walk out on their families, or because it is still widely assumed – by separating couples themselves as well as by society and the family courts that represent it – that it is more appropriate for mothers rather than fathers to take daily charge of children. However, there are even more basic reasons why lone-parent men are relatively scarce. First, there is a far greater likelihood of early death among males, so if a child has only one parent living it will probably be his mother. Second, there is as yet no male equivalent to the ‘unmarried mother’, although with the use of donor eggs and surrogates this may change.


Statistics that tell us how many families were without one parent tell us little about the reasons for that and rarely anything about what is happening now or will happen in the future to the children within those families. Indeed, we cannot even be sure what ‘family’ means or whether the way the term is used in one study is the same as the way it is used in the next. Most people assume that ‘family’ is about men and women having children together, but not every family is based on heterosexual relationships. A tiny but growing minority of children may be born to, or brought up by, a homosexual couple, who may be male or female and married or in a civil partnership. A large majority of children are born to male–female couples, of course, but with no guarantee that that nuclear family will last. For all children there is a considerable possibility that their parents will separate, and if they do the children’s subsequent experiences are likely to be far more complicated than those simplistic statistical summaries suggest. Post-divorce, mother, father or both are likely to form new partnerships, and these will have an even higher likelihood of breaking down. A parental divorce followed by even one lover per parent and one new spouse each makes four combinations of parent and parent figure, and each new combination may bring the child new grandparent, aunt, uncle and cousin figures, as well as step- or half-siblings.


Those figures are important because when you are thinking about what your separation will mean to your children you need to think about tomorrow as well as today, bearing in mind that any child whose parents separate is liable to experience a complexity of relationships with adults in the remaining years of his or her childhood, and that these will change over time.




QUOTES


‘Modern Western families no longer fit the conventional nuclear family mould. Once-nuclear families may re-form, once or several times, involving and excluding not only various parent figures and perhaps half- or step-siblings, but also their relations. If a man comes to live with a divorced woman who has two children, does his mother become their grandmother? Can he, himself, be their stepfather if there is no marriage? If so, how long must he be in residence before he graduates into that role from being the mother’s lover? And if there is a marriage, does he, the stepfather, remain part of the children’s family if their mother divorces him?’


Penelope Leach, Children First, New York: Vintage, 1994, p. 9





Making the best of a bad job


Nothing you can do (or avoid doing) will prevent your separation from hurting your children but, thanks to research studies carried out in the past fifteen years, we know not only how lastingly important family breakdown and parental separation is for children but also some ways in which its impact can be minimised, right from the start. We know a great deal about what children and young people of different ages can be expected to understand about the separation, and something about how to make clear, day after week after month, that the separation is in no way the child’s fault or a reflection of lack of love. Above all, we have real evidence to guide those difficult decisions about what children should be told about the separation; where and with whom children should live and how an absent parent can still be a mother or father.


Information about children in separating families in general cannot be a prescription for your family in particular, of course, because every member of every family is unique and what works for one won’t work, or be possible, for another. But there are now at least a few research-based dos and don’ts that seem to apply to all children of a particular age group and in particular circumstances. It will always be worth your while to think about such guidelines; they will usually be a much better bet for your children than having the two of you thrashing aimlessly about in small-hours arguments or taking contradictory chunks of advice from relatives and friends who have axes to grind and sides to take.


Research findings such as these can only help you to help your children if you make a point of thinking about each child individually rather than as ‘the kids’ or ‘the boys’. Each child needs to be kept securely tucked away in a corner of your mind all the time, now and in the several years it will probably take before you all settle into new family structures. That’s much easier said than done, but it’s the foundation of all the kinds of help that you can give them.


An eleven-year-old girl, middle of three girls, was sent to boarding school because her furious father couldn’t – and didn’t pretend he wanted to – look after her and he would not allow her to live with her mother and mother’s lover (future stepfather). Her older sister escaped to drama school; her much younger sister was allowed to stay with Mum. This child felt herself to be out of sight and out of mind.




My mum did write once a week, but lots of the other girls had letters and parcels and phone calls and visits . . . I told myself she was busy with her new life. I was glad for her. Yes, I truly was. I’d been so worried for her when she was so unhappy. But I felt I’d vanished.





The easiest way to preserve that vital space in your head for everyone is to make a clear separation in your mind between woman–man and child–parent relationships (see p. 99). That means that when your children are around you don’t speak about (and try not even to let your face show) the hurt, angry feelings that belong to your adult relationship rather than your parenting. Your ex-husband may be a complete let-down as a husband; a hopeless provider; a faithless, insensitive man; a right b******. But what is he as father to your child? Not ‘ex’ to begin with (the two of you may be getting divorced but he’s not divorcing the child) and, given the chance, he’s very likely not to be a let-down, faithless or insensitive either. One of the things that women who are separating often find most painful to accept is that their children still love the man they call Daddy.




RESEARCH


A Close Relationship with Their Father Matters More Than What He Does


A review of research studies between 1987 and 2007 showed that children in intact families who had close relationships with their fathers did better in almost every way than those who did not. One study, for example, followed 8,441 infants to the age of thirty-three years and showed that those with closely involved father-figures had higher levels of education and more close friends of both sexes, and were less likely to smoke or to have had trouble with the police. Women who had had good relationships with their fathers at the age of sixteen grew up to have better relationships with their husbands and a greater sense of mental and physical wellbeing.


C. Lewis and M.E. Lamb, Understanding Fatherhood: A Review
of Recent Research, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2007





Recent research has made a big contribution to our understanding of what parental separation means to children by not only studying families in crisis but also following the same families over a period of years. Thanks to this large and growing body of work we are beginning to accumulate what most of the research community would accept as ‘facts’. Not every point may be true for your children, or the children with whom you are concerned, but taken overall these are the nearest we have to hard information.




•  Separation/divorce makes children miserable. Children who are too young to understand what is going on between their parents often adamantly refuse to believe in the fact or permanency of a separation. Whatever you tell them you will probably need to repeat it, again and again.


•  Older children who do understand that a separation is planned or permanent usually bitterly resent it. It seems clear that however poor the relationship between their parents has been, children would almost always prefer it to continue. Many dream of, and work for, reconciliation. The only exceptions researchers have found are among the few children who are physically terrified of the departing parent. They, and only they, may be relieved to see him or her depart.


•  Children tend to take guilty responsibility upon themselves for parents’ break-up. Younger children in particular, unable to fathom much of the reality of an adult sexual/habitual/cooperating relationship, tend to assume that they caused it to disintegrate. It is difficult for a child, whose whole life centres around his relationship with you, to realise that the same is not true of you: that swathes of his parents’ lives are entirely separate from him. Furthermore, much of the friction that he has seen has probably involved his own behaviour – his noise or his discipline, his mother’s spoiling or his father’s neglect – so he easily sees these accumulated small issues as the cause of the crash.




‘So what was the thing that made Daddy so angry?’
‘Drinking my coke in bed.’


Boy, aged eight





•  Children tend to feel shut out by separating parents. Most children, of all ages, crave more attention from parents than they easily get. The more involved parents are in couple-business, the less attention they may be able to spare for parent-business.




You’d have thought she was the only one it mattered to. I just kept feeling: OK, I can see you’re miserable, but what about me?


Girl, aged thirteen





•  Split loyalty is agony. The children who suffer from it most are those whose parents make it acute by encouraging them to take sides. A few parents actually try to enlist children against their ex. Many more imply, often rather subtly, that any communication a child has with an absent parent is disloyalty (see p. 110).




I couldn’t bear him having to skulk on the street corner when he met us, but if he came to the house she looked all pained and long-suffering.


Boy, aged twelve







I wanted to phone him, tell him things that had happened, you know? She never stopped me; never said anything, but if she came in and I was on the phone to him she’d sort of go out, looking peculiar.


Girl, aged fifteen







She’d ask me to do things, jobs around the place, and sigh because he hadn’t done them before. I hated that; hated her for trying to make me feel I was better than him.


Boy, aged fourteen







Sometimes I’d say, ‘Dad would have let me do such and such’ and she’d say, very politely, ‘If your father had wanted to be the one to say what you should do, I think he’d have stayed around.’


Boy, aged sixteen







She was unhappy, OK, I know that, but she was always sighing: over money or how hard she was working and all that. Every sigh and everything she said was sort of a dig at him.


Girl, aged thirteen





•  Many children worry about the absent parent. For young children in particular, exclusion from the warmth and safety of home and family seems horrendous and the fact that Dad left voluntarily is either beyond their comprehension or makes no difference to the fact that they worry about how he will manage alone.


•  Three- to-ten-year-olds in particular ask:




Where will Daddy sleep?


Who will cook his supper?


Who is looking after Daddy?


Isn’t he lonely? Doesn’t he miss us?


Has he got a television? Will he watch “Dr Who”?





•  Mothers who share this kind of concern for the departed partner (or can find in themselves the generosity to acknowledge the reality of the child’s concern) and can offer practical reassurance that ‘Daddy’s all right’ do children an important service. As soon as it is possible, children should see for themselves that the father’s living circumstances are ‘all right’.


•  Children need parents to talk and to listen. Research suggests that as many as one in five parents who are planning to separate are so flummoxed by the question ‘what shall we tell the children?’ that they tell them not much more than ‘he’s gone and good riddance’. Children whose parents discuss with them what is happening in the family and encourage them to talk about how it makes them feel, not only survive the immediate shock better but also adapt more easily to the new circumstances.





Do your children know what’s going on? Well yes and no. They probably know something’s happening because Daddy’s not living with the rest of you; they can see when you’ve been crying; they realise Granny is furious though they are not sure who with, and when the teatime fish fingers get burned and there’s no cereal left for breakfast three days running it’s obvious that their meals aren’t claiming your usual attention. What they cannot know unless you tell them is what it is that is happening and why. Tell them. Trying to pretend that everything is just as usual when it clearly is not will only increase their uneasiness and sense of insecurity; and anyway, since your separation is long term it is not something you can conceal from them for long. Once you have managed to tell them that Mum and Dad aren’t going to live together in the same house any more, do find age-appropriate words to tell each child why. Telling them nothing is not an option, because if you don’t tell them why they will invent reasons for themselves and their fantasies will probably be worse than the reality:




She just said Daddy didn’t want to live with us any more. She didn’t say why but I knew it was because he didn’t like me because I wasn’t a boy and I still wet my bed.


Girl, now aged eleven, looking back to when she was five





The truth – perhaps that he, or you, have fallen in love with somebody else, or that he is more taken up with gambling than earning money for the family, or that you just don’t love each other at all any more – may seem brutal, but half-truths or lies will eventually be exposed and then the children will have to face your untrustworthiness as well as the reality of what actually happened.


What you both say to your children is important, but what they say to you is equally so. Hearing and dealing with the pain your separation is bringing to your children can be so difficult that there’s a temptation to brush aside their feelings, offering comforting words instead of a listening ear. Don’t let yourself be tempted. Allowing, indeed helping your children to express their anger and bewilderment, their fears and anxieties, will help them adjust to the new situation. And the more they can deal with their painful feelings in the here and now, the less likely those feelings are to bob up again and make emotional difficulties for them when they are older.


These conversations are not easy and there is no point pretending that they are. Children can accept adult grief and anger, and once they know what is happening, older ones, at least, will expect you to be upset. If you can possibly manage it, though, avoid making them feel that talking about the situation upsets you so much that they shouldn’t mention it ever again. Try to make it clear to them that however hurt you may be, you are not destroyed by what is happening. Somewhere inside you is a solid core of strength on which they can rely, now and always.





CHAPTER 2



CHILDREN’S AGES AND STAGES


How children perceive and are affected by parents separating, and therefore what yours need from you both, depends a great deal on how old they are. If you have more than one child, each of them has reached a different age and stage of development from the rest. Even if you have only the one, she is at a different stage today than she was three months ago and will be different again in three months’ time. So while your family is imploding, it’s important for you to try not to think or talk about your children collectively as ‘the kids’ or ‘the girls’. Group references such as these imply that everything that is going on is the same for all of them, which of course it is not. Concentrating on each child as a separate person will help you to make sure that you understand, and meet, their different needs and keep track of them as they change.




The three-year-old has dropped all his most recent ‘grown-up’ stuff like using the potty. He’s gone back to nappies and baby talk. The seven-year-old doesn’t seem to care about her dad being gone; she’s only worried about places and things: like will we have to move house and will we take the cats. As for the ten-year-old, she’s ignoring both of us, really, and clinging to school and friends; she seems to be trying to be a teenager.


Mother of three children, aged three, seven and ten







His dad keeps saying the baby can’t understand a word of what is going on but I still wish they wouldn’t count on him not knowing anything’s happening. Words aren’t everything and I can see him watching them both when they’re arguing and noticing when his mum’s feeding him his supper but really thinking about something else.


Grandmother of a baby, aged nine months







Our older kid is at uni and the younger one is having a gap year, so I thought I’d waited long enough; they’re too busy with their own lives to worry about ours. My ex says I’m dead wrong though. She says home still really matters to them and they’re both really upset.


Father of two children, aged seventeen and nineteen







RESEARCH


Do Parents Always Know What Children Feel?


Recent research suggests that just as parents are inclined to overestimate their children’s intelligence or how much exercise they take, so they tend to underestimate their children’s unhappiness or anxiety – whether about parental separation or anything else. Special research materials were designed so that instead of relying on parents’ reports of their children’s feelings, children – between the ages of five and ten – could be asked directly about their emotional lives. The children’s answers gave a much less rosy picture of their happiness and wellbeing than the answers given by their parents.


K.H. Lagattuta, et al., Journal of Experimental
Child Psychology 113 (2) (October 2012), pp. 211–32
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