
Parental separation is a difficult time for families, 
and can result in more than just a relationship 
breakdown, it can also mean separation from siblings, 
grandparents and supports for the child. A wealth of 
research shows that this can be a challenging life 
experience for children, and can put them at risk of a 
range of short and long-term negative developmental 
and psychosocial outcomes if they are not supported. 

Current Thinking

The impact of separation, either positive or negative, 
varies with each child. However, factors such as a 
child’s age, sex, nature of relationship with each parent, 
custody and contact arrangements, quality of life as 
a single parent family, and any new relationships a 
parent may have will play a role in how children cope 
with the separation. 

While every family separation is different, research 
tells us that putting the children’s needs first during 
separation or divorce makes a difference. Children 
who adapted well were found to have:  

•	 Received clear and consistent explanations from their 
parents about what was happening and why. 

•	 Had parents who behaved in responsible and 
predictable ways. 

•	 Were supported to have good relationships with both 
parents during and after the separation. 

•	 Had someone in their life with whom they could talk 
and confide their feelings. 

When parents are able to prioritise their child’s 
needs, separation can be a positive outcome for 
children and families. Living with acrimonious 
relationships and toxic, stressful households can 
have a much more detrimental effect on children 
than the impact of separation. 

Challenging the Way we Think

The Children and Family Relationships Act 2015 
is the relevant legislation in Ireland for child and 
family law. When working with children and families 
experiencing parental separation, it is important to 
have a working knowledge of the legal framework 
and the different rights and responsibilities to ensure 
that you understand the context and can support the 
child appropriately. 

The Legal Context

•	 Guardianship: The guardian of a child has the right 
to make decisions about the child’s welfare and 
upbringing, including education, medical treatment, 
place of residence, religious/spiritual upbringing. 

•	 Custody: The day-to-day care of a child. Guardians 
have an automatic right of custody. 

•	 Access: If a parent does not have guardianship or has 
failed to obtain custody, they may apply for access to 
a child - which gives the parent rights to have contact 
with and communicate with the child. 

•	 What happens legally when parents separate: Where 
married parents separate or divorce, they both remain 
guardians of the child. Where children are born outside 
of marriage the mother is deemed the guardian and 
has an automatic right to custody after separation. 
For children born after 18 January 2016, an unmarried 
father who has lived with the biological mother for a 
minimum of 12 months, including 3 months after the 
birth, is also considered a guardian. If parents are 
unable to agree on custody arrangements, they may 
seek mediation. If mediation fails then the case moves 
to court and a judge sets the custody arrangements. 
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Working with Children Experiencing Parental Separation 

Helping parents make changes in how they parent their children, particularly during separation, is challenging and can 
be very emotive. Identifying the common risk factors and protective factors that impact on the child’s experience of 
separation can guide your work with the child and family.

Practice Tips for Working with Parents Experiencing Separation 

Parental conflict: When 
parents separate, they are 
likely to experience some 
strong negative emotions. 
It is helpful for the parent 
to acknowledge these in 
order to understand the 
impact of their behaviour 
and relationship dynamics 
on the child. Support 
parents to identify and seek 
out appropriate supports. 

Parental mental health: 
Divorce and separation can 
have a profound impact 
on mental health and 
exacerbate existing mental 
health issues. Parents need 
to be supported to address 
their mental health and 
focus on self-care so they 
can also support their 
child. 

Multiple transitions for the 
child: Upheavals can be 
unavoidable in separation 
- living arrangements, 
changing schools, etc. 
Support the parent in 
identifying strategies to 
prioritise as much stability, 
routine and consistency for 
the child as possible, and 
to minimise unnecessary 
disruptions.

Poor parent-child 
relationship: Help parents 
to recognise their child’s 
cues and how they are 
feeling. Help them build 
their understanding of 
their child’s developmental 
stage; what to expect and 
how to respond. Support 
parents to reflect on their 
parenting style and how 
they communicate with 
their child.  

Poor social supports 
for child or parent: it is 
extremely important that 
the child and the parent 
have the stability and 
support of other people in 
their life. Help the parent 
to identify positive social 
supports (for them and the 
child) that they can draw 
on during times of stress.

Child’s voice and 
wishes not being heard: 
Encourage the parent to 
understand their child’s 
perspective and sense 
of powerlessness in the 
situation. Support the 
parent to be comfortable 
in letting their child express 
their feelings, wishes and 
concerns. 

Common Risk Factors

•	 Warm, competent 
parenting

•	 Co-operative 
parenting

•	 Routine and 
consistency

•	 Support networks 
and community 

•	 Good communication 
with child 

•	 Appropriate 
involvement in 
decision-making

Common Protective 
Factors

In line with current thinking, Barnardos has identified 
three key areas of challenge for children during 
separation. 

1. Understanding: Children are rarely given an adequate 
explanation when their parents separate and this can 
be confusing. Receiving only a partial explanation -  
often only when the physical living separation occurs 
- frequently leads to a child blaming one parent in 
particular, or blaming themselves. Determining if a child 
(particularly one who is angry, anxious or distressed) 
has an appropriate understanding of their parents’ 
separation is very important. A more comprehensive 
understanding of parental separation means they are 
less likely to blame themselves, a parent, or to hope 
that their parents will reconcile. 

2. Expressing: Children often communicate their negative 
emotions through behaviours - both internalised (for 
example, social withdrawal, or physical symptoms such 
as stomach aches without an illness) and externalised 
(for example, aggression, attention-seeking behaviour 
or hyperactivity). In separation, children can feel caught 
in the middle and worry that expressing their wishes 
or feelings (for example, wanting to see their other 
parent) is viewed as making a choice between their 
parents. Help the child to name and safely express their 
feelings, and facilitate their understanding that having 
a voice is not making a choice. Expressing feelings is 
also about children feeling that their emotions are valid 

- it is ok to feel angry or sad. The key is to find ways to 
safely express how they feel.

3. Coping: Adjusting to the changes of parental separation 
is an ongoing process for children. In order to cope, 
they need to develop emotional regulation skills 
appropriate to their age and developmental stage. The 
aim is to facilitate the child to develop and use social-
emotional skills when they experience heightened 
emotions. For example, naming the child’s physical 
reactions, prompting self-soothing and identifying 
strategies they can use. 

With support, children can and do adjust successfully 
to separation. Providing children with the skills and 
resources to develop resilience and supporting 
them to adapt can significantly impact their ability 
to cope, and minimise negative outcomes.

Resilience 
is a dynamic developmental 

process encompassing the attainment 
of positive adaptations within the context of 

significant adversity 
(Cicchetti, 2012)



Further Reading 
Useful Publications For Parents

Parenting Positively: Coping with separation for parents 
of children between 6 and 12. Tusla - Child and Family 
Agency and Barnardos (2015) (available to download 
from www.barnardos.ie) 

Children’s experiences of parental separation in Ireland. 
Hogan, Halpenny, Green (2002) Children’s Research 
Centre, Trinity College, Dublin (available to download 
from www.fsa.ie)

Help for separating families. The Family Mediation 
Service (A series of 7 booklets)

Making divorce easier on your child. Nicholas Long, Rex 
Forehand (2002) Contemporary Books, New York

Parents who listen, protect. Health Services Executive 
(2007) (A handbook on building good communication in 
families and communities)

When parents separate: Helping your children cope.  
J Sharry, P Reid, E Donohue (2001) Veritas, Dublin

When a relationship ends. One Family (2005) (available 
from www.onefamily.ie)

For Children Age 6 to 12 years

Parenting Positively: Coping with separation for 
children aged 6-12. Tusla - Child and Family Agency 
and Barnardos (2015) (available to download from www.
barnardos.ie) 

When mum and dad split up. Lesley Ely (2001) Hodder 
Children’s Books, London

It happened to me – mum and dad split up. Elizabeth  
O’Loughlin (2005) Pangolin Books

Children don’t divorce (talking it through). Rosemary 
Stones (2002) Happy Cat Books Ltd, Essex

What in the world do you do when your parents divorce? 
A survival guide for kids. Roberta Beyer (2001) Free 
Spirit Publishing, Kent

For Teenagers

Parenting Positively: Helping teenagers cope with 
separation. Tusla - Child and Family Agency and 
Barnardos (2015) (available to download from www.
barnardos.ie) 

When parents split – support, information and 
encouragement for teenagers. Glynis Good (2008) 
Blackhall Publishing 
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Barnardos supports children whose well-being is 
under threat, by working with them, their families and 
communities and by campaigning for the rights of 
children. 

Barnardos was established in Ireland in 1962 and 
is Ireland’s leading independent children’s charity. 
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Over the years, Barnardos has been on a journey of 
developing needs-led, outcomes-focused practice, 
based on evidence of what works for children and 
families to achieve positive outcomes. During this 
process, a considerable amount of evidence and 
research data has been gathered and analysed. 
Literature reviews have been used to inform the 
design of specific systems (for example, for active 
case management) and programmes (for example, 
for Partnership with Parents).

In order to share the learning from this, the Learning 
& Development Service are producing this series of 
Translating Evidence to Practice papers, providing 
accessible summaries on a range of subjects. The aim 
is to provide:

•	 An overview of subject areas and key definitions
•	 Up-to-date information and evidence
•	 Practice tips, which are based on findings from 

the research


