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Helping clientsthatwantto avoid prolonged conflict toteach solutions

Putting children first when
a marriage comes apart
Richard Sharp of Sharp Family Law offers separating and divorcing clients, who
want to maintain respect for each other, alternatives to a court room battle

THE TELEPHONE CALL was typical of

many that I receive as a divorce lawyer at Sharp

Family Lawbased in Bath. After 12 years of

marriage and a disastrous summer holiday with

their two young daughters, which had not been

helped by the unpredictable English weather.

Ruth and Alex were separating. Ruth had called

tn make die appointment and after we had

agreed on die arrangements I encouraged her

to elaborate on why it was that she wanted to

see me.

Ruth's call wasnt a whim. It had followed

months ofuncertainty, confusion and fear, a

summer holiday to get through, for the sake of

thechildrcn. and the newschool year to prepare

for and organise. Kulh was worried about Alex's

reaction to a separation, could he cut her off

"Puttingchildrcn

first is a common

without a penny, would he take die children and

run, should she take pre-emptory action?.

As I heard her anxieties and ever increasing

"what ifs'. I realised that Ruth and Alex had all

the familiar ingredients for a volatile and bitter

divorce that would not only financially and

emotionally cost diem hugely, but also affect

their children. How easy it was going to be for

their children to get caught in the middle of

the emotional and business complications that

dicir parents wvre going through. The one thing

Ruth said that I hoped would ring true was that
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she and Alex loved their children and wanted to

put them first even though their marriage was

coming apart

Puttingchildren first is a common goal of

many separating and divorcing parents. But

it can often get lost in the web ofcomplicated

emotions triggered by abroken relationship and

exasperated by a court battle. In his book The

Truth about Children and Divorce, Robert Emery

writes: "All ofmy research and all ofmy work

with couples and families demonstrates that

what parents do during and after a separation

or divorce - howthey parent, how they

handle their emotions, howthey relate to each

other and work together - is the key to their

children's resilience in copingwith their parents

separation or divorce."

During September Christina McGhee, an

internationally acclaimed divorce coach and

parent educator, who has devoted her career

to helping children and families successfully

manage the challenges ofdivorce, will be

appearing on GMTV for a three part scries

on how to help children successfully manage

divorce.

On her website wwwdivorceandchildrcn.

com, Christina McGhee writes "No matter what

you may think about divorce. No matter what

you may feel about divorce. No matter what

your situation or experience, life will change

for you and your children. How it changes, is

up to you. One ofparents greatest concerns is

how divorce will affect their children. Divorce

"Sharp Famil\-Law

offers an alternative

to the courtroom"

docs not doom children to years ofemotional

problems or lifelong dysfunction. Exposure to

constant parental conflict and unhealthy family

situations, however, can significantly impact

children's lives in a negative wayT

Instead Christina encourages parents to love

their children as much as possible through

words and actions; to tell them repeatedly that

divorce is not their fault to reassure children

that they will be safe; to let children know it is

okay to love both Mum and Dad as they did

before; to support die childrcns relationship

with both parents; to listen to their children,

honour their feelings withoutjudging, fixing or

trying to change how they fed: to let children

know it is okay to express those feelings; to

help children feel like they have a home widi

both parents regardless ofthe amount oftime

spent with each parent: to provide children widi

discipline as well as love, as children still need

parents to provide structure and limits especially

during difficult times

And in those difficult times, Christina

advocates that parents avoid bad mouthing,

judgingor criticising the child's other parent,

exposingchildren to divorce details, using

children as messengers or spies, retaliatingwhen

the other parent says or does damaging things,

making children responsible for making adult

decisions, allowing children to become a parents'

best friend or confidant, placing blame when

children ask why die divorce happened.

Over die past 25 years I have worked with

many separating and divorcingclients who are

kind, decent and intelligent individuals, who

love their children and want what is best for

them and who also want to reach a parental

arrangement and a fair financial settlement

amicably.

Sharp Family Law offers separating and

divorcing clients, who want to maintain respect

for each other, alternatives to die court room

battle My practice helps clients choose die

method ofdivorce that is most appropriate for

diem and their family, includingCollaborative

Practice, Mediation and Constructive

Negotiations. These options resolve disputes out

ofcourt, encourage interest-based discussions,

put the interests ofchildren first, and keep

decision-making in die hands ofparents. I have

helped separating and divorcingclients like

Ruth and Alex avoid prolonged conflict and find

creative solutions, crafted by them and not die

Divorce Courts. ■

For moredetailed information on Children and

Divorce contact RidiardSharp on 01225 870336 or

email him at <ichard@sharpfamilylaw/xmforafree

copyofthe booklet'Separation and Divorce: Helping

parents to help children'producedby Christina

McGhee on behalfofResolution.

Theoppo«tunlty(or»epara»lnganddhrordngpartieswtthouttho

Intervention otlhadivorce courts
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