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This picture tells the story 
of the circle of securityƒ

Kids of all ages need 
to feel enjoyed by 
their parents.

Kids of all ages need to
feel that •mum and dad
under stand what it•s 
like to be me nowŽ .

Adapted from ©2000 Cooper,
Hoffman, Marvin & Powell

•I need
you toƒŽ

Suppor t m y
exploration

Welcome
my coming
to you€ Protect me

€ Comfort me
€ Delight in me
€ Organise my feelings

•I need
you toƒŽ

€ Watch over me
€ Help me
€ Enjoy with me

Secure Base

Safe Haven

Mum or Dad 
attending to their 
child•s needs

Always be bigger, stronger, 
wiser, and kind.
Whenever possible follow 
my child•s needs.
Whenever necessary take charge.
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Usually, parents manage to
provide all of that between them

How can you do it when you’re
separated, especially when the
separation hasn’t been easy?

You need to be in a certain state
of mind to provide all of that, 
so first things first…

Clearing a space for thinking

Going through separation takes
up a lot of mental and emotional
energy. If there’s conflict on top
of separation, a parent’s mind
can become crowded with stress
and strong, painful feelings.

With all of this, it can be hard to
have space for thinking clearly
about your children.

How can you do all 
of that when you’re
separated, especially
when the separation
hasn’t been easy?
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Parenting styles after separation

There are three major patterns 
of parenting after separation:

1. Cooperative parenting

About one third of parents look
after their children cooperatively
after separation. They talk to each
other, plan and make decisions
together about their children. They
work out a living arrangement
that works for everyone.

2. Two-track parenting

About one third of parents find 
it hard to cooperate, but agree to
parent their children responsibly,
in their own ways. These parents
don’t talk to each other much, but
they do have ways of planning
and making decisions so that 
the children aren’t too stressed.
This is sometimes called 
parallel parenting.

3. Conflicted parenting

About one third of parents end 
up in long-term conflict with 
each other. They can’t find a 
way of parenting together, so 
they choose to stay locked in sad
and bitter conflict. For many, the
conflict is very high, very long
and very damaging for them 
and for their children. 

Which one would 
you choose?
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Parents who can make
room for thinking about
their children’s needs,
apart from their own
needs, are the parents
who help their children
adapt best to family
separation. 

Parents who manage their conflict:

• work through their emotions
about being separate

• aren’t stuck in disbelief, 
rage, rejection or grief

• find a safe outlet for 
their emotions

• separate being a parent 
from being an ex-partner

• focus equally on their 
own needs and their 
children’s needs

• move beyond resentment 
and revenge

• look at solutions
• get good advice from friends,

relatives, or professionals
• don’t use violence.

Parents who can make room for
thinking about their children’s
needs, apart from their own
needs, are the parents who 
help their children adapt best 
to family separation. 

And that matters a lot, 
as Rachel tells us…

Inside of me

My Mum and my Dad 
are inside who I am.
They are part of me, 
wherever I go.
When they divorced, 
they hated each other,
And that was like they 
hated me.
When they hurt each 
other, they hurt me.
When Mum didn’t 
want me to see Dad, 
She wasn’t seeing me.

When Dad didn’t want 
me to love Mum, 
he wasn’t loving me.
Now that’s stopped, 
and they get on OK,
So I can be who I am, 
with my Mum and 
my Dad inside me.

Rachel, aged 11.
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• Keep your conflict away 
from your children

• Listen carefully to how 
they feel about things

• Let them know you are 
trying to sort out differences

• Explain that it’s not your
children’s fault

• Be positive about the 
other parent with the child
(even when that isn’t easy)

• Don’t let your child play
messenger between parents

• Never allow your children 
to take sides against a parent

• Try to stay out of court –
negotiate, don’t litigate

Child focused mediation 
and counselling can help 
the whole family through 
conflict and separation.

There is no vaccine
against persistent
parental conflict.

Prevention is 
better than cure.
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Try answering these questions 

What is it like 
to be your child 
at the moment?

What are you
doing well 
to help them
through this
time?

What would 
you like to 
do differently 
for them?

Working it out.

Here are some ideas 
about building a secure
base for your children
after separation.
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Do your 
children ever 
get caught 
up in your
conflict?

Who helps 
them with the
confusion and
sadness that 
all children feel 
at this time?

What opportunity
can you make 
to talk with your
children openly
about how they
are feeling?

Working it out
(continued)…
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For parents in conflict: try answering these questions

What will your
children’s worst
memory be of
your conflict?

What will their
best memory 
be of how you
handled the
conflict?

Add these ideas to your discussions

When they separate, parents
make agreements about houses,
finance, contact, schools, holidays,
and so on. That’s important. But,
for the kids, consider these things
as well. (If you’re in mediation or
counselling, try doing this there.)
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The hopes we
share for our
children are:

Our children 
need a secure
emotional base
with each of us. 
To provide that,
and to protect it,
we agree to:

When our children
are adults and
look back on the
family separation,
we hope they will 
be able to say the
following about 
us as parents:

Working it out
(continued)…
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So, the messages we want to give our children now are:
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“Because it’s for the kids… Building a
Secure Parenting Base after Separation”
is a Children in Focus publication intended
to reach out to Australian parents in
need of support to work on cooperative
parenting after separation. The booklet 
is also designed to assist professionals 
in their work with these parents.

This booklet was written by Jennifer
McIntosh, PhD. As senior consultant 
to the Children in Focus Program,
researcher, child psychologist, and mother,
Jenn holds a strong focus on the needs 
of children and parents in the face 
of family trauma. She is particularly
regarded for her compassion and her
strong advocacy on the rights of children
to psychological safety. Jenn directs 
the family psychology clinic, Family
Transitions, a specialist centre for
assessment, therapy, Family Law
mediation and training.

Children in Focus is grateful to the
Australian Government Attorney-General’s
Department for the funding support which
makes Children in Focus projects possible.

We also acknowledge and thank 
our design partner, 3 Deep Design.

Centacare Melbourne sponsored the
printing of the first edition of the booklet.
We thank them for this support. 

For information on how to obtain
additional copies and to provide 
feedback, visit the Children in Focus
website www.childreninfocus.org 

This booklet includes adapted materials
from “The Circle of Security Project”
(Cooper, Hoffman, Marvin & Powell ©2000)
and “Children in the Middle Project”
(Arbuthnot ©2000).

This work is copyright. You may access,
display, print and reproduce this material
in unaltered form only (retaining this
notice) for your personal, non-commercial
use or use within your organisation. 
All rights are reserved.
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To order more copies of this
booklet please go to
http://familyrelationships.gov.au/
publications

Learning more…

For free information, advice 
and referral to assist with 
family relationship or separation
issues please call the Family
Relationship Advice Line on 
1800 050 321. For those with
access to the Internet,
www.familyrelationships.gov.au
provides useful information 
and contacts.

The White Pages of telephone
directories list community and
government services for families,
children and parents. Also, the
local parent line, citizens’ advice
bureau or library may be able 
to assist. 

Disclaimer: These contacts are 
for your guidance only and were
accurate at the time of publishing.

Fifth Edition
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