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The vengeful mothers who tear fathers from
their children’'s lives: Britain's top parenting
guru on one of the unspoken scandals of our
age

« Children desperate not to hurt parents going through divorce
They may say they don't want contact with their father to please mother
Some bitter woman are accusing their ex of not being fit to be father

This leads to child protection investigations
o Penelope Leach suggests separating couples try ‘'mutual parenting’

By Penelope Leach
Published: 22:39 GMT, 2 July 2014 | Updated: 10:32 GMT, 4 July 2014

Child psychologist Penelope Leach has been working with families for nearly 40 years. Here, in the final
instalment of her new book, Family Breakdown, she describes one of the cruellest consequences of
divorce...

Before his divorce, Ben wouldn't change his baby daughter's nappies, seldom played with her eight-year-old
brother and never once made it to the school carol concert. On top of that, he had an affair with a woman at
work.

And now? Much to his ex-wife Maggie's fury and disbelief, he's demanding regular access to the children.
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Unfair: Bitter mothers sometimes force their child to cut their father out

It's not hard to see why women like Maggie can be reluctant to co-operate. Indeed, the lengths to which some
parents will go to prevent their ex from keeping in contact with the children are truly shocking and, ultimately,
very damaging to the children themselves.
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When a father (it's usually the father) leaves the family home, some mothers will lie to stop them from seeing the
children or speaking to them.

A father, hoping to talk to his son, will be told: 'He can't come to the phone - he's in the bath.' To the child: 'No, it
wasn't your father. Do you really think he's going to bother phoning?'

To the father on doorstep: 'They're not coming out with you; they've gone to their nan's.' To the children: "You
didn't want to go with him and leave me all by myself, did you?"'

Perhaps cruellest of all, a parent may play on a child's sympathies, making him (or her) feel disloyal for loving
the other parent: 'Don't you leave me, too... You're all I've got.' Or: 'We're all right together aren't we? We don't
need him.'

"However much a mother may wish it weren't so, her ex is the children’s biological
father and should never be airbrushed out of their lives..."

Research shows that children are often so desperate not to hurt the parent they live with that they'll say whatever
they know she (it's usually the mother) wants to hear. They may even say they no longer want any contact with
Daddy - when actually, they still love him.

The parent who has left home, of course, is in a far weaker position than the furious mother. Indeed, a lot of
fathers are sufficiently intimidated that contact with their children gradually shrivels and even stops. If a dad
insists on seeing them, the mother may eventually realise that she can't continue refusing access without a very
good reason. At that point, she may set about producing one.

Some women say there's been sexual abuse or domestic violence. They may suggest that the father's
environment is unsafe, or that he's a bad influence (alcoholism, drug addiction and mental illness may be
mentioned), or that they suspect he'll take the child abroad.

Whether such claims are accurate or not, they'll have to be investigated because they're to do with child
protection - the family court's principal concern.

And although parents no longer get legal aid for any other aspect of their break-up, mothers can get it for this
because a child's safety is involved. (A fact, I'm afraid, that's making this type of accusation more common.)

Understandably, the father is often outraged. If the mother's accusation has never previously been mentioned, it
may seem difficult to understand why anyone takes any notice.

However, if there's the least chance that a parent has been abusive, no contact can be allowed until the matter
has been investigated. That means the father will have to apply to the court for a contact order. But the date for
that hearing may well be months ahead - and until then, he won't be able to see his child. As a result, their
relationship will be further damaged.
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Tread carefully: The psychological damage of warring parents on children can last a
lifetime

For children who have been sexually abused by a parent, the psychological damage can last a lifetime. But if a
child is falsely led to believe that a loving parent harmed him, that too can cause long-lasting psychological harm.
An allegation of sexual abuse can be dismissed, found unproven, even withdrawn - but it cannot be unmade,
ruining relationships that never recover.

Yet it really doesn't have to be anything like this - even if one parent remains bitterly angry with the other.
However much a mother may wish it weren't so, her ex is the children’s biological father and should never be
airbrushed out of their lives.
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The very best way to manage the break-up of a family, with minimal long-term harm to your offspring, is to
support the relationships that each of you has with the children.

Granted, it's not easy; it may even seem downright impossible. But whatever you're feeling about your ex is
irrelevant. He's never going to be an 'ex' to the children. To them he's just Daddy.

HOME TRUTHS

Some one million children are growing up without fathers in the UK, says a 2013 Centre for Social Justice report

Ideally, you should do all you can to keep your sense of betrayal, loneliness and fury strictly private.

Best of all is if you can make a clear separation in your mind between your adult relationship with your ex, and
your relationship with him as a parent. If you can manage that, your child will know that the unhappiness he sees
and senses is only adult business; the parenting business that is central to his life is still intact.

When both parents make an effort to do this, they sometimes find that part of the lonely space left by the broken
partnership has been filled with what | call 'mutual parenting'. This is the best possible gift they can make to their
children.

© Ken McKay/ITV/REX

The toxic truth: Penelope discusses the affects of divorce on children on ITV's This
Morning

Mutual parenting means that they are jointly committed to putting their children's wellbeing first and to protecting
them as far as they can from the ill-effects of the family break-up.

The most important word in that sentence is 'jointly'. Many mothers say that they put their children first, and
many fathers say likewise - but not many of them credit each other with doing so.

The most difficult aspect of mutual parenting is that it requires frequent communication, when you'd probably
prefer to have nothing whatsoever to do with each other. One way or another, your joint responsibilities will have
to include making it possible - and enjoyable - for children to be closely in touch with each parent.

If you're having trouble deciding whether you can manage mutual parenting, don't rush. Give yourself time to get
over the shock of separation - and then ask yourself:
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e Would you phone your ex-partner or expect him to call you in the middle of the night if there were an
emergency?

e Would you discuss with him or expect him to discuss with you any worrying child behaviour, such as a
three-year-old going back to nappies or a nine-year-old crying easily and often?

e Would you do your best or expect him to do his best to make the transfer from one parent to the other at
the beginning and end of visits easy for the children?

e Would you cover for him or expect him to cover for you if one of you had forgotten a sports day or school
play and couldn't turn up?

e Would you pay attention to each other's views on important educational decisions such as choosing a
school?

e Would you pay attention to each other's views on managing children's behaviour (such as how best to
handle tantrums) and try to agree on routines (such as bedtimes) and limits?

If the answer to all or most of those is 'yes', then you have the foundations for mutual parenting.
Bear in mind that giving equal headspace to the children is more important than being equally hands-on.

So there must be give and take - particularly when the father has never had hands-on care of his offspring. This
was clearly the case with Mark, who has two girls, aged five and seven, and a boy of nine. Indeed, his ex-wife
Jenny was initially very dubious: 'I've never known him put the children ahead of his own wishes,' she said.
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Co-operate: Try 'mutual parenting’ to prevent children getting stuck in the middle of your
rows

'Finding time to spend with them - amid his work and the tennis club - was rare. He really doesn't like family
treats or celebrations. In fact, | don't think he's really a family man.'

Mark disagreed. His main responsibility, he felt, was to make generous financial arrangements after the divorce.
In addition, he planned to play a part by sharing decisions about the children's education and activities. Now that
Jenny was a lone parent, he assumed it would also be his responsibility to provide emergency back-up -
although 'by throwing my money at it rather than my time'.

Meanwhile, he was looking for ways of seeing the children regularly that fit in with his lifestyle. His most
successful initiative, he said, was taking them for lessons at the tennis club each weekend, which they very
much enjoyed.

However, after more than a year, it became clear that mutual parenting wasn't working and Mark and Jenny
decided to settle for the next best thing: 'polite parenting'. In polite parenting, there are lesser degrees of contact
and communication but parents still protect the children from the worst fall-out from the separation.

Some couples draw up amazingly detailed documents, including lists of rules, templates for telephone calls
between them, and 'visit logs' which each parent must fill in whenever a child is transferred to the care of the
other. In practice, though, these are usually abandoned after a few months.

In time, as passions cool, it's not unheard of for polite parenting to become closer to mutual.

Family Breakdown by Penelope Leach is published by Unbound, price £12.99. To buy a copy for £8.99
plus p&p, order online at unbound.co.uk/books/family-breakdown and use the promotion code DM2FAM
at checkout.

o Extracted by Corinna Honan
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Disciple, dorset, United Kingdom, 12 hours ago

| wonder how many of these people took marriage vows and really took them to be very serious indeed? Its very sad when
relationships break down, especially if it involves children. Self/centeredness is the scource of all grief.
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hateehc, cardiff, United Kingdom, 13 hours ago

| have been divorced twice, | am a good father, on both occasions my ex's tried to destroy the childrens relationship with me by
telling outright lies in court. my 2 elder children from marriage 1 who contacted me in their teens, now no longer speak to their
mother, they have children of their own who do not see their grandma which is sad. my 3 children from marriage 2 have had to go
to court 23 times over the last 7 years, haven't seen my son mid teens for 7 years, see my daughters early to mid teens half and
half my son has not seen his paternal family in this period my daughters see the regularly, the older girl ran away from mum last ear
and lived with me for over 6 months straight | encourage the relationship with mum, it does not happen the other way round.
CAFCASS/Social workers are worse than useless and destroy childrens lives
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Fox4D, Peterborough, United Kingdom, 21 hours ago

Looking at all these blogs/comments goes to show whether we are a Mother or Father (in my case) that we have one mixed up
society. The need for revenge against the other party more overwhelming than the desire to do what's right for the children involved
is nothing more than despicable. Yes there will be many factors involved, unfaithfulness, bullying, unreasonable behaviour. The
children have a need for both parents, why should one parent have more rights than the other. Every child should have access to
some sort of help when parents go through a separation/divorce. Forget Facebook, Twitter and CONCENTRATE ON THE
CHILDREN.
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NoName, NoCity, Malawi, 1 day ago
Bad. So there is no reason for divorce. Shoulder it like a man for the sake of the children.
72
21
Click to rate
James Williams, portsmouth, United Kingdom, 17 hours ago
Most divorces are initiated by women.
2
9
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RachelLunaMoon, London, United Kingdom, 1 day ago

I'm going through a split at the moment after 10 years together. Things are reasonably amicable although he has hurt me a lot and
I'm scared for the future. However whilst | don't relish the idea of 50/50 parenting we have both come to the agreement that that is
best for everyone involved and | would never ever deprive my children of a good dad, despite the fact he has his problems
sometimes fact is he is leaving ME not our children and that's just life.

— |
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James Williams, portsmouth, United Kingdom, 17 hours ago

In spite of what you seem to have been through, | think your attitude suggests you are a kind and considerate person who is putting
the children before yourself. If only others were more like you.
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peterweth, Middlesbrough, United Kingdom, 1 day ago

Children being deprived of decent parents and in increasing numbers, grandparents, is a National disgrace. After a bitter divorce
and despite being awarded contact with my sons, my ex wife blatantly defied all of the court orders over a three year period. She
was never punished by the courts. My sons are now 25 and 22. The first time | saw my youngest son in 13 years was in the secure
unit of our local hospital, detained under section two of the mental health act, where he remains to this day, some two years later.
My mother regrettably never saw either of them again. Lots of people have lots to answer for in terms of assisting this state of
affairs, including, a politically correct social worker, a 'family' solicitor , the judiciary and ultimately the British government. All of the
latter regard themselves as professional and pillars of society. Well, look at the state of the country! | hope one day my children are
able to take legal action for damages.

— |©
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James Williams, portsmouth, United Kingdom, 17 hours ago

Your story is bad enough, but unfortunately it's not rare. A friend of mine had been denied contact (supported by social services) of
his two daughters. At 15 one of them jumped out of the back of a car travelling at 70mph. That's how kids get screwed up by this
disgraceful abuse.
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not on target, Woodbridge, 1 day ago

My sons ex has told my son he cannot see his son as he cannot take him just on a wednesday (he's a long distance lorry driver)
and whenever he tries to contact her to make arrangements he gets no reply (he has to contact her in writing) and has to leave
parcels and presents at a neighbours.We have sent many gifts and other items but have not received any contact whatsoever. We
don't even know if the toys, clothes etc.. are 0.k. as she chooses to ignore us and is very good at placing comments on social
media making him into the bad guy. Incidentally she asked him to leave as he had provided the sperm to make a child so she was
happy but has shown no compassion to him in this matter at all despite him looking after his son by a previous relationship every
weekend and paying for them both. | often see him looking at the now very out of date photo of his missing son and it breaks my
heart !

Click to rate
James Williams, portsmouth, United Kingdom, 17 hours ago

It sounds like she is a narcissist. Social services seem very keen to remove children from parents with not much of an excuse, but |
believe they should swap residencies where a narcissist is one of the parents. The norm with a number of women is to get pregnant
every five years. That way they don't have to go out to work and can claim all the benefits they can.
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Candy22Telford, Shropshire, 1 day ago

I never knew my father. A mother does not have the right to take a child's father from them. As a consequence i am barely in touch
with my mother.
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Abigail cardiff, Cardiff, United Kingdom, 16 hours ago

You do not say if your mother has ever spoken to you about why your father is not in your life , she could be trying to protect you
from hurt ,or could be he had no interest in being a father , even if this is not the case your mother loved you enough to raise you
single handed (not easy I've done it ) | think it's very sad you say she is now not a full part of your life .
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Derek, cardiff, United Kingdom, 13 hours ago

Click to rate

to Abigail her mother has had every chance to tell her about her father, the full details are not known, But | am sure Candy is better
aware of the picture than you or | and she has based her decision of facts rather than flights of fancy. A lot more women than men
destroy the childs relationship with the other parent, through revenge spite and sheer nastiness without a thought for the childs
welfare.

IN IO

Click to rate
Me, Clacton On Sea, 1 day ago

| saved my child from getting hurt by cutting all ties with her father, it was the best thing | ever did, my child had a wonderful
upbringing without him, never asked for his sorry *&* once and is now happily married, so, sorry, where did | go wrong ?? | didn't !!

165
60
Click to rate
2 of 4 repliesSee all replies
Me, Clacton On Sea, 14 hours ago

Tony my daughter knew her father, | plucked up courage to leave him, my other post wasn't allowed, the one that told of the abuse,
so shame on you for judging ! Thank you Karen M

Derek, cardiff, United Kingdom, 13 hours ago

|El ()

Click to rate

To me there are justified cases where parents do not allow the children contact with the other parent, however the vast majority of
cases are not based on worry/concern but are based on nastiness, to the detriment of the child.
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Click to rate
Nigelsquare, Cardiff, United Kingdom, 1 day ago

Avoid divorce at all costs. Work at marriage. Stick together and remember your wedding vows. Then these sad stories are not likely
to be yours. Divorce wrecks kids, the individual parents, and not to mention the family.

53
84
Click to rate

The views expressed in the contents above are those of our users and do not necessarily reflect the views of MailOnline.
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