
Family Breakdown
INFORMATION, ADVICE AND COUNSELLING SERVICE

Helpline
Free. Confidential.
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The end of a marriage or 
relationship can be as distressing 
as a bereavement. This booklet is to 
help you through the turmoil if your 
relationship is in trouble; either to 
find a way to improve it or to come to 
terms with its end.

There are sections about the practical 
matters of separating and how to 
pick up the pieces after a breakup. 

The Printing Charity’s helpline on 
0333 212 3534 provides free, 
confidential information and advice 
as well as counselling if you are 
unsure about what to do or feel 
overwhelmed by your problems. 
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Violence
If you or any children are in danger, take 
action immediately by calling the police on 
999. In non-emergency cases or for general 
advice, call 101. 

Help is also available from: 

• National Domestic Violence Helpline 
run in partnership with Women’s Aid 
and Refuge on 0808 2000 247 

• Southall Black Sisters for Black Asian 
and African-Caribbean women on 020 
8571 0800 

• Men’s Advice Line on 0808 801 0327 
for males affected by domestic violence 

• Galop, a national, LGBT+ anti-violence 
charity on 0800 999 5428 
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Whether you are thinking about splitting up or your partner is 
pushing for a breakup, try writing the following lists on a piece of 
paper. Be brutally honest and don’t skirt around the difficult points. 

Thinking it 
through

Separation

Reasons to separate:
Include all the things you don’t like about 
your relationship and all the positive things 
you yearn for. 

For example: 

• bored
• arguments
• want freedom
• new career
• new lover
• no responsibility

Reasons not to separate:
Include the aspects of your relationship 
you value, the things you will lose, and your 
fears for life alone or with a new partner.

For example: 

• lose house
• children will be unhappy
• less money/security
• lower standard of living for children
• sense of duty
• bad patch that could be worked at

Now work though each list. Ask yourself if you could resolve any of the things you don’t like 
about your relationship without splitting up. Would the things you hope for actually happen 
simply because you split up? Could you make some of them happen anyway?

Now try the same thing from your partner’s point of view. 

This should give you a good starting point for going forward, either to try and sort things out 
or to accept that change is inevitable. Have you had any outside help with your relationship?



Talking
Finding a new way to communicate can 
save a relationship. It is worthwhile even if 
you split up, especially if you have children 
together. It can also help you later to feel 
that you did everything possible to try and 
sort it out. 

Counselling
Talking to one of our counsellors can help 
you get your thoughts into perspective. It’s 
often hard to know what you feel and your 
family and friends may be too close to be 
impartial.

Relate offers face-to-face counselling, 
either together or on your own. The aim 
is to improve communication regardless 
of whether you decide to stay together or 
separate. Relationships tend to have built-in 
patterns for avoiding deep discussions of 
problems. An outsider can break the pattern 
and encourage a frank discussion. Call 
our information and advice specialists on 
0333 212 3534 for contact details for your 
nearest Relate.

Other sources of counselling include: 

• Your GP 

• Marriage Care on 0800 389 3801 

• Jewish Women’s Aid on 
0808 801 0500 

• Mind on 0300 123 3393

5



6

Whether you are leaving or 
being left, you will need advice. 
Who is likely to get what? How 
income and capital might be 
split? What arrangements are 
to be made about the children? 
The organisations opposite offer 
legal advice or you can consult a 
solicitor specialising in family law.

Our information and advice specialists can 
provide numbers for any of the following: 

• Resolution - lists solicitors specialising 
in family law 

• Citizens Advice - free advice 

• Coram Children’s Legal Centre - advice 
about children and the law 

• The Disability Law Service - free legal 
advice for people with disabilities and 
their families 

• Rights of Women - free telephone legal 
advice for women 

• Gingerbread - a charity supporting 
single parent families 

• Stonewall - cannot give legal advice 
but lists solicitors on its website under 
‘what’s in my area’

Legal advice
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Sudden 
departures

A partner leaving very quickly 
tends to make things worse in 
various ways:

• There is the risk of making the wrong 
decision. 

• There is more likelihood of money 
problems. 

• A sudden ending devalues the 
relationship, making it difficult for 
each of you to grieve properly. 

• Children are bound to feel sad 
regardless of how well the parting is 
managed but a sudden dramatic split 
can make them feel scared too.
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Separating

Making a break
If you are the one making the break: 

• Don’t do it unless you’re sure it’s 
the right way forward. Have you 
thought about the consequences and 
exhausted the options for improving 
your relationship? 

• Do it kindly but be clear and direct. 

• Give your partner time and space to 
grieve and work out what separation 
will mean to them. Remember that 
you have had time to come to terms 
with this decision at your own pace 
but they have not. 

• Be constructive. Your new relationship 
needs to be business-like and 
straightforward, avoid indulging in 
emotional games, and make it clear 
you will not rise to them either.

There will be a lot of work to disentangle 
your financial and domestic affairs. 

Practical changes
You will need to reorganise things such 
as joint bank accounts, mortgages, and 
credit cards as a matter of urgency. All 
your relationship’s assets will be part of 
the interim and long-term arrangements 
you make. If your ex is the parent of your 
child(ren) they are still next of kin so check 
your will too. 

There are practical and legal consequences 
to ending a relationship and you may need 
to make arrangements about housing, 
children, money, maintenance, possessions, 
and pensions. You also need to notify 
the Department for Work and Pensions 
and HMRC about the changes to your 
circumstances. 

Options range from making an informal 
agreement between yourselves to a court 
order. It is advisable to have a solicitor check 
your arrangements to make sure you are 
not short-changed and to formalise them so 
that things don’t change unexpectedly. 



Mediators are usually 
experienced family law 
practitioners or come from a 
counselling background and 
sometimes work in pairs. The 
mediator acts as an umpire 
while you and your partner talk 
through practical issues. This is 
often the fastest and cheapest 
way to sort things out.

Agreements reached can then be formalised 
through solicitors. Mediation is free to those 
eligible for legal aid in family proceedings 
and often there will be a compulsory 
meeting for each party separately with a 
mediator during a family court proceeding. 
Make it clear before you start what you 
want to discuss - children, money, property 
- as mediators have particular skills. Call 
our information and advice specialists for 
mediation contacts. 

Family mediation 
All family mediators can mediate on all 
types of family disputes but some have 
extra training and experience in a particular 
area such as NFM (National Family 
Mediation) and Resolution. 

Court 
Family mediation is quicker and more cost-
effective than going to court, which is costly, 
extremely stressful, and time-consuming. 
However, if a partner is unreasonable or 
unwilling to communicate, it can be the only 
way to reach an agreement. 

Information
Our information and advice specialists can 
talk you through the options open to you 
for housing, children, maintenance, benefits, 
and other financial matters.
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Contact with children
Unless there has been abuse, it is important for children to have contact with both parents. 
Even where one parent took a more remote role within the relationship, the breakup can 
often lead to closer relationships with children. Be generous and selfless to help your child 
and ex-partner have a closer relationship. 

State of mind
Make a long-term plan for how you want to feel about yourself and the people in your life 
including your ex-partner, children, and perhaps a new partner. Write it down and use it to 
get through the short-term. It may help to avoid a lot of petty fighting over possessions and 
day-to-day arrangements. Try to see today’s arrangements in the light of your long-term 
aims. 

Any children are bound to be sad and upset by a breakup but there are things you can do to 
make sure they don’t feel confused, rejected or scared:

• Be honest with them. 

• Be clear about what’s going to happen to them. 

• Avoid using them as a means of hurting your partner. 

• Put their needs first when it comes to contact arrangements.



Feelings
Whether you leave or are left, there is a 
sense of shock and everything may feel out 
of control. The first weeks will be the worst 
but once you get through them, things will 
get progressively better. Whether or not you 
were the one to end it, give yourself time and 
emotional space to grieve and accept your 
loss. 

Children
They will have lost the presence of a parent 
and the roles that that parent fulfilled. With 
sensitivity and love, children can come 
through and flourish. What they need most 
is clear explanations of what will happen to 
them and to feel they are allowed to love 
both of you without split loyalties. 

Have a few rules about contact: 

• Don’t use children as spies. 

• Don’t ask children to keep your 
secrets.  

• Don’t use contact arrangements as a 
weapon. 

• Help your child to get the most out of 
contact. 

• Try not to let your children be aware of 
any tension you feel.

Money worries
Our information and advice specialists can 
help you assess your options and point you 
to the help you need. For example, you may 
be entitled to benefits that were not relevant 
to you before such as child benefit and 
Universal Credit. 

Other sources of information include: 

• Your local Job Centre Plus 

• Gingerbread - a national charity for 
single parent families 

• Child Maintenance Service - the 
government agency that decides and 
enforces maintenance payments 

• National Debtline - providing 
confidential, impartial debt advice

11

Afterwards



The Printing Charity’s helpline provides confidential, practical, 
and emotional support 365 days a year, free to access whenever 
you need. The helpline gives you access to information and 
advice on areas including family and personal issues, personal 
finance, the workplace, and wellbeing.

Bereavement
Checklists of the practical matters that 
have to be dealt with when someone 
dies. It also outlines the ‘normal’ path 
of grief. 

Childcare 
A practical guide to finding the 
right childcare for your family, the 
help available, and checklists for 
interviewing

Drinking
Drinking may affect your job, family or 
friends or all three. Use the scorecard to 
assess drinking habits and find help if 
you or someone you know needs it.

Elderly Relatives
An elderly relative can be a source 
of concern. This booklet provides 
information and advice on managing 
accommodation, finances, and funding.

Dealing with Debt
There is often more leeway than you 
think. This is a step-by-step guide to 
assessing your position, dealing with 
creditors, and creating a workable 
solution.

The following booklets are also available:

www.theprintingcharity.org.uk/helpline
The Printing Charity is a registered charity in England and Wales No. 208882.  

0333 212 3534
Free, confidential helpline

To discuss these or any other issues in confidence, call The Printing Charity’s 
Helpline to speak to a counsellor or an information and advice specialist.

Helpline


