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YOU CANNOT CHANGE THE OTHER HOME
6 Ways to Protect Your Relationship with a Child Caught in Adult Conflict
For a parent, grandparent, or other caring adult who is being criticized, rejected, or pushed away
When a child has heard repeated negative messages about someone they love, the natural response is to defend themselves, correct the story, or prove what really happened. But the child is already carrying too much.
Your goal is not to convince the child that you are right. Your goal is to reduce the child’s burden while keeping your relationship as safe, steady, and open as possible.
Putting the child first means protecting them from the adult conflict, even when you have been deeply hurt. Try to see the moment through your child’s eyes: Do they need you to defend your side, or do they need you to care for their pain?
Protect your child, not your reputation.
In the long run, protecting your child from the conflict also protects your relationship with them.
	AN IMPORTANT NOTE
Children may resist or refuse contact for many reasons, including adult conflict, loyalty pressure, developmental needs, parent-child injuries, family violence, abuse, substance misuse, mental health concerns, or several factors together. No single explanation should be assumed without careful assessment. When safety may be involved, seek appropriately trained clinical and legal help. This guide does not replace individualized assessment or court orders.



1. GET THE RIGHT SUPPORT OUTSIDE THE CHILD
Find a therapist, counselor, or coach who understands post-divorce conflict, loyalty binds, resist-refuse dynamics, strained parent-child relationships, and stepfamily systems.
Use adult support for your anger, grief, fear, helplessness, and urge to defend yourself. The child cannot be the person who validates your experience, reassures you, or manages the pain of being rejected.
Your feelings deserve care. But they need to be held by other adults, not by your child.
2. NAME THE CHILD’S PAIN WITHOUT BLAMING ANYONE
Children need someone to recognize the impossible position they are in. Name the pain without blaming the adult who may be contributing to it.
	
“When parents divorce well, kids feel free to love all the adults. We have not done that. We have put you in a very hard position, and I am sorry. I want to understand what makes this harder or easier for you.”
A grandparent or other caring adult can replace “parents divorce” with “adults handle family conflict.”
Avoid statements such as “You have been brainwashed,” “Your other parent turned you against me,” or “Someday you will know the truth.” Even when they reflect what you believe, they put the child back inside the conflict.
Name the pain. Do not assign the blame.
3. LISTEN BEFORE YOU EXPLAIN
Listen for the child’s fear, anger, grief, guilt, or pressure rather than debating every fact. Understanding the child does not mean agreeing with every accusation.
“That sounds really painful. Say some more—I want to understand.”
“I understand that is what you have heard. I remember it differently, and You do not have to choose between our perspectives.”
“It is not your job to sort out the adults’ differences.”
“You can ask me questions. I will answer honestly without asking you to agree with me.”
Do not bring evidence, interrogate the child about who said what, or ask the child to decide which adult is right.
4. RECOGNIZE THE LOVE-LOYALTY PARADOX
A child caught in adult conflict may begin to believe that loving one person means betraying another. The question becomes: “What must I say, hide, reject, or give up to keep my place with the people I love?”
This is the Love-Loyalty Paradox. Love says, “I care about both of you.” Loyalty pressure says, “If I show that love, I may lose safety or belonging with someone else.”
The child may avoid affection, hide positive memories, minimize a good visit, or pull away before returning to the other home. This may not mean love is gone; it may mean showing love feels unsafe.
Remove the loyalty test from your relationship:
You never have to prove that you love me.
You do not have to choose or defend anyone. You are allowed to love everyone you love.
You can miss someone or talk about good things in your other home.
You do not need to take care of my feelings. Adult feelings are for adults to manage.
The child needs one adult who makes love safe again.
5. KEEP CONTACT WARM, STEADY, AND LOW PRESSURE
When it is safe, appropriate, and permitted, continue calm, predictable contact without demanding a response:
I love you. I am thinking about you.
I am here whenever you are ready. There is no pressure to respond.
The door is always open, and I will keep caring about you.
Avoid guilt: “You are breaking my heart,” “After everything I have done,” or “I guess you do not love me.” Together, do ordinary things—eat, walk, cook, play, or talk about school and hobbies. Do not turn every visit into a meeting about the conflict.
“Is there anything you want me to understand today?”
Ask once, then follow the child’s lead. Connection often returns through small, emotionally safe moments—not one intense conversation.
6. LET YOUR BEHAVIOR BECOME THE EVIDENCE
You may not control what the child hears elsewhere. You can control what the child experiences with you: calm, kindness, honesty, predictability, respect, and repair.
Take responsibility for real mistakes without accepting responsibility for things you did not do or a false story about your whole character.
“I did become impatient that day, and I am sorry. You did not cause my reaction.”
“I may remember that differently, and I care about how it felt to you.”
“I will listen when something I do hurts you, and I will not speak badly about anyone you love.”
Do not disprove every claim in one conversation. Over time, steadiness lets the relationship develop its own evidence.
HELPFUL RESPONSES FOR HARD MOMENTS
“They told me you do not care about me.” “I am sorry you are carrying that. I care about you deeply. You do not have to choose between adult perspectives. Keep getting to know me through our time together.”
“I do not want to see you.” “I hear that being with me feels hard. I will not argue with your feelings. I love you, and I will keep making room for our relationship safely.”
“They will be upset if I have fun with you.” “That is a hard position. You may enjoy our time and love everyone you love. Adult feelings are for adults to manage.”
“I had a good time, but do not tell anyone.” “I am glad. You should not have to hide your happiness to protect an adult.”
The child asks you to criticize another adult. “I will not ask you to choose sides or speak badly about someone you love. I will listen to how this affects you.”
BEFORE A LUNCH, DINNER, OR SHORT VISIT
My goal is connection, not correction.
I do not need to tell the whole story today.
I will listen without interrogating or asking for reassurance, and I will let ordinary moments matter.
I will remain the adult, even when I am hurting.
I will leave the door open without pushing the child through it.
	THE CHILD DOES NOT NEED YOU TO WIN
The child needs one relationship where they do not have to defend, report, reassure, hide, judge, or choose. You may not be able to remove the larger conflict, but you can refuse to make it larger.
Calm, consistency, and permission to love create the safest path back to connection.
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