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Synthesis

How important is it?

The rise in divorce has followed an international trend in the last few decades. From 1960 to

1980 alone, the divorce rate in industrialized nations has more than doubled. An increasing

number of children from cohabiting, non-married couples are also likely to experience parental

separation. These sociodemographic changes affect millions of children.

The effects of divorce and separation may be particularly important for children under 4 as rapid

developmental changes in the cognitive, emotional, and social domains take place in early

childhood. Thus, disruptions in this period can have lasting consequences on the child’s well-

being and adjustment in later years. It is estimated that eradicating the detrimental impact of

divorce on children could lead to a 30% reduction in rates of mental health difficulties in young

adults, a 30% decline in teenage pregnancies, and a 23% cutback in school dropouts.

What do we know?

Children’s experiences of separation and divorce

Divorce and separation often lead children to experience intense emotions. Misinterpretations

about the divorce and loyalty conflicts are also experienced by many, although few discuss their

thoughts and feelings with their parents. Children who experience divorce may have more

difficulties than children from two-parent families. Indeed, in the short term, divorce has been

associated with decline in academic achievement, self-concept, and overall adjustment problems.

Although most children from divorced parents do not suffer any long-term consequences, some

children may experience difficulties in adolescence, such as mental health problems, substance

abuse, delinquency, and teenage pregnancy. Problems may even persist into adulthood, as they

tend to have more economic, emotional, health, and relationship problems.

The age at which children experience the divorce should be a primary concern to address their

needs adequately. In the early years, infants function best with parents who are reliable,

responsive and sensitive to the infant’s personal traits. Given that their sense of time and

memory is not yet mature, babies must spend time frequently with both parents so that strong
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attachment relationships can develop. As children get older, the amount of time they spent with

each parent becomes less crucial, though each parent must continue to be actively involved in

their child’s education, discipline, play and care.

The effects of overnight stays with the nonresidential parents also fluctuate depending on the

age of the child. Compared to infants with very few overnights, children under 2 who have

regular overnights showed difficulties in stress regulation, while two- and three-year-olds also

exhibit more separation anxiety, aggression, and eating problems than toddlers with less

overnights. In the preschool years, children with overnight stays share a more positive

relationship with the second parent and are better adjusted than children without overnights.

Risk and protective factors involved in the consequences of divorce

Several risk factors, most involving the quality of parenting, can worsen the negative impact of

divorce on child development. The early stages of divorce represent a stressful period for

parents, which often impairs parenting.  Parents are typically less patient, consistent, and warm

with their children during that period. Child monitoring, positive exchange and gentle discipline

are also likely to diminish. Other factors that have been found to exacerbate the adverse effects

of divorce include poverty, disorganized home arrangements, lack of contact with the

nonresidential parent, and parents suffering from mental health problems. In addition, exposure

to high parental conflicts is likely to affect children of all ages, but is particularly damaging to

children under 4.

Fortunately, the harmful effects of divorce can be attenuated by a number of protective factors.

For instance, children of cooperative and authoritative parents who minimize their child’s

exposure and involvement in conflicts and who provide a stable and organized home environment

are much better equipped to cope with the separation. Close ties with siblings and members of

the extended family also lead to better adjustment.

What can be done?

Given that many of the adverse effects of divorce can be explained by parenting, parents can

play a central role in facilitating the child’s adjustment to the new family arrangements by:

1. Being emotionally sensitive to their child during transitions to different households;
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Recommendations also extend to the elaboration of optimal and flexible parenting plans that

support children’s needs at all ages, and allows children access to both parents. These tend to be

more successful when they are elaborated in mediation than in court, and include agreement on

time spent with each parent. From birth to the toddler years, careful separations of short

duration are appropriate but overnight stays are not recommended unless the infant has already

developed a strong attachment security to the nonresidential parent. In the preschool years,

children can be separated from the first parent for longer periods of time.

Several programs exist to help children and parents cope with divorce and separation, including

child-focused interventions that emphasize on stress management, expression of feelings and

interpersonal resources; and parent-focused programs that discuss relationship quality,

discipline, emotion regulation, and coparenting. Given the success of these programs, brief,

community-based interventions must now be put in place on a large scale to increase access for

parents and children. Alternatives to formal court proceedings such as mediation should also be

readily available to all parents.

2. Learning how to deal with conflicts, maintain warm and loving relationships with the child,

and prioritize the child’s needs;

3. Maintaining stable and consistent schedules in young children to foster the child’s sense of

security and progressively allow these schedules to become more flexible as the child

becomes older;

4. Practicing effective co-parenting (working as a team rather than as adversaries), or in case

of intense conflicts, parallel parenting (minimizing the contact between parent);

5. Showing frequent reassurance of love through words, and affection;

6. Setting and enforcing clear limits and guidelines;

7. Encouraging open communication in day-to-day activities in which parents actively listen

and acknowledge their child’s emotions without judgment;

8. Taking some time before getting involved in new relationships so that children get used to

the changes associated with the separation;

9. Minimizing the number of changes children face and clearly explain these changes;

10. Agreeing on how major issues will be decided and resolved;

11. Taking care of themselves to improve their parenting abilities.
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Consequences of Separation/Divorce for Children
Brian M. D’Onofrio, PhD

Indiana University, USA
June 2011

Introduction

The past few decades have witnessed dramatic changes in family life in all industrial countries.1

The increase in the divorce rate in the second half of the 20th century was striking; in fact, the

divorce rate more than doubled in most Westernized countries from 1960 to 1980.2 The increase

in divorces has been particularly consequential for children, as millions of them have

experienced parental divorce. Moreover, recent increases in non-marital births, driven largely by

rising rates of childbearing among cohabiting couples, have also resulted in a greater number of

children experiencing the separation of their never-married parents.3 Because cohabiting

relationships are less stable than marriages, many children who are born into these unions also

will experience the dissolution of their parents’ union when the cohabiting relationships end.4

Subject

Numerous studies have found that parental separation and divorce is associated with a range of

negative outcomes for younger children and adolescents across various domains.5-7 Parental

separation/divorce is associated with academic difficulties, including lower grades and

prematurely dropping out of school, and greater disruptive behaviours (e.g., being oppositional

with authority figures, getting into fights, stealing, and using and abusing alcohol and illegal

drugs). Children and adolescents who experience the divorce of their parents also have higher

rates of depressed mood, lower self-esteem, and emotional distress.

Parental divorce is also associated with negative outcomes and earlier life transitions as

offspring enter young adulthood and later life. Children of divorce are more likely to experience

poverty, educational failure, early and risky sexual activity, non-marital childbirth, earlier

marriage, cohabitation, marital discord and divorce. In fact, emotional problems associated with

divorce actually increase during young adulthood.8 Understanding the magnitude of these

problems and the causal mechanisms through which divorce influences these behaviours,

therefore, has important social consequences.
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Problems

First, research needs to specifically identify the magnitude of the effects of divorce because so

many other risk factors frequently co-occur with parental separation. So, the question is how

large are the differences between offspring who do and do not experience parental separation?

Second, it is difficult to examine the causal effects of parental separation/divorce on offspring

adjustment because researchers cannot use random assignment. As such, researchers must

consider and test both causal and non-causal mechanisms that could explain why parental

separation/divorce is associated with problems across numerous areas of functioning.

Research Context

Research on parental separation/divorce is now using more representative samples, utilizing

stronger research designs to test competing theories, including measurements of offspring

functioning before and after the separation, and better assessing of multiple domains of

functioning.5,9 These advances are enabling researchers to answer questions that are important

for public policy.10-11

Key Research Questions

Three research questions will be addressed here:

Recent Research Results

Parental separation/divorce is associated with approximately a one-and-half to two-fold increase

in the risk for impairing outcomes in the offspring, such as dropping out of school or

experiencing their own divorce.12 Yet, a majority of offspring who have experienced a parental

separation do not experience these serious outcomes. The magnitude of the effects are typically

described as small to medium by social science researchers,13 meaning that parental separation

1. What is the magnitude of the effects associated with parental separation?

2. Are the associations between parental separation/divorce and offspring functioning

causally related to the experience of marital transitions or due to factors that both increase

marital disruptions and offspring functioning?

3. To which extent are the associations causal and what are the specific environmental factors

that mediate (or explain) the associations?
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is associated with increased risk but parental separation/divorce is not the largest or most

important risk factor when considered by itself. It is important to note, however, that many

offspring of separated/divorced parents experience many distressing thoughts and emotions,

regardless of whether they have diagnosable problems.14 A recent meta-analysis, a study that

combines numerous studies on a topic, also has found that the differences between offspring who

have and who have not experienced parental divorce have increased since the 1980s.15

There are two main and competing explanations for the increase in problems seen among

children of divorce. The first, the causal hypothesis, suggests that divorce itself harms children

and causes their subsequent problems. In contrast, the selection hypothesis emphasizes that

divorced parents are different from those who do not divorce and that these differences lead

both to divorce and to later adjustment problems in the children. Research studies have used

numerous designs to test the causal and selection factors. For example, genetically-informed

approaches,16-21 studies that help rule out genetic and environmental selection factors, and

longitudinal studies with measures of offspring functioning before and after the separation8,22-23

suggest that risk factors specifically associated with parental separation/divorce are responsible

for most of the increased risk of psychological, academic and social impairments.5-6

Recent research has focused on identifying the family processes that specifically account for (or

mediate) the association between parental divorce and offspring impairment. The research has

highlighted the role of ongoing (or perhaps increased) parental conflict after the divorce, poorer

parenting before and after the separation, subsequent economic stressors, lack of contact and

meaningful parent-child interactions with the nonresidential parent, and increased residential

mobility.5-7,24 The research suggests that these family processes account for most of the increased

risk associated with parental divorce. There is strong support that targeting these processes will

consequently reduce the problems seen in offspring of separated/divorced parents.

Research Gaps

Future research needs to examine the causes and consequences of multiple family transitions,9

especially into and out of the ambiguous status of not married but not divorced.5 More research

is necessary to understand the diversity in responses (heterogeneity) to parental

separation/divorce.5-6 For example, are such transitions worse for families from lower

socioeconomic levels, where separations and divorce are more prevalent?25 Also, what risk and

protective factors, including child-specific factors, are important? Furthermore, there are
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enormous gaps in the research on interventions for divorcing/separating couples.26 An important

next step for the field is to translate the enormous amount of social science research on the

causes and consequence of divorce into empirically supported interventions that reduce the

psychological, academic and social impairments associated with parental separation. More

rigorous research, especially studies that randomly assign families to different interventions, is

absolutely essential.27

Conclusions

Parental separation/divorce is associated with increased risk for numerous psychological,

academic and social problems throughout the life-course. Experiencing parental separation is

associated with roughly a two-fold increase on average, but an overwhelming majority of

children and adolescents do not exhibit impairing problems after parental separations. In other

words, recent research highlights an increased risk for negative outcomes but parental divorce

separation does not necessarily doom a child to have major, impairing problems. Children and

adolescents who experience parental divorce, however, frequently experience great emotional

distress during the separation and afterward. Recent research that uses numerous designs to

test the underlying causal mechanisms suggests that the increased risk for impairing problems is

not due solely to selection factors (risks that increase both parental separation and problems in

the offspring). Rather, ongoing conflicts between the co-parents after the separation, problems

with poor parenting, financial difficulties resulting from the separation, and loss of contact with

the non-residential parent help explain the association between parental divorce and offspring

functioning.

Implications

Policymakers, scholars and professionals are currently engaged in a debate about the

importance of marriage and the consequences of divorce. Many researchers and commentators

point to the “small” effects found in studies of divorce and the fact that an overwhelming

majority of people from divorced families do not have significant or diagnosable problems. Other

professionals have pointed out that small effects, when multiplied by the millions of people who

experience parental separation/divorce, constitute a very serious public health problem.

Debates about how to improve the lives of children frequently propose initiatives that focus

either on (a) cultural and legal policies to strengthen marriage or (b) programs that focus on
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economic, social and psychological resources to improve the lives of families. A strict dichotomy,

however, fails to recognize that family structure, family processes and contextual factors

influence and interact with each other. Families are more likely to flourish in environments

where marriage is strong and where families have access to the material, social and

psychological resources they need. Thus, public policy reforms should take a comprehensive

approach toward reducing the risks in children’s lives, including parental separation/divorce.
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How Parents Can Help Children Cope With
Separation/Divorce
JoAnne Pedro-Carroll, PhD

Clinical Psychologist, Consultant and Child Specialist, Founder, Children of Divorce Intervention

Program, USA
November 2020, Éd. rév.

Introduction

Each year, millions of children around the globe face family disruption, and in many countries,

divorce rates are rising.1 Children experience divorce deeply and personally, and the potential

for negative short- and long-term consequences is considerably higher for children whose

parents divorce than for those from non-divorced families. While parental divorce poses

significant risks for children that warrant concern, research shows that these outcomes are not

the same for all children, nor are they inevitable. There are many factors that can reduce risks

and promote children’s resilience.2,3

The three biggest factors that impact children’s well-being during and after their parents’

separation or divorce are potentially within parents’ control: the degree and duration of hostile

conflict, the quality of parenting provided over time, and the quality of the parent-child

relationship. Underlying these, of course, are parents’ own well-being and ability to function

effectively. By learning how to manage their conflict, parent effectively, and nurture warm and

loving relationships with their children, parents can have a powerful, positive effect on their

children, even as they undergo multiple difficult changes in their own lives.

Subject

The importance of parents’ roles and skills in helping their children to cope with divorce cannot

be overemphasized because it is primarily parents who can mitigate or reverse potentially

serious negative outcomes for their children.

The impact of divorce on children is well documented. Most react to their parents’ divorce with

painful emotions including sadness, confusion, fears of abandonment, guilt, misconceptions,

anger, loyalty conflicts, worry and grief. Many children experience feelings of loss when one
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parent moves out of the family residence, when a beloved pet is left behind, or even when they

are with one parent and miss the other.2 In situations of intense conflict and domestic violence,

children may have a sense of relief. Their reactions may vary depending on their ages, but nearly

all children share a universal worry: “What’s going to happen to me?”

In addition to revealing these difficult emotions, research also has shown that negative short-

term consequences for children after divorce include decreased academic achievement, poor

psychological adjustment, social and emotional adjustment, and negative self concept.4 Their

physical health is compromised, too, especially in situations of high conflict.5 Meta analyses show

a heightened risk of long-term consequences for a significant minority of children into adulthood,

including a poorer sense of well-being, lower socioeconomic status, poorer physical health,

weaker emotional ties to their own parents – particularly their fathers – and a higher risk of

divorce in their own marriage.6

Problems

Parenting through divorce presents particular challenges because it is often difficult for parents

to know what their children really think or feel about the changes in their family. For a variety of

reasons, most children talk very little about their parents’ divorce and their own complex

feelings surrounding it.2

Another challenge for most parents is to focus on achieving parenting goals when the multiple

changes in their lives that precede and follow divorce cause enormous stress – indeed, divorce is

second only to death of a spouse as a major source of stress.7 In addition, for many parents,

grieving the end of their marriage and managing their own painful, raw emotions make it doubly

difficult to focus on their children’s expanded needs.

For some parents, continuing their hostility is a problem with enormous potential to damage

their children. Unfortunately, this is sometimes fueled by adversarial legal procedures that focus

on blame and retribution rather than on children’s best interests. Ongoing conflict also erodes

effective parenting, which in turn contributes to children’s emotional and behavioural problems.

Despite these difficulties, many parents find ways to make their children’s needs a top priority

and learn to parent effectively so that their children can focus on the priorities of childhood –

learning and growing – rather than on being their parents’ caretakers or mediators.
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Research Context

There are several valuable areas of research that contribute heavily to our understanding of how

parents can help their children cope with separation and divorce. At the very heart of the issue is

research on the risk and protective factors that put children in jeopardy of negative short- and

long-term consequences or provide supportive buffers that help them thrive. Other fruitful

studies focus on which strategies are most effective in managing conflict and which parenting

skills contribute to children’s growth and development. Studies of preventive intervention

programs have yielded abundant data, not only about effectiveness of program models, but also

in increased understanding of how children experience their parents’ divorce, conflict and

parenting processes. Recent advances in neuroscience and preventive interventions also

contribute to approaches to parenting that are developmentally appropriate and foster children’s

resilience.8,9

Key Research Questions

Among the many areas of research that contribute to understanding how to parent effectively

through divorce, these are some of the most critical questions:

Recent Research Results

Much can be done to prevent long-term problems and foster resilience in children. Research

provides a foundation that enables us to refine our understanding of exactly what parents can do

1. What are the factors that put children at risk for negative short- and long-term outcomes,

and what are those that help to protect them?

2. What constitutes effective parenting that helps children to thrive in the wake of divorce or

separation?

3. Along with effective parenting, how can parents foster a warm, strong parent-child

relationship?

4. How can parents learn to understand their children’s hidden feelings and concerns?

5. How can parents best protect their children from damaging conflict?

6. What do evidence-based interventions for children and parents bring to our understanding

of how parents can help children cope with divorce?
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and what guidance professionals can offer them.

1) Risk and protective factors. While individual and extra-familial factors are also important,

these are the family factors that have been identified through research.2

Family Risk Factors  Family Protective Factors
Ongoing conflict between parents, especially

when it is abusive and/or focused on children 

Diminished capacity to parent or poor

parenting

Lack of monitoring children’s activities

Multiple family transitions (divorce,

remarriage, another divorce)

Parent mental health problems

Chaotic, unstable household

Impaired parent-child relationships 

Economic decline

Protection from conflict between

parents

Cooperative parenting (except in

situations of domestic violence or

abuse)

Healthy relationships between child

and parents

Parents’ psychological well being

Quality, authoritative parenting

Household structure and stability

Supportive sibling relationships

Economic stability

Supportive relationships with

extended family

Evidence-based preventive interventions, such as Children of Divorce Intervention Program

(CODIP) and similar models,10 have been shown to strengthen these protective factors and

provide support and coping skills to enhance children’s capacity to cope with family changes and

promote better outcomes for children.11

2) Effective parenting. Clinical trials of an intervention for parents called the New Beginnings

Project12,13 found that quality parenting is a powerful protective factor and a modifiable source of

childhood resilience. High quality is defined as a combination of warmth and nurturance with

effective discipline and limit setting. This kind of parenting is shown consistently to relate to

better outcomes for children.
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One of the most important ways parents can reassure their children in these times of great

uncertainty is to affirm their abiding love for them. Although at various developmental stages

children may appear not to need this reassurance or even to reject expressions of strong

emotion, they all benefit from frequent, genuine manifestations of their parents’ love. In addition

to words, parents can show their affection through physical gestures – snuggling with young

children and bear hugs for older ones, for example – and through making the time to simply be

with them. Creating routines of shared activities and being empathetic and responsive to verbal

and nonverbal clues about children’s feelings all help to show warmth and nurturance.

The other side of effective parenting is discipline, characterized by clear guidelines, limits and

age-appropriate expectations. Effective discipline helps children by increasing the predictability

of the environment and their own sense of control at the same time that it reduces coercive

interactions between parent and child and prevents involvement with deviant peers. It requires

parents not only to establish clear and appropriate rules and limits, but also to monitor their

children’s behaviour and enforce the rules.2 Children need to understand that all feelings are ok,

but that not all behaviours are ok.

A part of all these effective parenting practices is establishing open communication in which

parents listen respectfully, acknowledge their children’s feelings and stay connected. Family

routines such as meals and work and play practices strengthen the structure that provides

stability, fosters communication and reinforces expectations.2

There are numerous other aspects of effective parenting before, during and after divorce. Among

them, parents can help children develop their own abilities (like empathy, problem solving and

coping skills), learn what is solvable and what is not, and gain an accurate understanding of

marital conflict and divorce as their parents’ problem, and not one that children cause or can fix.

Parents can also influence external factors that impact children during the changes that occur

with divorce by developing a support network, seeking legal procedures that focus on children’s

developmental needs, and seeking professional help and preventive services for themselves and

their children.

3) Parent-child relationships. The quality of parent-child relationships is an important

protective factor that predicts the long-term impact of divorce on children. Unfortunately,

national surveys show a significant deterioration in relationships between children and their

parents, especially fathers, over time.14 The encouraging and empowering news is that there are
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many ways that parents can strengthen their relationships with their children.

Among these are quality parenting practices including committing to one-on-one time with each

child, affirming their strengths, reinforcing positive behaviours, listening without judgment,

accepting ambivalent feelings, reflecting understanding, connecting words to feelings, allowing

silence and giving children space to not talk. All of these help children and parents alike to

understand each other and deepen their connection.

Developing strong parent-child relationships depends on communicating well and frequently with

children, especially listening to their feelings and responding with empathy. Research shows that

healthy families regularly incorporate genuine expressions of appreciation and encouragement

for one another. Taking the time to notice and express appreciation for acts of kindness or

consideration creates goodwill that fuels hope, optimism and loving relationships.

Establishing new family rituals and routines is another way to strengthen the bonds between

parents and children. These convey the message that we are still a family – a very reassuring

message for children. Parents can also strengthen their bonds with their children at the same

time that they are helping them to become resilient by conveying a positive sense of hope about

the future and reinforcing a message of enduring, unconditional love for their children.

Another important way that parents can strengthen their relationships with their children is to

avoid rushing into new relationships. While it is understandable that divorcing parents long to

have a loving new partner, entering such relationships too quickly can come at great cost to their

children. The issues are compounded when the new partner also has children. Many children

express an enormous sense of loss, and they may fear being replaced when their parent is

suddenly focused on a new love. Their parents’ new relationships inevitably bring still more

profound changes into the lives of children who are already buffeted from those related to their

parents’ divorce. Taking new relationships slowly and allowing children time to adjust to the

divorce before adding more changes benefits children and new relationships.

4) Understanding children’s hidden emotions. The 2009 Stress in America survey conducted

by the American Psychological Association reveals the disconnect between what children

experience and what parents think they experience. One of their key findings was that “Parents

and young people differ on several key measures related to how much stress or worry young

people experience, what is causing the stress or worry and how their level of stress or worry has
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changed over the last year. For example, fewer parents than children believe that children’s

stress has increased in the past year, there is a disconnect between what parents believe causes

stress in children and what children consider worrisome, and parents appear to be unaware of

the degree to which children report physical symptoms like headaches and difficulties sleeping

that are often associated with stress.”15

One of the ways parents can understand their children’s emotions is by helping them learn to

identify and name their feelings. Recent neuroscience research has shown that naming emotions

calms the amygdala, increases activity in the prefrontal cortex, and helps develop neural

pathways for managing strong emotion, problem solving, rational thinking and good judgment.
16,17

Parents are better able to understand their children’s emotions when they make time for one-on-

one interaction, listen empathetically, notice children’s non-verbal signals and reflect their own

understanding of what their children are feeling. Children often need time and space to share

their hidden feelings, and they are most likely to do so if they believe their parents will listen to

them openly and without judgment.

5) Managing conflict and strong emotions. How parents manage their own strong emotions

and go about ending their marriage and creating a new way of life makes a major difference for

their children. It is imperative that parents learn how to control conflict that is verbally or

physically hostile, frequent, intense or focused on the children – the kinds of conflict that are

most damaging to children. Exposure to domestic violence and abusive behaviour is especially

toxic to children. Responsible parenting includes respectful behaviour toward the child’s other

parent.

There are a number of techniques that parents can use to protect children from the toxic effects

of intense conflict. Among these are reframing their relationship into a respectful, business-like

partnership for parenting. In so doing, parents agree to set clear boundaries and ground rules

for interaction that include respecting the child’s right to a healthy relationship with both

parents, when it is safe to do so, establishing and abiding by an agenda for all meetings to

discuss children and other matters pertaining to the divorce, not using the children as

messengers or informants, and keeping children’s transitions between parents safe and

respectful. In high-conflict situations, parallel parenting in which parents have limited contact is

often preferable to co-parenting in which parents interact and communicate frequently.2
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Mediation has been shown to be an effective way to resolve conflict as an alternative to litigation

in divorce proceedings. A follow up study found that 12 years after mediation, parents were

better able to co-parent and contain and resolve conflict than a litigation control group.

Moreover, nonresidential parents in mediation stayed more actively involved in their children’s

lives than those who litigated.18

For parents who are having great difficulty sharing parenting responsibilities without becoming

embroiled in conflict, legal and mental health professionals may help to create detailed parenting

plans that limit parents’ interactions with each other and structure transitions with their children

at a neutral site. Parenting plans are most effective when they are tailored to the children’s

developmental needs as well as parents’ commitments and schedules, and are modified as

parents are attuned to the child’s changing needs.

6) Evidence-based interventions. Preventive interventions have been shown to have a positive

impact on children and parenting. Programs for children are useful to researchers because they

yield solid information about children’s feelings and experiences at the same time that they offer

multiple benefits for children. Programs such as the Children of Divorce Intervention Program

(CODIP) provide group support and skills that help children by reducing their sense of isolation,

clarifying misconceptions, and teaching them how to communicate better with their parents,

problem solve and develop other important life skills that are particularly important in times of

uncertainty and change.19 CODIP has shown multiple benefits to children of various ages and

cultural backgrounds in their social and emotional adjustment, school engagement and reduced

anxiety and complaints of physical symptoms.20 

The benefits of this child-focused program are being replicated in countries worldwide. CODIP

has been successfully translated, adapted and disseminated for children in the Netherlands in a

program called Dappere Dinos.  Using creative approaches such as puppet play and therapeutic

games, this program was tailored to the cultural and developmental characteristics of young

Dutch children and has shown positive results in replication studies.21 Similar themes and divorce

related concerns emerged for children in the US program and the Netherlands. These

converging emotional responses underscore the universality of children’s worries about

themselves and their families, stress over parental discord and concerns that they may have

caused the divorce or parents’ conflicts. Results of the program in both countries show that

children learned social and emotional skills to help them disengage from parent conflict, and

correct misconceptions.  Children in both programs report that the group was a safe space for
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them to share feelings and provided the supportive comfort of knowing they were not alone with

their experiences.22 Interventions for parents, including parent education programs, provide

critical information for parents. They help parents understand that what they do matters greatly

in shaping outcomes for children after divorce and encourage them to reframe their relationship

into a respectful, business-like partnership for parenting. These sessions provide positive,

empowering messages to parents, emphasizing what they can control, educating them about the

benefits of containing conflict and collaborating when it is safe to do so, and teaching the

powerful protective practices of quality parenting, with warmth and limits.

Research on in-depth interventions for parents shows better mental health outcomes for children

six years after parents participated, compared with those whose parents did not participate in

such a program.23  Recent research demonstrates long-term benefits of the intervention on

mental health outcomes in emerging adulthood.24

Beyond these six research areas, much has been established about how parents can help

children weather divorce and the series of changes that it initiates – more than can be included

in a brief article. These are among the additional areas that have a positive impact on children:

Preparing children for changes by giving them accurate, age-appropriate information helps

children to feel secure by addressing that all-important question: “What’s going to happen

to me?” Having specific information about what will change and what will remain the same

also helps to reduce their worry about  parents, their siblings, their pets, their friends and

their extended family.  As an advisor to the Sesame Street Resilience Project, we developed

materials for parents and caregivers to help children understand divorce and family

changes.  These materials are free and available at sesamestreet.org/divorce.

Reducing the number of changes in children’s lives is another important step parents can

take to protect them in the aftermath of separation or divorce. It’s easiest for children if

they can maintain important relationships, go to the same school and activities, and keep

their pets. Maintaining structures and routines that are least disruptive to children is

important, too, and often their needs change over time. Parents need to stay attuned to

how the transitions between them are impacting their children and make adjustments as

needed to prevent giving children the sense that their lives are out of control.

Underlying all that parents do to take care of their children is the important – and often

difficult – task of taking good care of themselves. Stress often brings on a number of
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Research Gaps

More research is needed on the subject of parenting plans. In particular, it is important to learn

how to address the needs of children of different ages, especially infants and preschool children,

most effectively. Whether it is best for infants and toddlers to spend all their nights in one home

or to share the overnight time between homes and parents is yet to be decisively determined.

Ideally, parenting plans support healthy growth and development when they can be tailored over

time to meet children’s changing needs.25 

Likewise, more research is needed to develop and evaluate effective interventions for parents

entrenched in high conflict and appropriate parenting plans for children in high-conflict families.

Studies designed to understand what types of interventions are most effective and tailored to

specific populations and problems will certainly add important knowledge.

Conclusions

Since divorce is so prevalent worldwide, it is critical to understand its impact on children and to

establish ways to protect them from its potentially damaging effects. Fortunately, a sizeable body

of research in multiple areas surrounding divorce and parenting has already yielded considerable

information. We know how divorce impacts children in the short and long term. We know the

major risk and protective factors that predict how they fare. We know specifically what factors

within parents’ control have the greatest impact on children, and what specific behaviours will

have a lasting positive effect on them. Effective parenting encompassing both warmth and

discipline, developing positive parent-child relationships and managing conflict are the three

most important factors in protecting children. Developing the ability to listen for children’s

hidden emotions and help them articulate their feelings underlie parents’ ability to parent

effectively and develop strong relationships. Evidence-based interventions for children and

programs that strengthen parenting skills are helping families at the same time that they are

unwelcome changes in sleep, appetite and physical tension. These are generally

compounded by additional pressures on the schedule created by sharing the parenting

responsibilities from two different homes and the financial impact of splitting the same

income to cover additional expenses. Parents need to make it a priority to find healthy ways

to manage and reduce stress and take care of themselves so they can parent in the best

way possible.
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yielding valuable research.

Many children have benefitted from their parents’ enduring love and determination to put them

first – ahead of their own heartache and sleepless nights. But big challenges remain: How can we

help all children come through family changes with resilience and healthy adjustment? How can

we reach all the parents and help them develop the focus, skills and determination to give their

children the best chance at leading fulfilling lives?

Implications for parents, services, and policy

Parents

The implications of this research provide an empowering message to parents: There is much you

can do to foster better outcomes for your children. The risks are real, but so is the potential to

help them grow through the changes, to become resilient, and to feel completely secure in

knowing they are loved – and will be loved for a lifetime.

Services

Parents need this valuable information on ways to reduce the negative impact of divorce on their

children early in the process of a breakup.26 One of the challenges is how to reach parents with

parent education programs, legal procedures and other preventive outreach before problems

become entrenched. A triage system of support is needed in every community that includes

parent education, alternative dispute resolution methods and preventive interventions for

parents and children. Many of these services are cut due to financial constraints, yet research

shows that early outreach programs are cost effective and help to prevent more complex

problems for parents and children. We need to find effective and cost-effective ways to widely

disseminate evidence-based interventions so that they are easily accessed and available to all

parents and their children.

Policy

The biggest implication for policy is to reframe the legal divorce process when children are

involved so that it incorporates research on what is genuinely best for children. Decisions about

custody and parenting time must be made in the context of child development research, not a

uniform default toward any one particular schedule. Increasing the availability of alternatives

such as collaborative law and mediation and providing evidence-based information for judges,
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legal and mental health professionals, and finding ways to structure legal proceedings to protect

children are all changes that will benefit children and ultimately, the society they inherit and

shape as adults.
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Introduction

A central dilemma for separating/divorcing parents and the family courts is how to support both

parents’ roles in their child’s life without splitting the child’s time and life arbitrarily in half.

Solving this dilemma requires that parents maintain a shared focus on their child’s well-being

while deciding how major decisions will get made (e.g., health care, education), how parental

responsibilities and time spent with the children will be divided, and how conflicts will be

resolved as they arise.

Issue

Although parenting plans are required in parental disputes and divorces in most states, states

have typically developed their own age-specific guidelines for how much time and on what

schedule children will spend with their caregivers. As a result, parenting plan development is

often fraught with the parents’ different desires, perceptions and beliefs about which structure

and content of arrangements would best serve their child’s interests.

What can research teach us about how to craft developmentally-sound parenting plans?  

Research results offer guidance in creating a plan that achieves a balance between stability and

dual parent involvement by attending to the child’s stage of development. 

Research Context

A number of U.S. states have guidelines based on research that span all age levels, suggesting

possible parenting plans that mental health and legal professionals have agreed upon as options

for families in differing circumstances. These can be found online, with some examples being

Arizona, Oregon, Indiana, Alberta (CAN), and custodyXchange.com which offers information

tailored to most jurisdictions. Moreover, many countries, states and jurisdictions are trying to
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determine whether their laws and policies regarding shared parenting are working well for

families. A prime example is Australia’s decision in 2006 to promote equal parenting

responsibility and substantial and significant parenting time.1 A follow up study found that most

parents considered their arrangements to be flexible and working well.2

Infants, toddlers and preschoolers

Attachment theory is central to divorce-related research pertaining to children’s early stages of

development. Children develop secure attachments to caregivers who meet their needs in a

consistent and sensitive manner. It was previously believed that babies formed an exclusive

attachment to one primary caregiver; we now know that babies develop several meaningful

relationships simultaneously, e.g., with a second parent, a grandparent, or other caregiver. In

fact, children may prefer one parent over another at varying ages as developmental concerns

specific to the subsequent stage of development emerge (e.g., autonomy).2

Similarly, attachment is an overarching theme in parenting plans for infants and toddlers.3

Babies respond optimally to predictable schedules and responsive parenting that take their

temperaments into account. Parents have more latitude for plans that include multiple

transitions when their children have easy, flexible temperaments and parents cooperate well

with each other or, at least, prioritize the babies’ needs more than their own conflicts. Children

need frequent contact with both parents, as their sense of time and memory is narrow, limiting

their capacity to feel connected to an absent parent.3 Frequent access, daily if possible, helps

non-residential parents stay current with children’s evolving routines. Parental cooperation

about feeding and sleeping routines, and support during transitions to the other parent, help the

child develop internal regulation and skills related to autonomy and exploration. Although shared

parenting with children living in both parents’ houses is becoming more common across

countries, still relatively few children under three years of age spend more than a third of their

time in the less-seen parent’s home.1,4

A key question addressed in plans for children under age 3 is at what age to begin overnights

with the non-residential parent. Relevant research is hotly debated and frequently misquoted in

legal contexts. Most professionals agree that parents’ emotional sensitivity, especially around

transitions, helps facilitate children’s adjustment. When parental conflict and poor

communication are evident, overnights are more likely to be associated with dysregulation in

infants and toddlers. There were five studies early on that directly examined overnights and/or
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attachment for the youngest children; these tended toward concerns about frequent overnights,

but limitations in the data collection or methods that are typical of ground-breaking studies on

new topics also indicate caution in overinterpreting the results. These studies are summarized

elsewhere.5 Clinical researchers with much experience in this field developed a tool that covers a

series of factors to consider regarding overnights - beginning with safety, trust, and then moving

on to parenting quality, children’s health and development, the child’s adjustment, the

coparental relationship, pragmatic considerations (such as proximity of caregivers’ homes) and

family and situational factors (adults’ work schedules, availability of extended family).5,6 In a

study of how overnights impacted family relationships years later, college students and their

divorced parents reported more positive parent-child relationships when the students had begun

overnights as infants growing up. Fathers reported this more strongly than mothers, but both

endorsed the connection.7 

Most research indicates that by age 4, children with overnights show better behavioural

adjustment and closer father-child relationships.  This holds cross-culturally. As one example of

many, parents in Sweden are more likely than U.S. parents to share parenting after they

separate. No Swedish studies have found children’s health to be compromised in shared

parenting arrangements from child age three and beyond.8 

School-age children

School-age children want to belong to peer groups and have a strong drive toward competition

and mastery of intellectual/cognitive, physical and social challenges. Rules and fairness are

highly valued. Children are especially prone to taking sides and experiencing loyalty conflicts at

this age.9 The development of morality occurs as children learn right from wrong.

Parenting plans at this age facilitate optimal development when they include both parents to the

greatest extent possible, support children’s school and after-school activities without undue

complications from switching houses or parenting time, and keep children out of the middle of

parental conflicts through which the child might be tempted or encouraged to take sides. It is

important that parents maintain civility, so that children feel secure in relationships with both

parents, and schedule consistency so children can make plans with their peers and see their

activities through on a consistent basis.  Even when children are diagnosed with common

diagnoses such as attention deficit/hyperactivity, depression, and autistic spectrum disorders,

shared parenting can work well with risk and protective disorders carefully weighed.10
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Adolescence

As adolescent identity emerges and becomes consolidated, youth are eager to belong, to be

different and to be accepted at the same time. Peers are the reference group for daily

decisions/activities, yet parents remain vital influences on behaviours such as academics,

development of healthy or unhealthy peer influences, activities, time usage and values.

Parenting plans at this stage work best when the child has access to both parents, especially if

one parent’s mental health or authoritative disciplining is compromised. Adolescents often

choose to move more fluidly between houses than other age groups,11 and this can work to their

developmental benefit when it isn’t a ploy to duck parental authority and controls.

Shared parenting considerations

Beyond shared decision making and time spent with the child, additional components of co-

parenting broaden the opportunities to establish developmentally-sensitive parenting plans.

Important components include (a) valuing the other parent’s contributions to child rearing; (b)

recognizing gender, cultural and personality differences that lead partners to think, feel and

behave in distinct ways with respect to child rearing; and (c) creating a “team” that backs each

other up and presents a united front,12 for example with experimenting teens. Co-parenting,

when it functions as an alliance, can counteract compromised parenting and enhance the quality

of parent-child relationships,13 thereby supporting the child’s disrupted sense of security from the

transition to separate households and family units.14

Children whose parents share joint custody, whether defined as a decision-making arrangement

(joint legal custody) or a shared living arrangement (joint physical custody), tend to be better

adjusted after separation/divorce than their sole custody counterparts. Indeed, their parents

report less conflict,15 though shared parenting splits with substantial time in both households

work easiest for everybody when parents cooperate.16,17 It is notable, however, that the benefits

of joint custody held in one study even when both parents did not agree on the arrangement.18

Further studies are needed that examine this with larger data sets and over longer time periods. 

Nonresidential father involvement

Because fathers make unique contributions to healthy child development19 and involving men

early in co-parenting helps them stay involved for the long haul,20 parenting plans should
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reinforce fathers’ involvement in their children’s lives after separation/divorce. A father’s

involvement with his children is often contingent upon the mother’s attitude towards, and

expectations of, support from him.21 Therefore, parenting plans based on an assessment of the

extent to which maternal gatekeeping22,23,24,25 is occurring and for what reasons are less likely to

destabilize over time.  Cohesive coparenting, including maternal promotion of the father-child

relationship, as well as how close fathers live to their children, both contribute to children’s

adjustment to separation and fewer behavioural problems and difficulties with peers.26 One

researcher found that positive behavioural and social adjustment were most significant for

children who spent at least 40% of their time with each parent.27

Research Gaps

It is the quality of time and parenting – not the quantity – that is more highly related to closeness

between parent and child. While some quantity is needed to establish and maintain closeness,

the minimum point has not been found through research. That is, how much time must children

and parents spend together under different conditions (age of child, parental conflict, quality of

parenting) before they create a positive connection that can withstand distance and lost chances

to know each other on a daily basis. Similarly, although coparenting has been shown to be

beneficial to children in general, individual and family dynamics always matter, as individual

circumstances alter the potential benefits and drawbacks of different arrangements. Quality of

parenting and parent-child relationships emerge across studies as unassailable factors affecting

child development, and the particulars of parenting plans provide less useful information than

the family context in which co-parenting occurs.

Conclusions

The absolute amount of parenting time should be emphasized less than a plan that allows for a

schedule that enables both parents to feel and act engaged and responsible. When children are

young, their ability to regularize their sleeping and eating, and become trusting that their needs

will be met, are to be emphasized. These needs will become more flexible as the child gets older.

The benefits of dual parent involvement are evident across development, though whether

involvement means overnights, frequent transitions, and extended time in two households takes

on different significance as children develop and focus on the tasks of growing up outside the

family. The key is a parenting plan that promotes the child’s sense of security without sacrificing

the relationship between the child and the non-resident parent (e.g., father). Achieving this
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balance requires attending to, but may also challenge, what we think of as optimal living

situations for minor age children.

Implications

Parenting plans are mandated in most states. They are detailed descriptions of where and when

children will live with each parent, how parents will make decisions separately or together

regarding children’s education, medical needs, activities and welfare, and how conflicts or

developmental changes that necessitate changes in the plan will be handled in the future. With

most young children and with older children whose mother has taken on the primary parenting

role, it is easier for mothers and children to maintain their relationship after divorce than it is for

fathers/other caregivers and children. Parenting plans help sustain ample access by all non-

residential parents/caregivers.

Many parents construct parenting plans themselves, often with guidance from mediators or

other professionals trained to help them negotiate and reach agreements. When this is not the

case, perhaps because the parents’ conflict is high, the worry about the other parent’s capacity

to care for the children adequately is strong, or the presence of domestic violence or abuse

renders the negotiations unfair, imbalanced or unsafe, then the court will intervene and

determine the final arrangements by judicial decree. In this latter instance, parents should not

proceed without professional or judicial support and intervention. When plans are reached

through mediation instead of the court, they last longer and facilitate better child adjustment

and closer father-child relationships over the life span.28 Over time, alterations to the plan should

be made as children mature and their needs change. When problems arise, returning to a

mediator or engaging a parent coordinator,29,30 therapist, or other professional to help support

parents in making their own decisions and making changes to the parenting plan is beneficial

before seeking court intervention.

Divorce creates a loss of time and experience that parents, especially fathers and other non-

residential or less-seen parents, mourn. Yet change toward a more balanced access plan may

take time. When possible, shared parenting should be given preference.31 If each parent has

opportunity to nurture, educate, play, discipline, and know the child intimately, the exact amount

of time will not matter in the long run to the child’s development. Even the best parenting plans

cannot remain permanent. Such thinking ignores the cardinal rule of child development: children

mature rapidly and unpredictably, and every experience matters.
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Introduction

It is estimated that 50% of youth in the U.S. experience parental divorce.1 Although divorce

confers increased risk for problems in multiple domains, most children from divorced families do

not experience significant adjustment problems.2,3 However, compared to youth in two-parent

families, those from divorced families exhibit higher levels of mental health problems, academic

and social difficulties,4-6 and higher rates of substance use7–9 and teen pregnancy.10,11 For a

sizeable minority of these children, parental divorce is related to significant problems in

adulthood as well,12-17 and some research shows that differences between offspring in two-parent

versus divorced families widen from childhood to adulthood.15 There is also evidence that the

consequences of parental divorce extend beyond the immediate offspring.18 In a nationally

representative sample, divorce in the first generation was related to lower education, higher

marital discord and weaker ties with both parents in the third generation.18 

The high prevalence of divorce means that its impact on population rates of problem outcomes is

substantial.19 From a population attributable factor perspective, in which the maximum

proportion of an outcome due to a risk factor that could be prevented by removing it is

calculated, 30% of teen pregnancies, 23% of school dropouts and 36% of mental health problems

in early adulthood could be prevented by eliminating the negative effects of parental divorce.20

Thus, the development, evaluation and dissemination of prevention programs for divorced

families have important public health implications. 

Researchers have identified several potentially modifiable processes that are associated with

children’s post-divorce adjustment problems, including interparental conflict,5 parent-child

relationship quality,21 discipline,22 children’s cognitions,23 and children’s coping strategies.19

Theoretically, if programs modify these processes, reductions in children’s adjustment problems
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should occur. 

This paper presents current knowledge on preventive interventions that have shown positive

effects on children’s adjustment in at least one experimental or quasi-experimental trial.

Whenever possible, for each program, we address the following questions: What aspects of

children’s adjustment were affected by the program? Were the program effects maintained over

time? Did the intervention-induced changes in the processes targeted for change account for the

improvements in adjustment? We end by discussing important next steps that can reduce the

public health burden of parental divorce.

Interventions

Child-focused programs 

Three group programs have been tested in a single trial. Positive program effects on depression,

attitudes about the divorce, and scholastic and athletic competence were found in a multimodal

program;24 on depression, anxiety and feelings about the divorce in a program focused on

education about divorce, expression of feelings, and problem solving;25 and on behaviour

problems in a program focused on social role-taking and communication skills.26 Children of

Divorce – Coping with Divorce is an online program for children and adolescents that focuses on

teaching effective coping skills and promoting coping efficacy.27 In a randomized controlled trial,

this program led to significant reductions in children’s mental health problems. It was especially

effective for children who entered the program at a higher level of risk.27 Analyses indicated that

increases in coping efficacy accounted for reductions in mental health problems.28    

Two highly similar programs, the Children of Divorce Intervention Program (CODIP)29 and

Children’s Support Group (CSG),30 have been tested in two or more trials. Both focus on coping

skills, social support, and emotion identification. In one experimental and multiple quasi-

experimental trials, the CODIP reduced a variety of adjustment problems (e.g., anxiety,

classroom problems) and improved divorce-related perceptions.29,31-33 Positive effects occurred for

children in kindergarten through sixth grade and in suburban and urban areas.31,32 The program

effects were maintained two years after participation.34 CSG has shown positive effects on self-

esteem, social skills, and adjustment problems in two quasi-experimental trials with children and

early adolescents; program effects were maintained at a one-year follow-up.30,35 In none of the

evaluations of these group programs did researchers examine whether changes in the processes
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targeted for change accounted for improvements in adjustment problems. 

Parent-focused programs 

Parenting Through Change (PTC)36 is a group program for mothers that targets parenting

practices, emotion regulation, and managing interpersonal conflict. Results of a randomized

controlled trial showed that, although there were not program effects on children’s adjustment

problems as post-test,36 the PTC decreased children’s adjustment problems three years after

participation and decreased delinquency nine years after participation.37 The effects on

adjustment problems were accounted for by improvements in positive parenting and reductions

in coercive discipline; the effects on delinquency were accounted for by improvements in positive

parenting and decreases in deviant peer association.36,38,39 

Fathering Through Change (FTC)40 is an online program that is an adaptation of the PTC for

fathers. Results of a randomized controlled trial showed that the FTC led to a marginal decrease

in adjustment problems at post-test, which was accounted for by decreases in coercive parenting.

The long-term effects of this program are not yet available.

The Dads for Life (DFL), a program for fathers, focuses on increasing commitment to parenting

and perceived control over divorce events and improving parenting and conflict management

skills. A randomized controlled trial showed that the DFL reduced internalizing problems at post-

test and 1-year follow-up.41 Analyses that examined whether changes in the processes targeted

for change accounted for reductions in internalizing problems were not conducted. Program

effects were stronger for youth with greater problems at program entry.42 

The Collaborative Divorce Project (CDP) is a co-parenting program.43 The program includes

multiple components (e.g., divorce orientation, psychoeducational parenting classes, mediation-

focused therapeutic resolution). A quasi experimental trial showed that the CDP reduced

teacher-reported child attention and thinking difficulties compared to the community education

condition at the 9- to 11-month follow-ups. The program was not as effective for non-White

parents as it was for White parents.43 Analyses indicated that the program worked primarily

through reducing interparental conflict and increasing co-parenting cooperation, which in turn

improved parent-reported child behaviour problems.44

The New Beginnings Program (NBP),45-47 is a group program that targets parent-child relationship

quality, effective discipline and interparental conflict. It has been evaluated in three randomized
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controlled trials. The first two trials included only mothers. In the first trial, the program reduced

mental health problems at post-test.46 Reductions in mental health problems were accounted for

by improvements in mother-child relationship quality. In the second trial, program effects were

found for mother and child reports of internalizing and externalizing problems.45-47 The effect on

externalizing problems was maintained at the six-month follow-up. Teachers reported more

internalizing problems in children in the NBP at post-test; at follow-up, the difference across

condition was non-significant. The decrease in internalizing at post-test was accounted for by

improvements in mother-child relationship quality. The decreases in externalizing problems at

post-test and six-month follow-up were accounted for by improvements in mother-child

relationship quality and effective discipline. In both trials, program effects were stronger for

youth in families that were functioning more poorly at program entry.

The second sample was assessed six and fifteen years after the program. At the six-year follow-

up, the NBP led to a 37% reduction in mental disorder diagnoses, decreases in several other

problem behaviours and improvements in grades and competence.48 Improvements in discipline

and mother-child relationship quality accounted for these program effects. At the 15-year follow-

up, the NBP led to a lower incidence of internalizing disorders in the past nine and fifteen years

and reductions in multiple indicators of substance use for males but increases in alcohol use for

females.49 There were also positive direct and indirect effects of the NBP on work success, peer

competence, and academic outcomes at the 15-year follow-up.50 These effects were accounted for

by intervention-induced improvements in parent-child relationship quality at post-test as well as

indirect effects of the program on behaviour problems and competencies at the 6-year follow-up

through post-test improvements in relationship quality.

The NBP was also tested in a large-scale randomized controlled effectiveness trial that included

mothers and fathers and was diverse in terms of race/ethnicity (Non-Hispanic White, Hispanic)

and child age.47 Ethnicity and child age moderated the NBP effects at post-test and 10-month

follow-up. Non-Hispanic White parents and younger children reported reductions in mental

health problems. Teachers reported more problems in children in the NBP at post-test but at

follow-up, there were no significant differences between the conditions.47 Analyses to identify the

processes responsible for the program effects are currently being conducted.

To increase access and reduce costs, the NBP was recently adapted into an online program. A

randomized controlled trial of this program is currently underway; preliminary results indicated

that the program significantly reduced children’s adjustment problems at post-test. 
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Combined parent- and child-focused programs 

One quasi-experimental trial and two experimental trials tested whether combining programs for

mothers and children produced greater effects.30,35,45 Additive effects did not occur when the NBP

was combined with a concurrently run child coping program.45 Nor did the effects of the CSG

increase when a group designed to facilitate children’s adjustment through improving mothers’

adjustment by enhancing identity development, social support, and parenting skills30 or a four-

session workshop35 was added to this child program.

Summary and Directions for Future Research  

Over the past 40 years, multiple investigators have developed and evaluated prevention

programs designed to reduce children’s post-divorce adjustment problems. This work has shown

that both child-focused programs and parent-focused programs led to an array of improvements,

including reductions in mental disorder, delinquency, and behaviour problems as well as

improvements in self-esteem, adaptive coping, and academic performance. In the evaluations

that included follow-up assessments, the program effects were maintained; program effects

persisted from one year to 15 years. These data suggest that the widespread implementation of

programs that improve children’s post-divorce adjustment problems would significantly reduce

the public health burden of parental divorce. Although we know little about the processes that

account for change in the child-focused programs, several researchers have found that high-

quality parenting and effective discipline were essential components of their parent-focused

programs. 

There are several important directions for future research. First, despite evidence of positive,

lasting effects in multiple trials for three programs (CODIP, CSG, NBP) and evidence of positive

effects in a single trial for several other programs, none has been widely implemented. This lack

of adoption is likely due to the high costs of group programs (e.g., training leaders, monitoring

on-going delivery, recruiting for groups).51 Given recent research showing positive effects of brief

interventions (1- 4 sessions) for other at-risk groups,52,53 an important research issue is whether

shorter programs lead to improvements in children’s adjustment problems that last over

development. Exploring the effects of other delivery formats, such as podcasts, is another

important research direction. If effective, shorter in-person group-based programs and online

programs could have a powerful effect on the public health burden of parental divorce. Second,

very few of the samples were ethnically diverse. The two evaluations that assessed differential
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benefits across ethnicity found benefits for only non-minority families. It is clearly important to

examine program effects in racially and culturally diverse samples and identify ways to make

these programs culturally robust. Third, most trials were conducted with families with school-

aged children. Future evaluations should include families with preschoolers as well as older

children. Other issues for future research include additional attention to the processes that

account for improvements in children’s adjustment in child-focused programs, identification of

predictors of differential benefits, and the development of strategies to effectively engage

families. 

Implications for Services and Policy

To have a significant impact on the public health burden of parental divorce, programs must be

widely available. Thus, policies that increase access to effective programs are critical.

Widespread access to group programs will require the identification of ongoing funding streams

for these services. Adapting these programs for online delivery in a manner that maintains their

effects on children’s adjustment problems is a promising strategy that will expand reach, reduce

costs, and increase impact.

References

1. Kennedy S, Ruggles S. Breaking up is hard to count: the rise of divorce in the United States, 1980–2010. .
2014;51(2):587-598. doi:10.1007/s13524-013-0270-9     

Demography

2. Amato PR. Children of divorce in the 1990s: an update of the Amato and Keith (1991) meta-analysis. 
. 2001;15(3):355-370.     

Journal of Family
Psychology

3. Hetherington EM, Stanley‐Hagan M. The Adjustment of Children with Divorced Parents: A Risk and Resiliency
Perspective.  1999;40(1):129-140. doi:10.1111/1469-
7610.00427      

Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, and Allied Disciplines.

4. Amato PR. Research on Divorce: Continuing Trends and New Developments. .
2010;72(3):650-666. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00723.x

Journal of Marriage and Family

5. Kessler RC, Davis CG, Kendler KS. Childhood adversity and adult psychiatric disorder in the U.S. National Comorbidity
Survey.  1997;27:1101-1119.Psychological Medicine

6. Lansford JE. Parental Divorce and Children’s Adjustment.  2009;4(2):140-152.
doi:10.1111/j.1745-6924.2009.01114.x    

Perspectives on Psychological Science.

7. Barrett AE, Turner RJ. Family structure and substance use problems in adolescence and early adulthood: examining
explanations for the relationship. . 2006;101(1):109–120.     Addiction

8. Kirby JB. The influence of parental separation on smoking initiation in adolescents. 
2002;43(1):56-71.     

Perspectives on Psychological Science.

9. Paxton RJ, Valois RF, Drane JW. Is there a relationship between family structure and substance use among public middle
school students?  2007;16(5):593-605.       Journal of Child and Family Studies.

©2011-2026 ABILIO | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 39



10. Kiernan KE, Hobcraft J. Parental divorce during childhood: age at first intercourse, partnership and parenthood.
 1997;51(1):41-55.      Population Studies.

11. Furstenberg Jr FF, Teitler JO. Reconsidering the effects of marital disruption: What happens to children of divorce in early
adulthood?  1994;15(2):173–190. Journal of Family Issues.

12. Sun Y, Li Y. Stable postdivorce family structures during late adolescence and socioeconomic consequences in adulthood.
 2008;70(1):129-143.Journal of Marriage & Family

13. Amato PR, DeBoer DD. The transmission of marital instability across generations: Relationship skills or commitment to
marriage?  2001;63(4):1038-1051.Journal of Marriage & the Family

14. Kelly JB, Emery RE. Children's adjustment following divorce: Risk and resilience perspectives. 
2003;52:352-362.

Family Relations

15. Cherlin AJ, Chase-Lansdale PL, McRae C. Effects of parental divorce on mental health throughout the life course.
 Published online 1998:239-249.    American Sociological Review.

16. Alonzo D, Thompson RG, Stohl M, Hasin D. The influence of parental divorce and alcohol abuse on adult offspring risk of
lifetime suicide attempt in the united states. . 2014;84(3):316.    American Journal of Orthopsychiatry

17. Gilman SE, Kawachi I, Fitzmaurice GM, Buka SL. Family disruption in childhood and risk of adult depression. 
. 2003;160(5):939-946.    

American
Journal of Psychiatry

18. Amato PR, Cheadle J. The long reach of divorce: Divorce and child well-being across three generations.
. 2005;67(1):191-206.

 Journal of
Marriage and Family

19. Scott KG, Mason GA, Chapman DA. The use of epidemiological methodology as a means of influencing public policy. 
 1999;70(5):1263-1272.

Child
Development.

20. Wolchik S, MacKinnon D, Sandler I. Population attributable fraction rates for youth from divorced families. Unpublished
raw data. 2006.

21. Tein JY, Sandler IN, MacKinnon DP, Wolchik SA. How did it work? Who did it work for? Mediation and mediated
moderation of a preventive intervention for children of divorce. 
 2004;72(4):617-624.

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology

22. Sheets V, Sandler IN, West SG. Appraisals of negative events by preadolescent children of divorce. 
 1996;67(5):2166-2182.

Child Development

23. Sandler IN, Tein JY, West S. Coping, stress, and psychological symptoms of children of divorce: A cross-sectional and
longitudinal study.   1994;65(6):1744-1763.Child Development

24. Crosbie-Burnett M, Newcomer LL. Group counseling children of divorce: The effects of a multimodal intervention. 
 1990;13(3):69-78.    

Journal
of Divorce.

25. Gwynn CA, Brantley HT. Effects of a divorce group intervention for elementary school children. 
1987;24(2):161-164.     

Psychology in the Schools.

26. Bornstein MT, Bornstein PH, Walters HA. Children of divorce: Empirical evaluation of a group-treatment program. 
 1988;17(3):248-254.    

Journal
of Clinical Child Psychology.

27. Boring JL, Sandler IN, Tein J-Y, Horan JJ, Vélez CE. Children of divorce–coping with divorce: A randomized control trial of
an online prevention program for youth experiencing parental divorce.
2015;83(5):999-1005.    

 Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology.

28. Boring JL. Children of Divorce Coping with Divorce (Cod-Cod): evaluating the efficacy of an internet-based preventative
intervention for children of divorce. Dissertation. Arizona State University. Published online 2011. Accessed October 22,
2020. https://repository.asu.edu/items/14308.

©2011-2026 ABILIO | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 40

https://repository.asu.edu/items/14308
https://repository.asu.edu/items/14308


29. Pedro-Carroll JL, Cowen EL. The children of divorce intervention program: An investigation of the efficacy of a school-
based prevention program. 1985;53:603-611.Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 

30. Stolberg AL, Garrison KM. Evaluating a primary prevention program for children of divorce. 
 1985;13:111-124.

American Journal of
Community Psychology

31. Pedro-Carroll JL, Alpert-Gillis LJ, Cowen EL. An evaluation of the efficacy of a preventive intervention for 4th-6th grade
urban children of divorce.  1992;13,:115-129.The Journal of Primary Prevention

32. Pedro-Carroll JL, Alpert-Gillis LJ. Preventive interventions for children of divorce: A developmental model for 5 and 6 year
old children.  1997;18(1):5-23.The Journal of Primary Prevention

33. Pedro-Carroll JL, Cowen EL, Hightower D, Guare, JC. Preventive intervention with latency-aged children of divorce: A
replication study. American Journal of Community Psychology. 1986;14(3):277-290.

34. Pedro-Carroll JL., Sutton SE., Wyman PA. A two-year follow-up evaluation of a preventive intervention for young children
of divorce.  1999;28(3):467-476.School Psychology Review

35. Stolberg AL, Mahler J. Enhancing treatment gains in a school-based intervention for children of divorce through skill
training, parental involvement, and transfer procedures.  1994;62(1):147-
156.

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology

36. Forgatch MS, DeGarmo D. Parenting through change: An effective prevention program for single mothers. 
 1999;67:711-724.

Journal of
Consulting & Clinical Psychology

37. Forgatch MS, Patterson GR, DeGarmo DS, Beldavs ZG. Testing the Oregon delinquency model with 9-year follow-up of the
Oregon Divorce Study.   2009:21:637-660.Development and psychopathology

38. DeGarmo DS, Forgatch MS. Early development of delinquency within divorced families: Evaluating a randomized
preventive intervention trial.   2005;8:229-239.Developmental Science

39. DeGarmo DS, Patterson GR, Forgatch MS. How do outcomes in a specified parent training intervention maintain or wane
over time?   2004;5(2):73-89.Prevention Science

40. DeGarmo DS, Jones JA. Fathering Through Change (FTC) intervention for single fathers: Preventing coercive parenting
and child problem behaviors. . 2019;31(5):1801-1811.
doi:10.1017/S0954579419001019      

 Development and Psychopathology

41. Cookston JT, Braver SL, Griffin WA, De Lusé SR, Miles JC. Effects of the Dads for Life Intervention on Interparental
Conflict and Coparenting in the Two Years After Divorce.  2007;46(1):123-137. doi:10.1111/j.1545-
5300.2006.00196.x

Family Process.

42. Braver SL, Griffin WA, Cookston JT. Prevention programs for divorced nonresident fathers. 
 2005;43(1):81-96.

Family Court Review

43. Pruett MK, Insabella GM, Gustafson K. The Collaborative Divorce Project: a court-based intervention for separating
parents with young children.  2005;43(1):38-51.     Family Court Review.

44. Pruett MK, Barker RK. Effectively intervening with divorcing parents and their children: What works and how it works. In:
Schulz MS, Pruett MK, Kerig PK, Parke RD, eds. 

 Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association; 2010:181-196. https://doi.org/10.1037/12058-012

Decade of behavior (science conference). Strengthening couple
relationships for optimal child development: Lessons from research and intervention.

45. Wolchik SA, West SG, Sandler IN, Tein JY, Coatsworth D, Lengua L, et al. An experimental evaluation of theory-based
mother and mother-child programs for children of divorce.  2000;68:843-
856.

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology

46. Wolchik SA, West SG, Westover S, Sandler IN, Martin A, Lustig J et al. The children of divorce parenting intervention:
outcome evaluation of an empirically-based program.   1993;21:293-331.American Journal of Community Psychology

©2011-2026 ABILIO | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 41



47. Sandler I, Wolchik S, Mazza G, Gunn H, Tein JY, Berkel C, Jones S, Porter M. Randomized effectiveness trial of the New
Beginnings Program for Divorced Families with Children and Adolescents.

 2020;49(1):60-78. doi:10.1080/15374416.2018.1540008.
 Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent

Psychology.

48. Wolchik S, Sandler IN, Weiss L, Winslow E. New Beginnings: An empirically-based intervention program for divorced
mothers to promote resilience in their children. In: Briesmeister JM, Schaefer CE, eds. 

. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons; 2007:25-62.
Handbook of parent training:

Helping parents prevent and solve problem behaviors

49. Wolchik SA, Sandler IN, Tein JY, Mahrer NE, Millsap RE, Winslow E, Vélez C, Porter MM, Luecken LJ, Reed A. Fifteen-
year follow-up of a randomized trial of a preventive intervention for divorced families: effects on mental health and
substance use outcomes in young adulthood. . 2013;81(4):660-673.    Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology

50. Wolchik SA, Tein J-Y, Winslow E, Minney J, Sandler IN, Masten AS. Developmental cascade effects of a parenting-focused
program for divorced families on competence in emerging adulthood. [published online ahead of print, 2020 Apr 20].

 2020:1-15. doi:10.1017/S095457941900169X    Development and Psychopathology.

51. Cookston JT, Sandler IN, Braver SL, Genalo MT. Predicting readiness to adopt evidence-based programs for divorcing
families: champions, attitudes, and access to funding. . 2007;77(4):573-581.
doi:10.1037/0002-9432.77.4.573    

American Journal of Orthopsychiatry

52. Schleider JL, Weisz JR. Little treatments, promising effects? Meta-analysis of single-session interventions for youth
psychiatric problems.  2017;56(2):107-115.
doi:10.1016/j.jaac.2016.11.007     

Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.

53. Gonzales N. Using core components to optimize family-based prevention in Title 1 schools. In: Office for Planning,
Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families; 2020

©2011-2026 ABILIO | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 42



Special Considerations for Infants and Toddlers in
Separation/Divorce: Developmental Issues in the
Family Law Context
Jennifer E. McIntosh, PhD, Anna T. Booth, PhD

The Bouverie Centre, La Trobe University, Australia
February 2021, Éd. rév.

Introduction

By virtue of their unique stage of development and complex needs for care and nurture, infants

and young children under five years of age pose specific concerns for researchers and

practitioners alike. While the literature is large and increasingly robust for school-age children

regarding impacts of parental conflict and separation, the scientific base for babies and pre-

schoolers is less well established. Babies and young children are amongst the least capable of

voicing their needs, and as such, the onus falls on family law professionals to advocate for the

emotional and developmental security of the infant, and to consider these as prime and

determining elements in custody matters.1 The first four years is a unique era of developmental

expansion and of vulnerability by virtue of the unparalleled speed of physical, cognitive,

language, social and emotional growth during this time. The brain, about 30% formed at birth,

expands threefold during the first three years of life.2 Importantly, much of the growth of the

human brain during this time is termed experience dependent;3 specifically, the complexity of the

brain’s development and the child’s subsequent ability to regulate stress and emotional arousal

are shaped by the quality and predictability of the nurturing care they receive.4-7 

Three divorce related stressors in particular threaten the infant’s care environment: the direct

effects of parental conflict or violence;8-16 the effects of diminished quality in parenting;17-19 the

effects of unsettled schedules, and repeat separation of the infant from primary attachment

figures.20-22 For some infants, all three stressors overlap and are likely to be mutually reinforcing.

Deciding on exactly how best to share the care of infants and young children after their parents

separate is a difficult task for parents in conflict or courts making decisions on their behalf,

made harder by scant and often mis-represented science on the topic. The remainder of this

article provides a synopsis of the available research and presents a summary of recent work on

integrated frameworks and interventions for assisting developmentally sound decisions about
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postseparation parenting of very young children.

Recent Research on Infant Overnight Schedules

Debate about this topic has been widespread, with the developmental well-being of infants and

the needs of separated parents often painted as being at odds. Attachment-based researchers

and advocates, on one side of the debate, suggest that frequent or extended time away from a

main caregiver is risky for young children, compromising the early, organising nature of that

relationship. On the other side, others suggest that too little overnight time with the second

parent undermines that relationship and its developmental resources (see reference 23, for

elaboration on these either/or perspectives). 

To date there are six studies of overnight care in the pre-school years, with three of these

examining outcomes for infants under three years. Each is limited by sampling limitations,

particularly given high frequency overnight arrangements for children 0-3 years remain

uncommon in most countries24 (refer to original publications for sampling and methodological

details).

The first two studies investigated data from large population studies in Australia and the USA.

1. McIntosh and colleagues25,26 employed the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children

database to investigate emotional regulation and stress outcomes for infants and pre-schoolers

whose care was shared between separated parents. Having a high number of overnights did not

predict differences between the 4-5-year-old overnight groups, while parenting warmth and co-

parenting conflict did. For young children three years and under, having a high number of

overnights independently predicted some problems with emotional regulation, compared to

lower rates of overnight care or day contact only, regardless of socio-economic background,

parenting or inter-parental cooperation.

2. Tornello and colleagues27 used data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-being Study,

representative of the population of 20 major inner U.S. cities. One-year-olds with most frequent

overnights (one or more per week) were more likely to show attachment insecurity and

emotional dysregulation when they were re-assessed at 3 years old. Attachment insecurity at this

age in turn predicted adjustment problems at both ages 3 and 5. Frequent overnights at age 3

were not independently linked with adjustment problems at older ages.
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Three early investigations used convenience samples to explore similar questions:

3. Solomon and George20 found significantly higher rates of disorganised/unclassifiable infant-

mother attachments among babies of separated parents who spent regular overnights with a

second parent, in comparison to infants from married families. In the one-year follow up,

toddlers who as infants had regular overnights between their separated parents showed more

anxious, unsettled and angry behaviour when reunited with their mothers. High parental conflict,

anxiety and poor co-parental communication influenced outcomes.

4. Kline Pruett and colleagues28 studied outcomes of pre-school children who had any regular

overnight time with their second parent against outcomes of those who had no overnights. Some

benefits for girls of having some overnights were apparent, but not for boys. Parental conflict,

poor parent-child relationships and inconsistency of the parenting schedule were related to

children’s difficulties more so than number of overnights.

5. Altenhofen, Sutherland and Biringen29 studied children aged 2-7 years in separated

families who spent at least two nights a week away from their mothers. Fifty-four per cent

showed an insecure attachment with the mother, compared to norms of insecurity for non-

divorced families of about 31 per cent. Similar to Kline Pruett et al.,28 the most salient

contributors to child difficulty were quality of parenting and cooperation in the coparenting

relationship.

6. Fabricious and Suh30 conducted a final retrospective study of college students. The number

of overnights per week in infancy and toddlerhood each separately as reported by parents

predicted the quality of reported father–student relationships but were unrelated to measures of

the quality of student–mother relationships. Generalization of findings is limited by the selective

sampling of high functioning young adults from relatively affluent backgrounds.

The replicated evidence does not support arguments against any overnight care of very young

children but does support caution about high frequency overnight arrangements under two

years, given a greater chance of difficulty with attachment security and emotional regulation,

especially in contexts of higher parental conflict. The longer-term benefits of active safe

involvement of both parents in a child’s life are not in question. 

A multitude of empirical questions remain about factors that work for and against infant security

in the individual case. Current evidence has not explored the role of parent gender in this
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equation, nor the circumstances under which higher time splits are protective for very young

children. Future research will optimally account for the effects of confounders such as busy

parents, childcare, distance, violence, poverty, alcohol, drugs, siblings, supportive grandparents,

and so on. Clearly, even with better data, there can be no one-size-fits-all solution to overnight

care dilemmas.

Research Translation

Two papers have attempted to synthesize this available evidence for application in court matters.

The first (Pruett, McIntosh & Kelly)23 focused on relevant developmental and divorce research

beneath the twin developmental priorities of retaining joint parental involvement and ensuring

early emotional security. Seven points of consensus were reached, as summarised below.

1. Early childhood (0-3 years, including the year of being three) is a period critical to

subsequent psychosocial and emotional development and is deserving of special attention

and planning in family law matters.

2. Healthy development in the young child rests on the capacity of caregivers to protect the

child from physical harm and undue stress by being a consistent, responsive presence.

3. Similarly, healthy development rests on the capacity of caregivers to stimulate and support

the child’s independent exploration and learning and the process of discovery.

4. Secure development in this phase requires both continuity in and an expanding caregiving

environment for the young child that includes family, community, educational and cultural

connections.

5. A ‘both/and’ perspective on early attachment formation and joint parental involvement is

warranted. The young child needs early, organised caregiving from at least one, and most

advantageously, more than one available caregiver. An optimal goal is a ‘triadic secure

base’ constituted by both parents and the child as a family system.

6. Relevant studies to date substantiate caution about high frequency overnight time

schedules in the 0-3-year period, particularly when the child’s security with a parent is

unformed, or parents cannot agree how to share care of the child. Equally true, clinical and

theoretical cautions against any overnight care in healthy family circumstances have not

been supported.
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A second companion paper (McIntosh, Pruett & Kelly),31 created a Chart of Overnight

Decisions for Infants and Toddlers (CODIT; free online resource)32 to assist holistic appraisal of

each young child’s needs within their unique caregiving context. The overriding caveat from this

work provides an apt conclusion to this article: “This developmentally based guidance for

children 0-3 (i.e., up to 48 months) is not intended to override the discretion of parents who

jointly elect to follow other schedules in the best interests of their child, and in the context of

their own circumstances” (p. 257).

Evidence-Based Interventions

To date only one intervention program is reported in the literature.33 Young Children in Divorce

and Separation (YCIDS) was designed to guide separated parents toward a developmentally

sensitive arrangement for the care of their infant, in the context of their unique circumstances. A

cluster randomized pilot study compared two conditions: the YCIDS program utilised within a

mediation‐based intervention and a “Mediation plus Reading” control group intervention.

Participants were separated parents attending mediation over a co‐parenting dispute concerning

a child under the age of 5 years (n=33 cases). Nine of the 16 key child and parent outcomes

were significantly improved for the intervention group, with the remainder nonsignificant

between groups. Subsequent litigation was 35% lower for YCIDS cases. The YCIDS program is

now in a 90-minute online format, with multiple application formats and English and Chinese

translations (see Children Beyond Dispute: https://childrenbeyonddispute.com).34 

Conclusions

Current evidence points to the need for developmentally sensitive and informed decision making

about the care of very young children following parental separation. 

Beyond a matrix of factors that create risks for children of any age in shared-time parenting

arrangements, including inadequate socio-economic or pragmatic resources and hostile co-

parenting relationships,24 for infants, a third and crucial factor in determining appropriate

parenting arrangements after separation is the child’s developmental resources. 

7. Critical variables in considering readiness for and the likely impact of overnight schedules

include psychological and social resources, co-parental dynamics, and nature of each

parent-child relationship prior to separation.
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Introduction

The dilemma

Kline Pruett and McIntosh describe the dilemma faced today by family courts in appropriately

and sensitively supporting each parent’s role in their child’s life. At this time, no

developmentally-sensitive standards exist to guide parents and professionals in making decisions

about shared parenting time. Naturally, we look to the current body of evidence to help guide us

in creating standards. Unfortunately, as the authors point out, there is a scarcity of research in

this area. In this vacuum, considerable confusion exists about the optimal structure and nature of

parenting time arrangements. McIntosh’s call for a strong developmental framework for making

decisions in matters of separation and divorce is laudable. It will be a number of years before we

can lean on specific developmental studies to support specific parenting time decisions. In the

absence of this evidence, we can look to developmental science and studies of parenting during

separation and divorce to help guide us. However, we must be very cautious in drawing specific

conclusions about parenting time from this more general research literature.

Research and Conclusions

Principles of healthy development

Children’s development of fundamental competencies in the early years lays the foundation for

all of their future adjustment.1,2 And, as McIntosh points out, the remarkable growth that occurs

during the early years brings with it great vulnerability to harm.2 Parents play a key role in

setting up this early development.3 Children’s mastery of important social, emotional and

cognitive developmental tasks is influenced by the quality of parenting that the child receives on

a daily basis. Parent-child interactions consistently characterized by warm, responsive, engaged

and reciprocal exchanges between parent and child form the basis of the child’s ability to control
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and direct behaviour, relate to and cooperate with other people, regulate emotions, communicate

and form concepts about the world.4,5,6 These early competencies set the stage for future

developmental trajectories. Parents’ knowledge, self-efficacy, personal adjustment and social

support affect children’s development to the extent that they influence specific parenting

practices on a daily basis. These same parenting qualities remain significant as children grow

into adulthood. Additional important parenting skills include supporting and encouraging

children’s growing autonomy and independence, while also monitoring their activities; all easier

within the context of a strong parent-child relationship. 

The important role of parents during separation and divorce

Evidence gained from studies of separating and divorcing parents suggest that divorce’s

negative impact on children’s adjustment is mediated through problems in parenting. Daily

stressors for divorced parents can accumulate and compromise their parenting. Healthy child

adjustment depends in part on the parents’ ability to use resources in their environment to

manage these stressors.7 Parenting in the first year following divorce is marked by increased

irritability and coercion, diminished communication, affection, consistency, control and

supervision;8,9,10 and a decrease in positive parent-child interactions.9 Compared with mothers in

intact families, single mothers use more harsh discipline8 are more critical of their children, use

more commands when interacting with their children11 and tend to show less affection.8

Inconsistent discipline and harsh parenting can precipitate coercion in the parent-child

relationship, a significant contributor to the development of children’s antisocial behaviour.12 

While disruptions in family functioning are a significant risk factor in children’s development,

healthy family functioning is a major protective factor.13 Parents who parent authoritatively, are

responsive to their children’s needs, and maintain consistent and reasonable control, provide a

buffer to the stress of divorce.8,13,14

Decisions about parenting time arrangements should take these bodies of evidence into account.

Situations that support optimal expression of parenting qualities and maximal parental

engagement are of particular importance.

Creating developmentally-sensitive parenting arrangements

Kline Pruett’s suggestion that absolute amount of parenting time should be emphasized less than

a plan that allows for a schedule that enables both parents to feel engaged and responsible is an
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excellent one. Professionals working with separating and divorcing parents can look for

arrangements that optimize predictability in daily routines and warm, responsive parenting.

Kline Pruett and McIntosh point to some areas to target in separation and divorce process,

including the importance of building strong relationships. However, as described earlier, the

disorganization and stress that comes with separation and divorce can make it difficult for

parents to facilitate and maintain these relationships. Parents need tools and information to help

them foster warm supportive relationships with their children. They also need support in

negotiating contextual variables that impinge on their ability to offer optimal parenting, such as

stress; and they need training in co-parenting skills that strengthen the co-parent relationship,

encourage cooperation, and reduce inter-parental conflict. 

Another important recommendation given by Kline Pruett and McIntosh is the importance of

supporting frequent access by non-residential parents. Contact with non-custodial parents is

typically limited in the short-term following divorce and becomes increasingly limited as time

progresses.15 Twenty-five percent of children have weekly visits with their non-custodial parents;

20% of children have no contact with their non-custodial parents or see them only a few times

each year.16 Currently, the majority of non-custodial parents are fathers. Kline Pruett noted that

fathers make unique contributions to healthy child development and that parenting plans should

be designed to support their involvement during the separation and divorce process. More

frequent contact with the child is associated with more supportive perceptions of co-parenting

for nonresident fathers.17 A meta-analysis by Amato & Keith18 suggested that children’s close

relationship with their fathers is linked to healthy development. In a study of single parent intact

families, children’s perceptions of the degree of intimacy they have with their fathers explained

more variance in their emotional, social and academic functioning than any other dyadic

relationship.19 In a longitudinal study of 341 children of divorce, a good relationship with the

custodial parent predicted fewer child behavior problems, better communication skills, better

grades and higher overall ratings of adjustment.20 Active involvement from both parents can have

benefits for children and the residential parent. 

Little information to draw from

Many parents and practitioners seek information about children’s attachment security to help

them make informed decisions about shared parenting time. McIntosh asserts that the

fundamental question is whether the proposed parenting plan and resultant activities will

contribute to or detract from the emotional security of the infant. This is a good standard, and we
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can pull from the existing developmental literature to help guide us, but evidence to date is not

sufficient to answer this question.  As noted above, we know from the developmental research

literature that consistent, warm and contingent care is important. However, attachment is a

complex and flexible lifetime process that is affected by a wide array of variables, including

parenting behaviour, family factors, co-parenting relationships, contextual factors, and individual

child and parent characteristics. Recent studies of parenting time arrangements in separation

and divorce have introduced some possibilities to explore, yet as McIntosh points out, the

research base in this area is in its infancy. Much of the current separation/divorce research is

based on small, non-representative samples and the majority of studies rely on mothers’ self-

report. Studies of co-parenting from the father’s perspective are scarce. Very little research is

available to inform us about the experience of separation/divorce among never-married parents

and among racially/ethnically diverse and underserved populations. Moreover, much of the

research discussed relies on measures of attachment status. Attachment has become an

increasingly important construct to researchers and practitioners.21 Yet research in attachment is

still fraught with uncertainty with regard to validity of construct itself and methods of

measurement. 

Need for reliable and valid measures of attachment

If we are to rely on information gained about attachment, more valid and reliable measures are

needed.22 Attachment is assessed in a variety of ways, both observational and self-report.

However these differing methods sometimes produce differing results. Studies that have applied

different methods for classifying attachment on the same sample, found significant differences in

attachment classification among the different methods used.23 Of equal concern, the construct of

attachment needs to be strengthened. Some researchers have suggested that, in observational

studies of children’s attachment, such as the Strange Situation24 temperamental variability

among infants could influence interpretation of attachment status. For example, an infant prone

to distress might experience distress at separation and then continue to show distress upon the

reunion with mother and thus more likely is assigned to an insecure attachment status than a

less distress-prone infant.25 An alternative measure, the Q-sort,26 suffers from the same potential

for bias as other standard self-report measures. In addition, questions have been raised about

when critical attachments are formed and whether primary attachments can be formed with

more than one caregiver. Thus there is a need to sharpen the construct and strengthen methods

used to measure it.
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Implications

For many parents, the separation and divorce transition is marked by disorganization, stress and

conflict. Parents and professionals want to do what is best for children, and decisions regarding

parenting time can have important implications for children’s long-term development. Current

research to guide these decisions is limited. Because there are so many factors at play, there is

no one single best course of action. Kline Pruett and McIntosh outline some helpful

considerations. Perhaps the most significant factor in this decision will be choosing an

arrangement that preserves and strengthens the child’s relationship with both parents. As Kline

Pruett so astutely observes, individual and family considerations should take precedence over

any one-size-fits-all solution. 

References

1. Ramey, C.T. & Ramey, S.L. (1998). Early intervention and early experience. , 53(2), 109-120.American Psychologist

2. Thompson, R.A. (2001). Development in the first years of life. , 11(1), 21-34.The Future of Children

3. Bornstein, M.H. (2002). Parenting infants. In M.H. Bornstein (Ed.), ,
(2nd edition, pp. 3-43). Mahwah, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Handbook of parenting  Vol. 1: children and parenting

4. Campbell, S.B. (1997). Behavior problems in preschool children: Developmental and family issues. 
, 19, 1-26.

Advances in Clinical
Child Psychology

5. Shaw, D.S., Owens, E.B., Giovannelli, J., & Winslow, E.B. (2001). Infant and toddler pathways leading to early
externalizing disorders. , 40, 36-43.Journal of American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

6. Stams, G.J.J.M, Juffer, F., & van-IJzendoorn, M.H. (2002). Maternal sensitivity, infant attachment, and temperament in
early childhood predict adjustment in middle childhood: The case of adopted children and their biologically unrelated
parents. , Vol. 38 (5), 806-821.Developmental Psychology

7. Simons, R. L., & Johnson, C. (1996). Divorced and intact families: Differences in stress, interaction, and child outcomes. In
R. L. Simons (Eds.).  (pp. 81-93). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.Understanding families, Volume 5.

8. Hetherington, E. M. (2003). Social support and the adjustment of children in divorced and remarried families. ,
10(2), 217-236.

Childhood

9. Forehand, R., Thomas, A. M., Wierson, M., & Brody, G. (1990). Role of maternal functioning and parenting skills in
adolescent functioning following parental divorce. , 99(3), 278-283. Journal of Abnormal Psychology

10. Hetherington, E. M., Cox, M., & Cox, R. (1979). Play and social interaction in children following divorce. 
, 35, 26-49.

Journal of Social
Issues

11. Webster-Stratton, C. (1989). The relationship of marital support, conflict, and divorce to parent perceptions, behaviors,
and childhood conduct problems. , 51(2), 417-430.Journal of Marriage & the Family

12. Dishion, T. J. (1995). The development and ecology of antisocial behavior. In D.Cicchetti and D.J. Cohen (Eds.).Wiley
series on personality processes: . (pp.421-471) New
York, NY: John Wiley and Sons.

Developmental psychopathology, Vol. 2: Risk, disorder and adaptation

13. Kelly, J. B., & Emery, R. E. (2003). Children's adjustment following divorce: Risk and resilience perspectives. 
, 52, 352-362.

Family
Relations

©2011-2026 ABILIO | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 54



14. Lengua, L. J., Wolchik, S. A., Sandler, I. N., & West, S. G. (2000). The additive and interactive effects of parenting and
temperament in predicting problems of children of divorce. , 29(2), 232-244.Journal of Clinical Child Psychology

15. Braver, S. L. & Griffin, W. A. (2000). Engaging fathers in the post-divorce family. Marriage and Family Review, 29(4), 247-
267. Campbell, S.B. (1997). Behavior problems in preschool children: Developmental and family issues. 

, 19, 1-26.
Advances in

Clinical Child Psychology

16. Amato, P. R. (2000). The consequences of divorce for adults and children. ,62(4), 1269-
1287.

Journal of Marriage and the Family

17. Bronte-Tinkew J, Horowitz A. (2010).  Factors associated with unmarried, Nonresident fathers’ perceptions of their
coparenting. , 31, 31-65.Journal of Family Issues

18. Amato, P. R., & Keith, B. (1991). Parental divorce and the well-being of children: A meta-analysis. ,
110(1), 26-46.

Psychological Bulletin

19. Guttman, J. & Rosenberg, M. (2003). Emotional intimacy and children's adjustment: A comparison between single-parent
divorced and intact families. , 23, 457-472.Educational Psychology

20. Guidubaldi, J., Cleminshaw, H., Perry, J., Nastasi, B. K., & Lightel, J. (1986). The role of selected family environment
factors in children's post-divorce adjustment. , 35(1), 141-151.Family Relations

21. Byrne, J.G., O'Connor, T.G., Marvin R.S., Whelan W.F. (2005). Practitioner review: the contribution of attachment theory
to child custody assessments. , 46(2), 115-27.Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry

22. Crittenden, P., Hartl Claussen, A., & Kozlowska, K. (2007). , 28
(2), 78-87.

The Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy

23. Rauh, H., Ziegenhain, U., Müller, B. & Wijnroks, L., (2000). Stability and Change in Mother–infant Attachment in the
Second Year of Life: Relations to Parenting Quality and Varying Degrees of Daycare Experience. In P. M. Crittenden & A.
H. Claussen (Eds.), . London, Cambridge
University Press.

The Organization of Attachment Relationships: Maturation, Context and Culture

24. Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M., Waters, E. & Wall, S., 1978. 
. Hillsdale, NJ, Erlbaum.

Patterns of Attachment: A Psychological Study of the Strange
Situation

25. Rothbart, M. K., & Bates, J. E. (1998). Temperament. In W. Damon (Series Ed.) & N. Eisenberg (Vol. Ed.), 
 (5th ed., pp. 105-176). New York: Wiley.

Temperament-Part 1 (pgs. 105-139) & Temperament-Part 2 (pgs. 140-176).

Handbook of
child psychology: Vol. 3. Social, emotional and personality development

26. Waters, E., & Deane, K. E. (1985). Defining and assessing individual differences in attachment relationships: Q-
methodology and the organization of behavior in infancy and early childhood. In I. Bretherton & E. Waters (Eds.), Growing
points of attachment theory and research. , 50(1-2, Serial
No. 209), 41-65.

Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development

©2011-2026 ABILIO | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 55

http://www.bowdoin.edu/~sputnam/rothbart-temperament-questionnaires/cv/publications/pdf/Temperament-Part1_Rothbart_&_Bates.pdf
http://www.bowdoin.edu/~sputnam/rothbart-temperament-questionnaires/cv/publications/pdf/Temperament-Part2_Rothbart_&_Bates.pdf


Divorce and Separation: Comments on D’Onofrio,
Vélez, Wolchik and Sandler, and Pedro-Carroll
Katherine M. Kitzmann, PhD, C. Matthew Stapleton, MS

University of Memphis, USA
November 2011

Introduction

The three review papers in this section highlight important themes that have emerged from

several decades of research on children whose parents divorce. By extension, we assume that

these findings may also apply to children of unmarried parents who separate, although there is

little research on this group of children. D’Onofrio’s careful synthesis of the research indicates

that divorce is associated with significantly higher rates of child adjustment problems that often

continue into young adulthood, but that only a minority of children affected by divorce show

problems that would warrant diagnosis or treatment. D’Onofrio, Vélez et al., and Pedro-Carroll

all emphasize that children’s experiences in the family, rather than divorce per se, may be most

helpful for understanding the variations in child adjustment after divorce. Key examples are

children’s exposure to interparental conflict before and after divorce, and lower economic

standing and disruptions in parenting associated with the transition to a single parent household.

Finally, Vélez et al. and Pedro-Carroll review promising evidence that research-based prevention

programs and parenting programs can promote better adjustment in children affected by

divorce, with benefits seen in socioemotional, behavioural and academic outcomes.

Unfortunately, as Vélez et al. point out, these programs reach relatively few children.

Research and Conclusions

The authors’ conclusions are sound, as are their recommendations for continued research and

for research-based prevention programs for children affected by divorce. With these shared

perspectives in mind, we will highlight several themes that emerged in this set of review papers.

These themes, some of which are represented in these authors’ general work, provide an

opportunity to examine current challenges in the field and to consider avenues for future

research and practice.
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A central issue concerns the conceptualization of risk, especially as it is translated into applied

work. Here it is helpful to distinguish risk and protective factors on the one hand, and risk and

protective processes on the other.1 Risk and protective factors do not lead directly to certain

outcomes, but they tend to increase or decrease the child’s chances of showing problems. Risk

and protective processes, on the other hand, are causally related to child outcomes; these

processes explain why some children fare better than others in the face of adversity. Pedro-

Carroll and Vélez et al. describe several interventions designed to reduce modifiable risk factors

such as a chaotic home environment, or to increase modifiable protective factors such as general

coping skills, as a way to promote better child adjustment during the divorce transition. They

also point to intervention programs that have targeted risk processes such as divorce-related

disruptions in discipline, disruptions in parent-child relationships during the divorce process and

children’s attributions about the divorce.

The terms “risk factor” and “risk process” are used inconsistently in the literature, and the

problem is compounded because similar constructs can legitimately be conceptualized as a risk

factor as well as a risk process. For example, a longstanding pattern of inconsistent parenting

might be a risk factor to the extent that it can exacerbate the effect of divorce on children, but

inconsistent parenting related to the divorce transition might also be a risk process that explains

the association between divorce and certain child outcomes. Similarly, ineffective coping might

act as a risk factor, but the child’s methods of coping with the divorce in particular may

constitute a risk process that would explain divorce-related outcomes. Hypothetically, changing

either a risk factor or a risk process might produce better outcomes in children affected by

divorce, although interventions focused on risk processes may be preferable given that these

processes are thought to have a direct causal link with child adjustment.2 Risk factors and risk

processes also interact in complex ways. Careful articulation of the intervention model would

promote the design of more efficient and effective interventions over time, and would allow

further tests of the conceptual models on which they were based.1

A second issue concerns the benefits of having a conceptual framework or theory to guide the

design and interpretation of empirical work. Notably, interventions for children of divorce that

have the strongest empirical support are also based on clearly stated conceptual models. Models

of stress and coping3 and of effective parenting4 have provided the basis for interventions

targeting key factors and processes that have received empirical support in the literature. These

include children’s appraisals of conflict and divorce, children’s coping strategies and coping
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efficacy, and mothers’ support, discipline and monitoring. The emotional security model5 also has

potential as the basis for interventions for children affected by divorce. This model holds that

interparental conflict creates emotional distress  ̶  reflected in part in the child’s emotion

dysregulation, attempts to regulate the parents’ conflict, and fears about the family’s future  ̶ 

that in turn predicts children’s adjustment problems. This model informed a successful parent

education program designed to improve marital conflict in a community sample.6

Implications for Development and Policy

The articles in this section all convey, either implicitly or explicitly, the idea that research

findings can and should be translated into interventions that serve children’s psychological

needs, although they also note the need for economic solutions as well. At this point, the field

faces a dilemma: should we continue to conduct small-scale efficacy studies, or is it time to move

on to effectiveness studies based on what we know to date? The fact that the three papers in this

section show agreement on many key points suggests that there may be enough evidence to

justify moving ahead to more widely disseminated interventions. Whether population-based or

focused on the subset of families most in need of help, these interventions need to be brief and

implemented in community settings (see Vélez et al.).

The most well evaluated intervention programs in this area (some child-focused, some parent-

focused), reviewed by Vélez et al., and the parenting programs reviewed by Pedro-Carroll, are

multiple-session programs that address a relatively large number of topics. Some of the topics

are generic in the sense that they might be included in any parenting program or program for at-

risk youth. Examples of these general topics include authoritative parenting, general stress

reduction and positive relationships with extended family. Similarly, the targeted outcomes  ̶ 

such as improved self-esteem, fewer classroom problems and lower internalizing and

externalizing  ̶  are common goals in a wide range of interventions, not just those for children

affected by divorce. As we move toward briefer interventions, there may be a need to focus on

divorce-specific topics such as the relationship between the child and non-custodial parent;

interparental conflict after the divorce; and co-parenting and children’s stress surrounding

transitions between two households (see Pedro-Carroll). Outcome measures would also need to

be more closely tied to the child’s adjustment to divorce, such as children’s divorce-related

perceptions (see Vélez et al.).
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Pedro-Carroll notes the value of working with the legal system, and indeed, working with the

courts may be the key to large-scale dissemination of interventions for children affected by

divorce. Three examples illustrate the potential of this kind of coordination. First, most

jurisdictions require that parents involved in custody disputes take a parenting class that would

typically provide education about the effects of conflict on children, parenting and co-parenting,

and legal procedures for dispute resolution.7 One avenue to reaching many families would be to

implement a brief research-based intervention in the context of these required programs.

Second, practitioners might develop programs that target the most contentious cases, and seek

collaboration with local magistrates who could require or recommend that certain parents attend

the program.8 Third, researchers and practitioners have a role to play in shaping policy (see

Emery9), by making research-based information available to state law makers who determine

mandates related to mediation, parenting classes, parenting plans and default visitation

schedules.

Research-based programs have focused almost entirely on children of married parents who

divorce, and this excludes a large number of children who are affected by the dissolution of their

parents’ relationship. Unmarried partners include couples who live together but choose not to

marry; couples who cannot marry legally, such as gay and lesbian couples in many areas of the

United States; and brief romantic partners who do not maintain their relationship (see

D’Onofrio). We would expect that interventions for children affected by divorce would also be

helpful to children affected by these other forms of relationship dissolution. At the same time,

programs that provide information to parents about legal issues would need to be up to date

regarding legal procedures that apply to unmarried couples. In many jurisdictions, custody

disputes between divorced partners and custody disputes between unmarried partners are

handled in different courts, and the legal requirements (e.g., for mediation) may differ for the

two groups of parents.
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