
DIVORCE AND SEPARATION

Divorce and Separation:
Commentary on Kline Pruett
and McIntosh
Laura Backen Jones, PhD

Oregon Research Institute, USA
November 2011

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.
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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 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,
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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
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
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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
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

©2011-2021 CEECD | DIVORCE AND SEPARATION 4



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.

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. 
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