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Parenting after separation for families in high conflict 
Many families experience a high degree of conflict, which routinely lands them back in court to 
solve what should be relatively simple problems. They are often unable to work cooperatively, as 
the goal of their disputes is to decide who is right and who is wrong. For some, the purpose is to 
gain or maintain control. For others, it is revenge. 

For many high conflict families, every issue becomes a potential source of conflict. Parents have 
an overwhelming fear that if they let down their defenses they will be taken advantage of, as in, 
“if I give an inch, they’ll take a mile.” 

Research in the area of separation shows that continued unresolved conflict between parents is 
the major obstacle to children’s adjustment in childhood as well as later in life. What gets lost in 
the conflict are the needs of the children. 

 

Who Am I? 

My mum and dad are inside of who I am 

They are a part of me where ever I go 

When they divorced they hated each other 

And that was like they hated me 

And when they hurt each other they hurt me 

When mum did not want me to see dad she wasn’t seeing me 

When dad didn’t want me to love mum he wasn’t loving me 

Now that’s stopped and they get on OK 

So I can be who I am, with my mum and dad inside me. 

Rachel, age 11 



 



CTS0907 (2009/09)  ii 

 

Table of Contents 
Introduction ................................................................................................................................................................. iii 
Seminar objectives........................................................................................................................................................iv 

Information ..............................................................................................................................................................iv 
Child development and the needs of children ..........................................................................................................iv 
To encourage development of a parenting plan.......................................................................................................iv 

Section one  – The process of separation ......................................................................................................................1 
Intimacy continuum ..................................................................................................................................................2 
The grief cycle...........................................................................................................................................................3 
Enmeshment..............................................................................................................................................................3 
Ending the cycle of grief ...........................................................................................................................................5 
Love, anger, and sadness..........................................................................................................................................5 
Physical separation and safety .................................................................................................................................5 
Renegotiating boundaries .........................................................................................................................................5 

Section two – Anger, abuse, power and control ............................................................................................................7 
Constructive and destructive anger ..........................................................................................................................8 
Definitions of abusive behavior ..............................................................................................................................10 
A continuum of shifting power in relationships ......................................................................................................12 

Section three - Child development and the needs of children......................................................................................13 
Continuum of parent-child relationships ................................................................................................................14 
Children's relationship with parents after separation and divorce continuum.......................................................15 
Packing exercise .....................................................................................................................................................16 
Help your children cope .........................................................................................................................................17 
Trauma and brain development ..............................................................................................................................22 
Typical reactions of children ..................................................................................................................................23 
How to handle difficult questions your children may ask .......................................................................................25 
Positive discipline...................................................................................................................................................26 

Section four - Renegotiating boundaries – skill development......................................................................................29 
What is a boundary?...............................................................................................................................................30 
Scenario one – Arena..............................................................................................................................................31 
Scenario two – Telephone calls ..............................................................................................................................33 
Scenario three – Extracurricular activities ............................................................................................................33 
Amy exercise ...........................................................................................................................................................35 
The raging bully......................................................................................................................................................35 
Tips for successful communication .........................................................................................................................36 

Section five - Parenting plan for high conflict families ...............................................................................................37 
Parallel parenting...................................................................................................................................................38 
Monitored exchanges..............................................................................................................................................40 
Supervised time.......................................................................................................................................................40 

    Critical issues- Developing parenting plans............................................................................................................42 
Section six – Analysis ..................................................................................................................................................75 

Packing ...................................................................................................................................................................76 
Amy .........................................................................................................................................................................78 
Raging bully............................................................................................................................................................78 

Section seven – Bibliography and suggested readings ................................................................................................81 
Suggested readings .................................................................................................................................................82 
Suggested children’s books.....................................................................................................................................84 



 



CTS0907 (2009/09)  iii 

 

Introduction 
“Parenting after separation for families in high conflict” is a three hour seminar designed to help 
parents understand the process of separation and the effect of on-going unresolved conflict on 
children.   

Some family conflict is normal, even in families that are not separated. However, children are 
affected, even into adulthood, by the intensity and duration of the parental conflict. Children who 
are caught in the middle of parental conflict often display aggression, behavior problems and 
depression. Parental conflict can range from one parent berating the other, to vicious verbal 
attacks; from threats of violence to actual violence; or from subtle pleas for loyalty to explicit 
demands to openly side with one parent. All conflict hurts, and the more intense, pervasive, and 
open the hostility is, the greater the toll it takes on the children.    

Although parental conflict can be damaging, some children demonstrate remarkable resiliency 
and are able to seek protective relationships outside the family. These children typically 
demonstrate good adjustment and coping skills and good self esteem. Other children, however, 
may succumb to the conflict between their parents. Boys are most at risk to externalize and 
model their parents’ ineffective problem-solving style by becoming aggressive with peers, 
whereas girls are more likely to internalize distress and suffer from anxiety and depression.  

Information adapted with permission from “Working with High Conflict Families” Written by Mitchell A. Baris, 
Christine A. Coates, et al.; Jason Aronson Inc., publisher 

When the relationship between parents is one of high conflict, or when there has been spousal 
abuse, adults also have extra issues to deal with. One of the issues is how to parent after 
separation. We expect that both parents will remain involved in the children's life and work 
cooperatively in the best interest of the children. But when there has been abuse or high conflict, 
parents often cannot meet or cooperate because there are high levels of anger, or it may not be 
safe for one parent to meet with the other. 

(With permission, from “Positive Parenting” by Phillippe A. Barrette) 
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Parenting after separation for families in high 
conflict – Seminar objectives 
 

To provide information 
This seminar provides parents with information about: 

• The process of emotional disengagement; and 

• What boundaries are and how to renegotiate them. 

To help parents learn about child development and the needs 
of children 
This seminar will provide parents with information about: 

• The parent-child continuum; and 

• Helping your children cope. 

To encourage development of a parenting plan 
This seminar also encourages parents to consider developing parenting plans based on parallel 
parenting. In parallel parenting, each parent assumes responsibility for the children during the 
time they are in their care. 

Parallel parenting:  

• Maintains separation/disengagement for the parents; 

• Affords some degree of safety; and 

• Has little expectation of flexibility. 
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SECTION ONE 

 
THE PROCESS OF SEPARATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section: 
• The intimacy continuum 

• The grief cycle 

• Ending the grief cycle 

• Renegotiating boundaries 
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Section one – The process of separation 
Information adapted with permission, Robert Emery “Renegotiating Family Relationships”, 1994. Guilford 
Press 

Intimacy refers to the emotional closeness in a relationship. Love and hate are on the one 
end of the continuum where disengagement and disinterest are on the opposite end. The 
level of emotional intensity between parents will determine the level of conflict between 
the parents. Highly conflicted parents are emotionally engaged. Cooperative parents are 
highly disengaged. 
 

The intimacy continuum 
         

 

 
 

Parenting cooperatively after separation is a goal that may take time to achieve, even if 
the relationship was not characterized by high conflict or abuse. Partners who have been 
abused must ensure that they and their children are in a place of safety before beginning 
the separation/divorce proceedings. 

Power struggles that existed during marriage can enter into the renegotiation of 
relationships following separation. Many people view the end of the relationship as an 
opportunity to free themselves from the roles they adopted in the relationship, while 
others may be threatened by those same changes. Either way, it is important that parents 
disengage emotionally and become less intimate with one another. 

Intimacy and power are the two major factors that comprise the core of family 
relationships.  In general, intimacy refers to emotional closeness. Business relationships 
are low on intimacy and lovers are highly intimate. The level of intimacy is determined 
by emotional intensity. 

Power refers not only to designated authority but also to actual influence. A forceful 
spouse holds much power in a family, but so does a complaining or manipulating spouse. 
The person in power is the one who has great influence or control over others. In family 
conflicts, power can be demonstrated in specific situations, such as arguments about 
bedtime, diet, contact or exchanges.  

To become less intimate with, or more disengaged from, one another, parents must 
redefine their relationship and set clear boundaries. These boundaries do not need to 
affect the quality of the parent-child relationship. Parents can maintain an emotionally 
close relationship with their children and a distant emotional relationship with one 
another. 

Most  

Intimate 

Least 

Intimate 

Love 
Hate 

Friendship Disengaged 
Rivalry Disengaged 
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The grief cycle 
The Grief Cycle (adapted with permission, Robert Emery “Renegotiating Family Relationships”, 1994)  

Grief in divorce is very much like the grief experienced following the death of a loved 
one, with one major exception – nothing is ever final in divorce. For many former 
partners and for their children, the possibility of reconciliation always remains. This can 
be true even after the legal divorce is final, after one parent remarries, and even after 
many years have passed. In contrast to bereavement following the death of a loved one, 
this means that the experience of grief as a result of divorce may be repeated, prolonged 
and unresolved. 

Divorce is a loss, regardless of whether or not it also is a relief. During divorce, many 
losses are suffered, such as expectations, possessions, identity, time with children and 
extended family, trust and security.  These losses further emphasize that separation is a 
time of grief. 

The fact that most separations are not mutually agreed upon makes it difficult for parents 
to renegotiate their boundary of intimacy. Typically, one person is leaving the 
relationship (the leaver) and the other is left behind (the left).  One party wants out of the 
relationship, but the other wants it to continue. This simple and overlooked fact means 
that each partner is likely to want a very different boundary of intimacy. 

The leaver is typically more disengaged from the relationship, at least shortly after the 
initial separation. The leaver may want the relationship to end, but he or she commonly 
wants to preserve other aspects of the relationship. The leaver may hope to remain 
friends.  This may be motivated by guilt over the decision or by concerns of the 
children’s well-being. The parent leaving may have completed the grief cycle and may 
genuinely care for the former spouse’s well-being. Or, he/she may simply want to be 
friendly so that legal negotiations proceed more quickly. 

The left party usually has had less time to prepare for the end of the relationship.  If he or 
she has had some warning, the time may have been used trying to repair the relationship, 
not coping with the eventual loss. The left party may interpret the friendliness to be a sign 
of love or hope, or as a rejection of the past relationship.   

While the partner who leaves has overwhelming feelings of guilt, the partner who has 
been left will feel overwhelmingly rejected. Both parties will be sad about the loss of the 
relationship. The result of these differing feelings is that neither parent is likely to be 
satisfied with the intimacy boundary the other attempts to draw. 

Following the grief cycle, out of guilt, sadness and responsibility, the leaving parent may 
suggest meeting up to keep communication open. The left party, feeling rejected, sad and 
hopeful, may view this as a date and hope the other wants to reconcile. When the two 
different agendas become clear, the leaver becomes righteous and angry, again repeating 
that he/she wants to be friends only. The left parent is again hurt and angry about being 
rejected. The relationship may take on a pursuer/pursued dynamic. The pursuer - or the 
party left - may chase, wanting a more intimate relationship. The pursued - or the leaver - 
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distances him/herself even further. When the pursuer gives up, the pursued may become 
threatened. Even though he/she does not want to be in an intimate relationship with the 
other parent, some type of relationship is still desired. The roles reverse. This cycle can 
continue until boundaries are set. 

Conflicts frequently erupt as a result of this negative dynamic. The conflicts may be 
directly between the parents, or they may also involve the children. Children are a 
continuing link between separated parents and are a topic that can arouse strong feelings. 
However, conflict that appears to be about the children, may actually arise from an ill-
defined boundary of intimacy between the parents. 

Figure 1.a (Emery, 1994) 

THE LEAVER      THE LEFT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An intimacy struggle is discovering the extent to which the other partner still cares; 
whether he or she is still ‘hooked.’ The more intense the emotions one displays, the more 
he/she still cares, even when the intense emotion is anger (Emery, 1992).  When conflict 
continues, it may indicate lingering pain and/or an ongoing desire to reconcile.  When a 
rejected spouse fights about the children, he/she may have legitimate concerns, but part 
of what he/she may be looking for is a reaction from the other spouse.  
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Ending the cycle of grief 
Grief is characterized by feelings of love, anger, and sadness for both partners – the one 
who leaves and the one who is left.   

• Love retains all of its usual, elusive meanings, and related emotions that cause 
one person to want to move closer to the other. 

• Anger refers to feelings of frustrations and resentment and is expressed in on-
going conflict.  

• Sadness refers to feelings of loneliness, depression, and fear of the future.  

While you are grieving, one emotion is felt intensely at a time. As time passes, the 
cycling between love, anger and sadness does not disappear, but each feeling becomes 
less intense and your emotional highs and lows become less dramatic with the passage of 
time. When you are finished grieving, you feel all three together, integrating and 
understanding that you shared love, there was some anger and you are saddened by the 
loss of your relationship, but the focus is now on your future. 

Renegotiating Boundaries  
Boundaries are the stated or unstated rules in a relationship. Separated and divorced 
partners must renegotiate their relationship with each other because the separated or 
divorced family is still a family. It is not defined by a shared residence. Instead, it is 
defined by shared relationships. Most children from divorced families list both parents as 
being members of their families, even though their parents rarely include the former 
spouse in the list. 

(Peterson and Zill, 1986) 

Ultimately, parents must renegotiate the degree of closeness or distance in the 
relationship with each other. A highly conflicted relationship is still an intimate 
relationship. Intense parental conflict is a sign parents are overly involved with one 
another. Parents are still intimate, even though it is through conflict rather than love. To 
become less intimate, parents must disengage emotionally from one another, having less 
contact, specific boundaries, and a detailed parenting plan.   

Changing intimacy boundaries may take significant time. Attempts to redefine the 
relationship can range from cutting off all communication, to trying to be friends, to 
provoking jealousy, and even reuniting sexually. Acceptable and appropriate behavior 
may be negotiated directly in face-to-face meetings, such as separation counseling or 
mediation.  

A good parenting plan details the boundaries not only of the parent-child relationship 
such as time and exchanges, but can also define the boundaries between the parents.  A 
detailed parenting plan will help to establish the parents’ independence from one another, 
limiting contact and communication. For example: A separated partner refuses to speak 
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to a former spouse on the telephone except during scheduled hours. On one hand, this 
approach avoids interruptions. On the other, the parents redefine the boundary of their 
communication relationship.  The relationship is more formal and privacy must be 
respected.  As specific problems are resolved at the surface level, the resolution also 
speaks to defining the intimacy and power boundaries. 
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SECTION TWO 
 

 
ANGER, ABUSE, POWER AND 

CONTROL 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section: 
• Constructive and destructive anger 

• Definitions of abusive behavior 

• Power and control 



Parenting After Separation for Families in High Conflict Participant’s Manual 

CTS0907 (2009/09) 8

Section two – Anger, abuse, power and control 
Anger is a common emotion in many relationships,. Anger can be displayed 
constructively and some destructively. 

Adapted with permission from YWCA Sheriff King Home 

Constructive anger 
Constructive anger is an emotion that gives you a warning signal that something is 
wrong. Expressing anger can be healthy when telling others of your personal limits, 
values, rules, needs and boundaries, or about how their behavior affects you. It can also 
assist in building a respectful relationship. 

Destructive/unsafe anger  
Resentment is an attitude, belief or habit that contributes to the violation of another 
person’s rights, values, needs and boundaries. Brooding or obsessing about how others 
have injured, disrespected or harmed you is a strong sign of resentment. This attitude 
starts from a belief of being powerless or victimized and can escalate to aggression or 
withdrawal in an effort to punish or get even.  People can hang on to resentment for 
years. 

Rage is high-level anger that occurs when a person has decided to act out his or her angry 
impulses, fantasies or resentments. This is the level of anger which can result in 
emotional and physical harm, death or suicide. This is not a safe level of anger. 

Overt aggressive behavior is either emotional or physical with the intent to harm, get 
even with or gain control over another. This behavior is harmful to the person committing 
it and the other person, and it creates distance between the affected parties. 

Passive aggressive behavior may include sarcasm or saying one thing and doing 
another. 
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When is anger a problem?  
(Adapted from Sonkin,DJ. Martin, L. 1985) 

At one time or another, everyone experiences needless and unjust anger; however, too 
much anger is a problem. Listed below are signals that identify when anger is creating 
problems. 

• Anger which is not justified and is neither necessary nor useful. 

• Intensity – A small or moderate amount of anger is often healthy, but extreme anger 
rarely produces positive results. 

• Exaggerated anger – Making too much of nothing. When anger does not subside, 
the body’s systems are prevented from returning to normal levels, making you 
susceptible to further aggravation. It becomes easier to get angry the next time 
something goes wrong. 

• Aggression and abuse – Aggressive acts are sure to get you into trouble. When you 
feel you have been abused or treated unfairly you want to lash out. Muscles get tense, 
voices rise, fists clench and there is a greater tendency to act impulsively. If you 
respond verbally (i.e. name calling) or physically, you likely have major problems 
expressing anger. 

• Blaming – Focusing blame on the other person and justifying your anger are 
destructive ways of dealing with emotions. If you are going to control your anger, you 
must focus on what you can do to change, like drinking less, being more 
understanding, and/or communicating differently.  

• Destructive consequences – When anger affects work or relationships it is a 
problem. You may have trouble getting along with others or solving simple 
interpersonal problems without getting angry or violent. This type of behaviour is a 
criminal offence.    

When spousal separation occurs in families affected by abuse, it is not uncommon for the 
person who has perpetrated the abuse to become even more desperate to control their ex-
partner. The drop-off and pick-up of the children is often the time when the abusive 
partner has access to the other parent. Both the adult who has experienced the abuse and 
the children are at risk during these times due to the emotional, verbal and/or physical 
abuse or threats of abuse that can occur. A Canadian study found that one quarter of 
people with a history of violence reported that their lives were threatened during access 
(Lieghton, B 1989). Children are often used as a vehicle to cause pain or intimidate the 
other parent. 
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Definitions of abusive behavior 
Abuse refers to all forms of behavior in which one person is trying to achieve and/or 
maintain control or power over another. Abuse is about power and control. It is a learned 
behavior. 

Abuse does not result from the abused person’s faults or inadequacies. Abuse is not 
caused by poor relationships, job frustration, sexual problems, or parenting issues; 
although these factors may be present and cause some stress in the relationship. 

When emotions are manipulated by game playing, verbal abuse, anger or other methods 
of power and control, the result is abuse. Power and control tactics take many forms, 
happen during different types of situations and occur mostly in private. It is often difficult 
for the victim to describe his/her feelings. People say they feel like they are going crazy 
or questioning their feelings?   

Each type of abuse is on a continuum ranging from less extreme to very serious forms of 
behavior. 

Emotional or psychological abuse includes put-downs, constant criticism of a partner's 
belief system (cultural or religious), insults, name-calling, bullying, rejection, humiliation 
and/or manipulation. The abuser often makes light of the abuse, saying it didn’t happen, 
or shifting responsibility for the abuse and who caused it.  

Isolation means when one partner denies the other partner access to friends or the 
opportunity to make or keep friends, social contacts, or outside interests. This makes 
family contact difficult. Jealousy is usually used to justify these actions. 

Intimidation includes threats to hurt or kill children, pets, or friends. Making a partner 
watch as children or pets are abused and not allowing him/her to intervene is another 
form of intimidation. In addition, this behavior includes the destruction of property, 
controlling what the other partner says, making the partner account for every minute or 
every action, threats to hurt anyone who helps the partner, threats to claim the partner is 
an unfit parent, and threats of suicide. These behaviors should be reported to the 
authorities.  

Economic abuse involves one partner denying the other partner money of his/her own, 
access the family income, or the opportunity to improve earning capacity. It can also 
mean forcing the other partner to hand over every penny, even if he or she earned it, or 
forcing the partner to account for every cent and ask for money.  

Physical abuse includes pushing, grabbing, shoving, slapping, punching, kicking, 
breaking bones, knifing, shooting or use of other weapons; locking someone out of their 
home; abandoning someone in an unsafe place; and murder. 
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Sexual abuse ranges from forced unwanted sex, to demanding that a partner wear more 
(or less) provocative clothing; from forced sex with objects, friends, or animals, to 
insisting that partner act out pornographic fantasies, to the denial of partner's sexuality. 

When individuals are subjected to ongoing or repeated abuse, they can feel helpless, 
hopeless and entrapped. They also may experience a loss of dignity, low self-esteem, and 
powerlessness and may fear for their safety. 

Children and teens need to be protected from witnessing, observing and/or hearing abuse 
and/or being abused. In addition, these family members need counseling to help them 
heal from witnessing and/or experiencing abuse. 

People stay in abusive relationships for a variety of reasons including fear, real or 
perceived lack of alternatives, family and societal pressure, and economic dependency –
not because they want/deserve to be abused.  If abusive individuals choose, they can learn 
and practice healthier (non-abusive) ways of interacting. 

Power and Control 
Adapted with permission from www.coping.org – James J. Messina Ph. D. & Constance Messina Ph. D 
1999 - 2005 

Power means the exertion of control over others to influence their behavior, attitudes and 
feelings. It is the expression of commands, demands, directives, orders, and requests to 
gain an attitude of strength. People seeking power want to direct how others live their 
lives. Power can also serve as a way to refuse others’ entrance into one’s emotional life.  
This is a defense mechanism to avoid full emotional involvement. 

Control means maintaining a check on the behavior, attitudes and feelings of one’s self. 
Control is the expression of commands, demands, directives, orders, and requests as to 
how one is to act, think, behave feel and believe.  It is the attitude of being strong, being 
on top of it, being in control. This is a defense mechanism to hide how one really feels 
and reacts to life’s stresses. People seeking power close themselves off from others and 
keep their guard up, which eventually takes its toll.   
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Personal beliefs of people seeking power 
• People should listen to and respect me. 
• There is no problem I can’t solve. 
• I am the only one who knows what is going on  
• They can’t survive without me. 
• There is one way for others to think, feel or believe – my way. 
• If I am open to their point of view they will try to mislead me, I need to convert 

them to my way. 
• My feelings come first. 

Personal beliefs of people seeking control 
• Everyone is out to cheat or take advantage of me. 
• Never let anyone know your business. 
• Never take a risk. 
• You will lose it all if you’re not careful. 
• Don’t trust anyone with your feelings, beliefs or thoughts. 
• If I lose control there will be no sanity at home/work. 
• It is important to maintain control over your feelings so you don’t go insane. 
• Getting angry is bad, avoid conflict at all costs. 
 

A continuum of shifting power in relationships 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Power is shared and 
shifts. 

Family resources are 
shared. Both partners  
are included in 
decision making 
activities and use of 
family resources. 

Roles more defined, power 
shifts less. 

For example: One 
partner makes more of 
the major decisions 
about money and other 
partner makes majority 
of parenting decisions. 

Total 
Domination 

One partner has all the 
power and controls all 
decisions. 

 

Balanced Unbalanced
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SECTION THREE 
 
 

CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND THE 
NEEDS OF CHILDREN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section: 

• The continuum of parent-child relationships 

• Packing exercise 

• Helping your children cope 

• Trauma and brain development 

• Positive parenting 
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Section three - Child development and the needs 
of children 
Adapted with Permission from Janet R. Johnston Ph.D., paper presented at the International Conference on 
Supervised Visitation, Munich, Germany July 9 – 10, 2001. 

 
The continuum of parent-child relationships 
It is critical to differentiate the alienated child (one who refuses and rejects time with the other 
parent, even though they previously may have had a good relationship), with children who resist 
and refuse time with the other parent because of their history with that parent. There may have 
been abuse directed towards the child or witnessed by the child. This is realistic estrangement 
due to parental abuse, violence and/or neglect.  

In the figure on the next page, at the most healthy end of the continuum are children who wish to 
maintain a relationship with both parents and may spend significant amounts of time with each 
parent. 

Also, within the healthy range are some children who have an affinity to one parent. By reason 
of temperament, age, gender, shared interests, and/or parenting preferences, a child may gravitate 
towards one parent more than the other. However, they generally still want substantial contact 
and love from the other parent. 

Further along the continuum are children who demonstrate a clear preference for a parent in the 
marriage or after separation. These aligned children do not completely reject the other parent but 
do want limited contact and often express ambivalence toward the other parent. These children 
generally acknowledge that they love the other parent, but don’t prefer to be with them as much. 

Children can be realistically estranged from one parent as a consequence of their history with 
family.  They may have observed repeated violence or explosive outbursts by that parent during 
the marriage or after separation. Some children are the target of verbally or physically abusive 
parenting. Depending on the developmental stage of the child, and the nature of the prior 
attachment with each parent, family violence and the related trauma can have different kinds of 
impacts on children. 
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Continuum of children's relationship with parents 
after separation and divorce  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tactics used by parents to use the children as 
weapons  
Adapted with permission by Sheriff King Home 

• Telling the children the other parent is to blame for the separation. 
• Pumping the children for information. 
• Buying the children gifts to gain their affection/loyalty. 
• Numerous court applications. 
• Refusing to provide child support, or paying late or less than required. 
• Returning the children dirty, distraught emotionally or unfed. 
• Verbally manipulating the children against the other parent. 
• Filing unwarranted child abuse reports. 
• Undermining the other parent’s authority. 

 

 

Child prefers 
contact with 
both parents. 

Child prefers one 
parent –
ambivalence 
evident.

Child rejects 
one parent – no 
ambivalence. 

Positive relationship 
with both parents 

Affinity with one 
parent 

Alliance with one 
parent 

Alienated from pne 
parent 

Estranged from one 
parent 

Pathological 
alienation 

Realistic 
estrangement 



Parenting After Separation for Families in High Conflict Participant’s Manual  

CTS0907 (2009/09) 16

 

   Printed with permission Lynn Johnston 

 

Packing exercise 
Adapted with permission, Julie Ross, Joint Custody with a Jerk 

Situation:  

“My ex never bothers to repack my daughter’s clothes, schoolwork, games etc., so she always 
makes a big scene when she returns home and realizes that she’s missing these things. I’m really 
tired of buying new hats, dolls and sweatshirts because her mom can’t remember to pack them.”   

Questions: 

• Whose problem is it? 

• Why do you think it is their problem? 

• What should the solution be? 

Note: The analysis portion of this exercise can be found in section six. 
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Helping your children cope 
Adapted with permission YWCA Sheriff King Home 

Children see and hear abuse in a number or ways, including: 
• Hearing hurtful or belittling words and insults toward one parent, or exchanges between 

both  
• Hearing ominous tones in their parents’ voices. 
• Seeing intimidating body language. 
• Seeing a parent being humiliated or degraded. 
• Seeing a parent being physically assaulted. 
• Hearing threats or screaming. 
• Seeing objects being thrown or property destroyed. 
• Seeing or hearing a parent crying. 
• Feeling a parent’s withdrawal. 
• Hearing whispering of older siblings/family members about what is happening. 
• Seeing signs of violence i.e. bruising, look of hopelessness.  
 

Children’s responses to their experience with high conflict and/or abuse can vary. Children may 
develop a range of adjustment problems and psychopathology, or may emerge from their 
experiences relatively unscathed (Edleson, J.L. 1999).  Children may see the world as 
unpredictable, hostile and threatening. Some children may feel responsible. However, not all 
children who are exposed to high conflict, abuse and/or family violence will exhibit maladaptive 
behaviors.   

Children of all ages are deeply affected by family violence, but the behavioral and emotional 
impacts on children who witness abuse will vary according to their age, sex, and role in the 
family. Also, it is important to note that there are primary caretakers who, despite living in a 
constant state of crisis, attend very closely to their children’s needs and provide support and 
encouragement at each stage of childhood development.  

The age and stage behaviors outlined below are general guidelines, rather than a definitive set of 
responses for each age category.  Each child will exhibit their own individual patterns at different 
stages of growth and development. 

The material outlining the characteristics observed in children and the patterns observed in 
families has been drawn from both published literature and clinical observations of YWCA of 
Calgary Children’s Clinical Services staff. 
 

Stage one: Infant (0 to 18 months) 
In the first stage of life, the child simply needs his or her basic needs met. In the later part of this 
stage, the “doing” stage, children test senses by exploring their environment, are curious, easily 
distracted and may begin to use words.  According to Erickson’s stages of development (1956) 
the development task at this stage is trust versus mistrust (Berger, Kathleen S. 2001).  
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If a child is well cared for, nurtured and loved, he or she will develop trust, security and a sense 
of hope and confidence. According to Erickson, if a child’s needs are not met at this stage or if 
the child is not nurtured, the child becomes insecure and mistrustful. The most important person 
in the infant’s life at this stage is the primary caregiver, usually the mother. Therefore, the nature 
of the mother-child relationship will largely determine whether the child perceives the world as 
safe, predictable and loving or conversely, as unpredictable and hostile.   

Children living in unpredictable homes can exhibit a number of characteristics that place them at 
risk for delayed childhood development. Infants have been shown to have poor general health, 
sleep disturbances and disruptions in their feeding schedule and excessive screaming. 

Infants exposed to ongoing violence in the home can suffer permanently altered development of 
their central nervous system resulting in developmental delays, ongoing levels of anxiety, 
hyperactivity and mood disorders (Campbell, L. Jackson, AC, Cameron N, Smith, S & 
Goodman, H 2000). More immediate risks for infants include the potential for them to be caught 
in the “crossfire” by being accidentally hit or dropped during a violent incident. In homes where 
there is ongoing family violence, the abused parent allocates the majority of their energy towards 
managing the tension in the household, trying to predict their partner’s moods and keeping 
themselves and their children safe. Unfortunately, this can interfere with the development of a 
secure caregiver-infant attachment, which is crucial to childhood development. Insecure 
attachment often results in excessive separation anxiety (Campbell, L. Jackson, AC, Cameron N, 
Smith, S & Goodman, H 2000).   

Infants learn the importance of emotions in the first year of life and they look to cues in their 
primary caregivers to recognize the appropriate emotion. They are therefore aware of the 
negative emotions of others and will mirror these in their own responses (Cummings, EM, 
Lannotti, RJ, and Zahn-Waxler, C 1985). Any rejection due to caregiver’s lack of availability 
which would likely continue for the duration of the violence would be felt by the child and could 
have long-term effects in terms of emotional deprivation (Hart, SN and Brassard, MR 1987).  

An emerging body of research suggests that infants experience stress and fear when exposed to 
family violence. This may have devastating consequences on brain development which 
ultimately can decrease the child’s ability to think abstractly, to learn, to control emotions and 
impulses and experience empathy (Perry, BD 1997).  

 

Stage two: Toddler (18 months to two – three years) 
During this stage, children begin to realize they can control their actions and that intentions can 
be acted out. Children at this stage must learn to think and solve problems in order to separate 
from parents. According to Erickson, if the child’s attempts to explore are met with 
encouragement from parents, the child will develop a sense of autonomy. However, 
overprotective parents can lead to the child having doubt and uncertainty about dealing with the 
world later in life. 
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Depending on the conflict, abuse and/or violence in the family, it may be virtually impossible for 
a child to safely explore, test limits, and express feelings. Children may believe they have very 
little influence over their lives due to unpredictable changes. These children may grow up with 
little understanding of the effectiveness of communication, problem-solving and assertiveness 
skills.  

Learning to express and handle feelings is an important developmental task of children between 
two and three years of age. However, in families affected by family violence, there are often 
sanctions around open and honest communication. The expression of feelings may be hindered 
by a spoken or unspoken family rule of “be tough,” which is based on a belief that a person who 
expresses feelings shows weakness and gives others power over them. 

Abusive individuals tend to have an authoritarian style of parenting (Margolin, G. John, RS, & 
Glebeman, L 1998). They expect their will to be done without question and are intolerant of any 
resistance or arguing from their children. These expectations are unrealistic for children at this 
stage, especially considering that limit-testing and using the word “no” is a normal part of child 
development. Unfortunately, this behavior is often punished and viewed as challenging the 
power of the abusive parent. Children raised in homes where there is spousal abuse are also at 
increased risk for being directly abused themselves. Recent studies have estimated that 70 per 
cent of children who witness woman abuse are also physically abused (Jaffe, PG. Wolfe, DA. 
&Wilson, SK 1990). These children are also 12 to 14 times more likely to be sexually abused 
(Emery RE & Laumann-Billings, L 1988).  
 

Stage three:  Preschool (three – six years) 
This stage involves children developing a sense of self through identification with parents and 
also a sense of responsibility for their own actions (Lefrancois 2001). Through the exploration of 
their environment, children develop a sense of initiative with respect to their behaviors. Because 
the primary focus of this stage is a sense of identity, it is critical that parents encourage their 
child’s initiative and nurture a sense of responsibility. 

The preschool years are also a time when children figure out roles and relationships with others. 
Children will engage in fantasy play and role-play different identities. In search of their own 
identities, children raised in abusive homes will often learn and act out the role of either the 
abusive parent or the parent who has been abused. Children’s play often involves re-enacting 
violent events at home or mimicking the abusive behaviors. Children can also develop rigid 
beliefs about gender roles based on subtle messages they receive as part of the family (Hurley, 
DJ, & Jaffe, P 1990). This includes beliefs about what a “real boy” is like and attitudes about 
females as inferior, weak or incompetent. 

Preschoolers interpret most events in relation to themselves and often see themselves as the cause 
of the abuse. This is because they lack the cognitive capacity to take into account the whole 
situation. Also, children may believe they are responsible for fixing the problem. Preschool 
children in abusive homes may regress developmentally and suffer from nightmares and insomnia, 
bed-wetting, excessive clinging and separation anxiety (Carter, CA & Schecter, S 1997).  
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Such reactions may lead to developmental delays in social competence, cognition and language 
(Wilden, S. Williamson, W & Wilson, G. 1991). These delays may cause significant struggles as 
children reach school age and attempt to navigate this new world in which they are expected to 
regulate emotions and impulsivity, adhere to classroom expectation and limits, learn 
progressively more complicated academic material and develop relationships with peers 
(Margolin, G. & Gordis EB 2000). Also, by this age, many children have experienced years of 
exposure to marital conflict. They have learned that the abuse occurring in the family must be 
kept a closely guarded secret (Jaffe, PG. Woolfe, DA. & Wilson, SK 1990). They may minimize 
and deny its existence, leading to an internalization of their fear and anxiety (Lehmann, P 1997).   

The self-motivation or initiative that is so critical for children to develop at this stage is often 
perceived by the abusive spouse as a challenge to his or her authority and as something to be 
punished. This rigid parenting style can contribute to developmental problems as children 
typically need to struggle with parents as part of finding their identities (Bukatko, D. & Daehler 
MW 2004).  
 

Stage four:  School-age (six – 12 years) 
Children at this stage need to learn more about structure and instill their own internal structure 
(Clarke & Dawson, 1989). The focus is on understanding the need for rules, the freedom 
associated with appropriate rules, the relevancy of rules, and the values on which rules are based.  
Also, it is during this stage that children acquire a variety of skills (Clarke & Dawson, 1989). 
School-age children display an increasing need to interact and be accepted by peers. Their sense 
of self-worth develops through these interactions. Erickson (1959) labeled this stage "industry 
versus inferiority" and argued that it is critical for children to discover they are competent. 
Erickson stressed the importance of recognition and praise in helping children develop a positive 
self-concept. If, on the other hand, the child's work is regularly discounted and seldom praised, 
the outcome would involve feelings of inferiority. 

School-age children exposed to ongoing high conflict between parents will often display a 
psychological effect such as depression, anxiety, confusion, a loss of self-esteem, anger, 
aggression, fear and withdrawal (Carter & Schecter, 1997). It is not uncommon for children to 
feel that they are responsible for the violence or on-going high conflict. A child's behavior can 
also be negatively affected because children who witness violence or on-going high conflict 
often perceive punishment as love (Jaffe & Geffner, 1998). These children may seek 
punishment/love through behaviors such as lying or stealing. They may become aggressive, 
accident prone, self-destructive or have difficulty concentrating in school.  Conversely, children 
can exhibit perfectionist behavior or display an irrational fear of failure. Many children display 
physical or psychosomatic symptoms of exposure to violence or on-going high conflict. They 
may complain of headaches, stomach-aches or insomnia. 

School-age children from violent or on-going high conflict homes may have difficulty resolving 
conflict with their peers, often acting out the aggression that has been role-modeled for them at 
home (Jaffe et al, 1990). Some studies indicate that externalized behaviors seem to be more 
prevalent in boys than in girls (Copping, 1996; Jaffe et al, 1986b; Jaffe et al, 1990).  
Others suggest that boys and girls are equally at risk (O'Keefe, 1994). There is some evidence to 
suggest that younger boys are more likely to exhibit externalized behaviors than are girls in this 
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age group. Externalized behavior appears to become more common in girls as they get older, 
reaching a peak as they enter adolescence (Coping, 1996).  

Certain family dynamics may inhibit the development of friendships for these children. For 
example, they may avoid bringing friends home for fear of what might occur between the 
parents. They may also fear becoming emotionally close to others for fear they may reveal the 
closely guarded secret of abuse at home. Academic progress may also be affected by exposure to 
family violence (Jaffe, P. Wolfe, DA. & Wilson, SK 1990), in part due to impaired brain 
development (Perry, BD 1999). Children may also experience hyper-arousal, which interferes 
with their ability to concentrate (Mohr, W & Fatuzzo, J 2000), and they may have poor school 
attendance (Wildin, S. Williamson, W & Wilson, G 1991).  
 

Stage five:  Adolescence (13 – 19 years) 
The adolescent stage is a time for youth to establish a strong sense of identity, achieve a clearer 
separation from family and deal with emerging feeling of sexuality. Teenagers develop ideas 
about strengths, weaknesses, goals, occupations, sexual identity and gender roles and will often 
"try on" different identities. By the time children reach adolescence, their cognitive skills and 
internal resources reflect not only their own family dynamics but also outside networks such as 
peer groups and school influences. They develop an awareness of different ways of thinking, 
feeling and acting in the world apart from those to which they have been exposed. 

Given the important development associated with adolescence, it would be expected that inter-
parental violence or high conflict would have a profound effect on adolescent development 
(Hetherington & Anderson, 1998). However, at this stage youth see the violence or high conflict 
at home as the parents’ problem and will often hold the abused parent responsible. 

Adolescents who have grown up in violent or high conflict homes are at risk for recreating the 
abusive relationship they have seen, or through which they have been victimized (Carter & 
Schecter, 1997; Groves, Zuckerman, & Marans, 1993; Suderman, Jaffe & Hastings, 1995). They 
are also particularly vulnerable to destructive behaviours such as drug and alcohol abuse, running 
away from home, becoming suicidal, engaging in criminal activities, and ‘escaping’ into 
pregnancy or an early marriage (Wolfe, Wekerle, Reitzel & Gough, 1995).  
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Trauma and brain development 
Recent studies show that chronic exposure to ongoing family violence may contribute to 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in children. Children’s responses may 
involve acute fear, helplessness, horror, or agitated or disorganized behavior. In addition, the 
violence they have witnessed may be re-experienced through nightmares or cues that remind the 
child of the event – for example, a smell, a certain color of vehicle, or hearing a piece of music.  
The child may also experience persistent symptoms of increased anxiety, such as difficulty 
falling asleep, irritability, outbursts of anger, difficulty concentrating, hyper-vigilance and 
exaggerated startle response (Perry, BD 1996).   

Recent research on trauma suggests that exposure to violence leads to serious chronic 
impairment of brain development for more than 30 per cent of children (Carrion, VG. Weems, 
CF. Ray, R. &Reiss 2002). Trauma in this instance refers to an experience that is emotionally 
painful, distressful or shocking, which often results in lasting mental and physical effects.  
Children living in constant fear who are accustomed to unpredictability and danger develop 
brains that are hyper-vigilant and focused on non-verbal cues related to the threat. “These 
children are in a persisting state of arousal and therefore, experience persisting anxiety.” (Perry, 
BD 1996). Even though this state of arousal may be beneficial to the child during the time of 
danger, it does not help the child when the environment changes. 

Efforts are being made to understand “how the brain responds to threat, how it stores traumatic 
memories and how it is altered by the traumatic experience” (Perry, BD 2000). For example, 
Carrion and colleagues (Carrion, VG. Weems, CF. Ray, R. & Reiss, AL 2002), in a longitudinal 
study of children experiencing post-traumatic stress found that these children had higher cortisol 
(a steroid hormone produced from the adrenal cortex) levels and lower brain volume than healthy 
children of the same age and gender. The children who experienced post-traumatic stress 
suffered significant higher order planning and verbal memory deficits.  When a child is in 
danger, various brain-body and brain-chemical responses are initiated (Perry, BD 2000). Perry 
(2003) explains that the two primary adaptive response patterns to danger are “flight-flight” 
(hyper-arousal) and the “freeze-surrender” (dissociation) continuums. Each of these responses 
triggers a unique combination of neural reactions. Although adults are most likely to respond in a 
“flight-flight” manner, children, especially young children, are more likely to use the “freeze-
surrender” response. If either response is persistent, alterations in the key neural systems 
involved in the stress response takes place. Basically, this chronic activation of stress responses 
“wear out” parts of the body involved in memory, cognition, attention, impulse control, sleep, 
fine motor control and other functions. 
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A child’s typical reaction to parents during 
separation: 
Reprinted with permission, Manitoba Family Services and Housing; Family Conciliation 08/05 For the 
Sake of the Children Program 

Besides the emotional obstacles that parents have to deal with following a separation, 
kids can also fuel the conflict between parents, just by being kids. Here are some tactics 
that children might try. 

Attempting to play one parent against the other  
• Happens with all age groups. 
• Parents communicating helps stop the behaviour. 
• Parents having similar rules helps stop the behaviour. 
• “Stakes” go up as children get older. 

Whether parents live together or apart, kids will try to play one parent against the other. 

This happens at all ages and it’s what kids do. One of the ways to help stop this behavior 
is for parents to communicate with each other about what it is that the child or adolescent 
is doing or asking for. 

When the children are young, the stakes are usually low. The child says, “mommy lets 
me stay up till midnight” or “daddy lets me have smarties in my cheerios!”  If the child 
knows you’re not talking to each other, they believe there’s a better chance they will get 
what they want. If a parent stops, and without reacting negatively about the other parent 
says, “oh really, well I’m going to have to ask your mom/dad about that, but for now, you 
know that bedtime is eight” or “we don’t put smarties in the cheerios.” More than likely, 
the child will know they’ve pushed their luck and will be less likely to try to change the 
rule again.  

Younger kids will want to negotiate things like bedtimes, snacks and treats, TV watching 
(what to watch and how much to watch).  For older kids, the stakes get higher.   

A 15 year-old girl knows her mom and dad don’t talk to each other. She tells her mom 
she is staying at her dad’s for the weekend and then tells her dad she‘s staying at her 
mom’s for the weekend. You’ve probably figured out already that she is not staying with 
either parent.  

No matter what the level of conflict, parents still need to check with each other about 
where their child says they are, where their child actually is, and some way to 
communicate in an emergency. 

One of the ways parents can try to limit the amount of conflict around these issues is by 
having a similar set of basic rules between their two homes. Parents should try to agree 
on important things like homework, bedtimes, how much television is okay, curfews and 
chores. They may find they need a mediator or lawyers to help them communicate. This 
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will help parents work together and make it easier for them to deal with the children. The 
children will have less opportunity to try and play one parent off of the other.  

It is okay if parents have slightly different rules in their own homes. Kids can handle 
different rules in different places, especially when the parents can explain why the rules 
are different. What they can’t handle is parents fighting about those differences.  
 

Trying to tell parents what they want to hear 
• Child wants to say the same thing to both parents. 
• Child tries to please both parents. 
• Child has a fear of hurting both parents. 
• Parents need to check the information the child gives them. 

Often, kids will try to figure out what it is their parents want to hear.  Kids do this to 
please their parents and because they do not want to upset them or hurt their feelings.  
Sometimes kids say the same things to each of their parents, such as, “I want to live with 
you.” Most children do want to live with both of their parents and dream about living 
with their parents together in one home. It is important that parents communicate so they 
know the child is saying the same thing to both of them.  

Children may tell each parent they do not like the other parent or the other parent’s new 
partner, or they may say they don’t want to go back to the other parent’s home.  By doing 
this, children sometimes add to the conflict without realizing it.  If a child senses that one 
parent only wants to hear bad things about the other parent, then that what they will say. 
Encourage positive talk about the other parent by doing it yourself. 
 

Taking on too much responsibility 
• Children cannot assume adult roles. 
• Final decisions must be made by parents. 
• Children’s wishes can be considered. 

Parents should never allow their children – no matter how old they are – to take on the 
responsibility of making decisions about where to live or whether to see a parent.. 
Children often change their minds about things and are not mature enough to know what 
is in their best interests. These are adult decisions.  

If children do have a strong wishes or preferences about the time-sharing or their living 
arrangements, it’s important to listen to them and consider what they have to say. 
However, it’s also important to let them know that it is not their choice and that the 
parents will make decisions on these issues (this may require the help of a mediator, 
lawyers or a judge.) The decision that is made may, in fact, be the very one the child has 
proposed; however, the child has not had to choose between the parents and has been 
kept out of the middle. 
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How to answer your child’s difficult questions  
Adapted with permission from Parenting After Separation in Higher Conflict Situations, Facilitator’s 
Manual, Family Justice Services, Parent Education Program, Saskatchewan   

Why doesn’t mommy/daddy want to see me anymore? 
• Assure the child/ren it is not their fault. 
• Refrain from speaking negatively about the other parent. 
• Check with the rest of the other parent’s family to see if they would like to 

maintain a relationship with the child/ren. You may need to put your own feelings 
on the shelf and concentrate on what your child/ren want. 

 
Do you still love my mommy/daddy? 

• Try not to answer with a simple “no.” Instead, try saying, “I only want good 
things for your mom/dad,” or “I would never want anything bad to happen to your 
mom/dad because I know how much they mean to you and we shared part of our 
life together.” 

• If, in fact, you do still love the other parent and hope for reconciliation, it is best 
to keep this from your child/ren.  This may raise false hopes, or make them feel 
responsible to take care of you, or facilitate the reconciliation. 

 
Your child/ren asks you to buy something and you don’t have the money. 

• It is okay to say, “we can’t afford that right now.” 
• It is not okay to say, “we can’t afford that right now because your mother/father 

won’t/didn’t …” 
• Ensure child/ren they are not to feel responsible for financial burdens. Remember 

if you did not share financial information with your child/ren before the 
separation, don’t share it after. 

 
I want to live with my mom/dad and I’m old enough to decide. 

• There is no legal age which allows child/ren the right to choose with parent they 
wish to live with.  Until they reach age 18, you are responsible for making these 
decisions for them. 

• You can certainly consider the child/ren’s wishes, but the decision-making 
responsibility should remain with the parents, and if you can’t decide – the courts 
will. 

• No matter how cool or mature your child/ren seem, they will feel better knowing 
they do not have to choose between their parents. 

 
 

Your child comes home from the other parent’s home and seems upset. They tell you 
“dad/mom says you waste money, party all the time, and sleep around with anyone 
who will have you.” 

• It is natural to be defensive – take two deep breaths and try saying something like, 
“I’m so sorry you had to hear that, that must have been hard to listen to.  I will 
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contact mom/dad and ask them not to say those things to you. I wish I could say it 
will never happen again, but I can’t promise that.” 

• If the negative remarks from the other parent continue, you may want to talk to 
your child about your situation and ask if is that how they perceive or know you.  
Explain again that the other parent shouldn’t say those things and you’re sorry the 
child had to hear the remarks. 

• Depending on the age of the child, they may have to set their own boundaries with 
the other parent by saying, “I don’t want to talk about mom/dad today.” 

• Children will often ask complex questions about your relationship with the other 
parent. For the most part, all child/ren need to know is they don’t have to worry 
about things that are adult issues. You and the other parent love them and will take 
care of them. It is the parents’ job to protect the child/ren from information and 
conflict they cannot handle or do anything about. 

* Remember, one parent doing the right thing is better that two parents behaving in 
a way that is harmful. 

Positive discipline 
 (Adapted from material Positive Discipline Jane Nelson, 1996 – www.positivediscipline.com) provided 
by YWCA Sheriff King Home 

To find meaning and purpose in life, all people, children included, need to feel 
understood, accepted and affirmed. To accomplish this, children need to be listened to, 
taken seriously and genuinely contribute to the lives of others around them. 

In our society, we often deny children the chance to feel they belong in meaningful ways 
through responsible contributions. We then often complain and criticize them for not 
developing responsibility. With our hectic schedules, or perhaps a lack of understanding, 
we sometimes overlook opportunities for children to develop skills and make valuable 
contributions to family and community life. 

Children do not develop responsibility when parents and teachers are too strict and 
controlling, nor do they develop responsibility when parents and teachers are overly 
permissive.  Children become responsible when they have opportunities to learn in an 
atmosphere of kindness, firmness, dignity and respect. 



Parenting After Separation for Families in High Conflict Participant’s Manual  

CTS0907 (2009/09) 27

“Where did we get 

the crazy idea that in 

order to get children 

to do better, first we 

have to make them 

feel worse?”  

(Nelson 1996) 

The three main approaches to parent-child interactions are: 

Strictness:  “These are the rules by which you must abide and this is the punishment you 
will receive for violating these rules.” Children are not involved in the decision-making 
process. 

Permissiveness:  “There are no rules. I am sure we will love each other and be happy and 
you will be able to choose your own rules later.” 

Positive discipline:  “Together we will decide on rules for our mutual benefit. We will 
also work together on solutions that will be helpful to all concerned when we have 
problems. When I must make judgment calls without your input, I will use firmness, 
dignity and respect.” 

The word discipline comes from “disciple,” which 
means: to teach, lead and guide. The positive discipline 
of children is, therefore, to teach, lead or guide in a 
positive rather than a punishing way.  

It is important to emphasize that eliminating punishment 
does not mean children should be allowed to do whatever 
they want. We need to provide opportunities for children 
to experience a sense of contribution to family and 
community and to develop a sense of responsibility. 
Otherwise, they become dependent recipients who feel 
the only way to achieve belonging and significance is by manipulating other people into 
their service.  When disciplined in a negative manner, some children develop the belief 
that, “I’m not loved unless someone else takes care of me.” Others may develop the 
belief that “it doesn’t matter what I do, it will never be good enough,” which is born from 
an atmosphere of shame and pain. 

Stephen Glenn and Jane Nelson (adapted from material in Positive Discipline for Teenagers, 1999 
www.positivediscipline.com) 

Understanding why children behave the way they do is the first step for parents and 
teachers.  We need to understand why controlling methods, which worked well when we 
were children, are not effective with children today. We need to understand our 
obligation to provide opportunities, which were once provided by circumstance, for 
children to develop responsibility and motivation.   

The ‘positive discipline’ style that takes place in an atmosphere of respect and dignity 
helps children develop feelings of belonging and significance and develop the skills of 
responsibility, self-discipline and capability. 
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Jane Nelson spells out the four R’s (consequences) of a punishment approach to 
discipline: 

Resentment – leading to a lack of trust or adults. 

Revenge – getting even because it’s always a win-lose situation. 

Rebellion – “I’ll do it my way (opposite to how you want me to do it).” 

Retreat – demonstrated through sneakiness and/or low self esteem. 

Another important concept from the ‘positive discipline’ approach is the four main 
mistaken goals of behavior: 

Undue attention – “I belong only when I have your attention.” 

Power – “I belong only when I’m winning or in charge, or at least when I don’t let you 
win.” 

Revenge – “It hurts that I don’t belong, but at least I can hurt back.” 

Assumed inadequacy – “I give up.  It is impossible to belong.” 

If parents are addressing the overt behavior of the child and not seeing the message 
hidden behind the behavior, then the behavior and the beliefs of the child tend to be 
reinforced.  

It is important to always look for the mistaken goal behind the behavior and provide the 
child with the positive parenting he or she really needs. 

Children must believe they: 
• are capable; 
• contribute in meaningful ways and are genuinely needed; 
• can influence what happens to them; 
• have the ability to understand their emotions and use that understanding to 

develop self-discipline and self-control; 
• have the ability to respond to the limits and consequences of everyday life 

through responsibility, adaptability, flexibility, and integrity; and 
• have the ability to use their knowledge to evaluate situations according to 

appropriate values. 
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In this section: 
• What is a boundary? 

• Scenarios 

• Amy exercise 

• Raging bully exercise 
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Section four - Renegotiating boundaries and skill 
development 
 

What is a boundary? 
If someone asked you to eat a spider, live frog or pickled mouse, would you? Your answer 
demonstrates a personal boundary. 

“A boundary is the invisible line between what you will or won’t do, what you are comfortable 
with and what you will not tolerate. Boundaries are the unwritten rules about what issues you 
will talk about and the questions you will answer. Boundaries are very personal and unique to 
each person. What is acceptable physically, psychologically and spiritually to one person may 
not be to another.”   

Adapted with permission from Peter K. Gerlach, MSW, Stepfamily in Formation www.sfhelp.org 

Think of behaviour in a child or another adult that causes you to feel and act strongly, such as 
rudeness, selfishness, crudity, unwanted touching, prying, loudness, repeated interruptions, or 
lying. Everyone has an inner "rule book" of behaviours that they will and won't tolerate from 
certain people or from anyone. Your behaviour and tolerance help define who you are and 
identify you as a unique person. The lines between what you will and will not tolerate will define 
your boundaries. 

You and your ex-partner were once emotionally and physically intimate.  You likely trusted him 
or her to respect your dignity, safety, fears, and values and to honour your boundaries. Years of 
being in a trusting relationship fosters the belief and expectation that, "I deserve to be inside your 
boundaries; you should allow me to behave in ways that you won't tolerate from other people."   

When one or both of you decided to separate psychologically and physically, your respective 
boundaries shifted. Walls may go up and the privilege of physical and emotional intimacy is 
withdrawn - often with sadness, anger, bitterness, or indifference. This may be an indication that 
your relationship is over. 

But it's not over if you have children together. One inescapable divorce task you both face is to 
clarify and accept each other's new boundaries, as you move from lovers to divorced co-parents. 
Another important task is dealing with the loss of trust and intimacy that you each once granted 
the other. 

Unbalanced or disrespected boundaries cause anxiety, suspicion and anger. Boundaries can be 
tangible, such as phone calls or mail, or intangible, such as thoughts, beliefs, personal space and 
emotions. 
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Conflict can arise when personal boundaries are not communicated or respected by another 
person. When this occurs, the following issues need to be considered: 

• What are your boundaries?  
• Which behaviours will you tolerate and which will you not? 
• How can you approach the other person about boundaries? 
• How will you communicate your concerns?   
• What might happen if and when you do?   
• Are there safety concerns? 
• What will you do if the other person doesn’t behave as you expect, or doesn’t follow your 

agreement?   
• What do you have control over?   
• Can you make the other person change? 

 
With your ex-partner, discuss what will happen if the boundaries are disrespected. Is there any 
time or reason that either of you would not be able to keep this agreement? Make arrangements 
for the exceptions. If you cannot reach an agreement, you have three choices: 

• Keep dealing with things as you are; 
• Seek outside help such as mediation or collaborative law; or 
• Ask the court to make decisions for you. 

 

Scenario one – the arena incident 
Henry’s parents have been separated for two years. Henry’s mom and her new partner came to 
the last hockey game. Henry’s father did not know they would be there. Usually, only his mom 
comes to the games, but this time, his father brought Henry to the game because Henry was with 
him this weekend. 

Mom and her new partner, Joseph, went into the locker room after the game to say 
congratulations to Henry. The father, mother and new partner exchanged some snide comments 
in front of the other children and parents. 

The parents never discussed who would attend events, how things should go it they both attended 
events, who would help or take care of the child, or if any other people, such as new partners and 
extended family, could attend events. 

(Cont’d on next page.)
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Henry’s father calls the mother that evening.   

First conversation: 
Father:  “What do you think you’re doing? I never want to see that jerk at my son’s hockey 
game again or you’ll be sorry. Don’t bring him there again.” 

Mother:  “You can’t tell me what to do. This is a free country. Besides, Henry loves it when 
Joseph is there. It’s you problem, not our’s.” 

Father:  “Bull. Henry doesn’t even like this guy. You should hear what he says about him. 
You’re forcing him down the kid’s throat.”  

Mother:  “You’re the one who causes all of the problems. Can’t you just leave us alone? You’re 
the one who’s hurting Henry.” 

Father:  “You always just think of yourself. You left and now you think I’ll sit back and watch 
him take over my son. Forget it. You’ve messed up the kids. This is all your fault and you need 
to take the blame for once.” 

 
Second conversation: 
Father:  “It still really bothers me to see Joseph at the hockey games. Because it is my weekend 
with Henry, I would like that time with him. Can you stay away from games when Henry is with 
me?”  

Mother:  “Fine. It’s not what I want, but I can live with it.”  

 

Third conversation: 
Father:  “It still really bothers me to see Joseph at the hockey games. Because it is my weekend 
with Henry, I would like that time with him. Can you stay away from games when Henry is with 
me?” 

Mother:  “No, too bad. This is your problem and we’re going to be at the games.”  

Father:  “Whatever, can we at least agree that whoever brings Henry to the game goes into the 
dressing room with him, and the other stays out?”  

Mother:  “Fine, it’s not what I want, but I can live with it.”   

 

Fourth conversation: 
Father:  “It still really bothers me to see Joseph at the hockey games. Because it is my weekend 
with Henry, I would like that time with him. Can you stay away from games when Henry is with 
me?” 

Mother:  “No, too bad. This is your problem and we’re going to be at the games.”  

Father:  “Whatever, can we at least agree that whoever brings Henry to the game goes into the 
dressing room with him, and the other stays out?” 
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Mother:  “Fine, it’s not what I want, but I can live with it, except during playoffs when my 
parents come to the games.”  

Father:  “Fine, your parents can come into the dressing room if they like or stand outside and 
wish him luck. If you have to be there, fine, but I don’t want you or Joseph coming into the 
dressing room.”  

 
Fifth conversation: 
Father:  “It still really bothers me to see Joseph at the hockey games. Because it is my weekend 
with Henry, I would like that time with him. Can you stay away from games when Henry is with 
me?” 

Mother:  “No, too bad. This is your problem and we’re going to be at the games.”  

Father:  “Whatever, can we at least agree that whoever brings Henry to the game goes into the 
dressing room with him, and the other stays out?” 

Mother:  “Forget it. You have been controlling me all my life. I won’t stand for it anymore. This 
is about you – not Henry and not me. You just try to keep me away from my son. Not a chance. 
Live with it. I will be there every game and so will Joseph.”  

 

Scenario two – telephone calls 
A child’s father calls her mother at work and at home three-five times each day.  Sometimes it 
doesn’t bother the mother, but lately it is getting irritating. She has several concerns: her 
employer is getting angry because the father is phoning her at work several times a day, the 
father has recently started calling during suppertime and late in the evening, and she just wants to 
move on. 

 

Scenario three – extracurricular activities 
A divorced mother and father have a shared parenting plan. They spend about the same amount 
of time with the children. The father believes it is important that the two oldest children continue 
to take dance lessons because they have done so for the past four years. The youngest child is 
five years old and wants to start a swimming program. The father supports her interest. The 
mother wants the youngest child to dance like her older siblings so that the children can attend 
the same academy – they can get a family rate on the costs and classes can be coordinated.  The 
mother registers all of the children in dance and calls the father to tell him how much money he 
owes her.  
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Looking at scenarios one, two and three, if you were in these situations:  

• What would your boundaries be?  
• Which behaviours would you tolerate and which would you not? 
• How could you approach the other person about boundaries? 
• How would you communicate your concerns?   
• What might happen if and when you did?   
• Are there safety concerns? 
• What would you do if the other person didn’t behave as you expected, or didn’t follow 

your agreement?   
• What do you have control over?   
• Could you make the other person change? 

 

With your ex-partner, discuss what will happen if the boundaries are disrespected. Is there any 
time or reason that either of you would not be able to keep this agreement? Make arrangements 
for the exceptions. If you cannot reach an agreement, you have three choices: 

• Keep dealing with things as you are; 
• Seek outside help such as mediation or collaborative law; or 
• Ask the court to make decisions for you. 
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Amy exercise 
Printed with Permission - Ross, Julie A., and Corcoran, Judy, Joint Custody with a Jerk 1996, St. Martin’s Press 

Nine-year-old Amy calls her mom, Jane, at 7:30 on a Saturday night, crying because her father 
won’t let her watch television and has told her that she must go to bed in half an hour. 

“I was just about to leave to see a movie when the phone rang. It was Amy, crying hysterically. 
She was begging to come home because her dad wanted her to go to bed and wouldn’t let her 
watch her favorite TV show. Why does he have to put her to bed so early? Anyway, Amy kept 
crying and crying.  By the time she calmed down, it was too late for my movie. I was angry and 
exhausted and my night was shot!” 

• Whose problem is it and why? 
• What should the solution be? 
• Did you answer the questions in this scenario differently than in the ‘Packing scenario’ 

because of information you heard in this seminar? 
• What information was most helpful? 
• Will you do something differently as a result of information you learned in this course? 
 

Raging bully exercise 
“Nicole called me crying hysterically the other night after another one of her mother’s rages.  
This one was about Nicole’s room.  Her mother threatened to throw away all of her toys if they 
weren’t neatly put away. She called Nicole a slob and a pig. I know it’s not really the words that 
are the problem, it’s the way this woman can spit venom that’s so frightening. I was at the end of 
her screaming for many years, so when Nicole calls and begs me to do something about her 
mom, I feel so helpless. What can I do?  Her mom needs professional help but refuses to see 
that.” 

• Whose problem is it and why? 
• What should the solution be? 
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Tips for successful communication 
• Communicate in writing. 

• Speak respectfully. 

• Listen respectfully. 

• Be brief. 

• Choose a good time for both of you. 

• Do not attempt to communicate when you are angry. 

• Take notes if it helps you listen and remember.  

• Don’t interrupt. 

• Watch your body language and facial expression. 

• Do not argue in front of the children. 

• Stay in the present tense. 

• Discuss one issue at a time. 

• Stick to the important issues. 

• Give compliments – not just complaints. 

• Take turns speaking and listening. 

• Offer to give or ask for time to consider a response (not more than 24 hours). 

 



Parenting  After Separation for Families in High Conflict Participant’s Manual   

CTS0907 (2009/09)                                                          
  

37

 
 

SECTION FIVE 
 
 

PARENTING PLANS FOR  
HIGH CONFLICT FAMILIES 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section: 
• Parallel parenting 

• Monitored exchanges 

• Supervised time 

• Decision making and critical issues for developing parenting plans and court orders 

• Dispute resolution 

• Model of a parenting plan order 
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 Printed with Permission Lynn Johnston 

 

Section five - Parenting plan for high conflict 
families 
High-conflict families benefit from a very structured parenting plan that details drop-off 
and pick-up dates, times and locations. Holiday plans, attendance at events and means of 
communication must be very clearly laid out in the parenting plan. The goal of a 
parenting plan for a high-conflict family is disengagement. Parallel parenting minimizes 
contact and conflict. 

Some research shows half to two-thirds of all divorcing families experience some level of 
abuse around time of separation. Violence is never acceptable; however, continual 
contact in some form, between parents is often unavoidable. The parenting plan should 
address time with the children in families where there has been abuse. Each family’s 
circumstances should be assessed to ensure safety of all members. 

Parallel parenting  
Psychologists describe young children who play next to each other but interact little with 
each other to be in ‘parallel play.’ In the same way, people who parent their children at 
different times, but who have little or no direct interaction, are engaged in ‘parallel 
parenting.’ This occurs when they engage in the same task, as long as they have little or 
no contact with one another. 

Much of what is written about divorce focuses on co-parenting. Co-parenting is when 
parents communicate and work with one another to raise the children in a cooperative 
way. High-conflict families often have difficulty with this because each parent usually 
thinks his/her style is the only way to parent and is critical of the other. Interactions 
between these parents sometimes stimulates conflict and reduces benefits to the children. 
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The goal of parallel parenting is to reduce the level of conflict and make sure that one or 
both parents accomplish the tasks of parenting. It is important for parents to specify 
which parent is responsible for which parenting tasks. Parents need to develop a plan to 
identify how each parent will participate in the child's extracurricular activities, help with 
school, take care of medical needs, etc. Plans are developed to ensure parents 
communicate with each other with less conflict. Fax, e-mail or third party communication 
may be used when the conflict is high. Each parent is encouraged to develop his/her 
separate routine and structure.  

Parents need to disengage and then learn to work together on things such as developing a 
schedule of the child's activities. A mediator can facilitate the process of parallel 
parenting and help parents to disengage from conflict. Together, they can develop 
routines for the child and help coordinate a similar routine in each household, schedule 
times for calls between children and the other parent, and assist each in doing those tasks 
that each parent does best. With this process there are no winners or losers, and the child 
benefits from the separate interaction with both parents, reducing the extent children are 
exposed to conflict. Once the parallel parenting plan is in place, parents can detach from 
one another and reduce the intensity of their conflict. 

High conflict families need a parenting plan that: 
• is very detailed;  
• provides for the physical needs, safety and care of the children;  
• maintains the children's emotional stability; 
• specifies a day-to-day and holiday schedule; 
• doesn't assume or expect flexibility. Flexibility can be a breeding ground for new 

conflict; 
• clearly states each parent’s responsibilities, decision making powers, and 

expectations; 
• specifies how disputes will be resolved; and 
• provides for the safety of a spouse, if necessary. 
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Monitored Exchanges 
Another intervention that is sometimes necessary is a supervised transfer of the children. This 
type of exchange or transfer occurs when there is no threat of danger to the children but the threat 
of a violent or confrontational episode exists between the parents. In these circumstances, a third 
party should transport the children. 

Third party transport is necessary: 
• If the risk of violence is exists. The exchanges may be scheduled at a neutral site 

or with a trusted family member.  
• When the risk of violence is low but the risk of turmoil between parents is high. It 

may be best to schedule exchanges without the parents’ involvement. For 
example; one parent drops the child off at school/daycare and the other parent 
picks the child up. This is also necessary when one parent is likely to sabotage or 
interfere with the other parents’ time. 

• When there is a need to monitor mental or physical status such as mental or 
substance abuse issues prior to parent-child contact.  

 
It is important to note that, although they may reduce the conflict, these structures are not 
a solution to the problems. A child may still be caught up in the dynamics of the conflict. 
This can be damaging to his/her development. Bringing an end to the conflict is essential. 
Information adapted with permission from “Working with High Conflict Families” Written by Mitchell A. 
Baris, Christine A. Coates et al.; Jason Aronson Inc., publisher 

Supervised time 
Time with both parents is a child’s right. Regular contact with both parents is considered 
very important as it maintains the emotional bond despite the separation of the parents. 
This access is seldom officially denied; however, in exceptional circumstances (alcohol 
or drug abuse, physical/sexual/emotional abuse and/or neglect), the Court may deny or 
place conditions upon access. These conditions may include shortened or supervised 
access.  

Generally, a parent has no right to interfere with the other parent's time with the children, 
unless permitted by a court order. Court orders can be changed over time depending on 
circumstances.  

The psychological and physical safety of children must always be ensured. If a parent 
poses a risk of physical harm to the child, due to such things as poor impulse control or 
poor parental judgment, then the presence of a responsible adult during parent-child 
contact may be necessary. There will be instances when professionally supervised contact 
cannot protect the child from further trauma.  When there is real danger to the children, in 
the form of violence, emotional abuse, or threat of abduction, supervised or limited time 
will likely be necessary until factors that contributed to the abuse have been dealt with by 
police, child welfare, therapy, etc. 
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The purpose of supervised time is to protect the child from physical and/or psychological 
harm while preserving the parent-child relationship. Supervised time may occur when: 

• It is seen as a short-term situation until an identified problem is corrected. 
• It can be provided by another family member, a friend with whom the child feels 

safe, an agency, or a professional supervisor. 
• It is necessary to protect against partner-abuse situations, manipulation, or 

inappropriate questioning of children. 
• There is a danger of false allegations about a parent’s behaviour. 
• If a child refuses to spend time with a parent. 
• There are concerns about a parents’ ability to adequately care for a child due to 

mental illness, substance abuse or inexperience. 
• A parent has had minimal prior contact with the child. 
• There is a threat of abduction. 
 

Note:  Not all supervised requires the same level of vigilance.  
Information adapted with permission from “Working with High Conflict Families” Written by Mitchell A. 
Baris, Christine A. Coates et al.; Jason Aronson Inc publisher 
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Introduction 
Preamble 
Family breakup and divorce is a potentially disorganizing and very challenging event in the lives of 
children and parents. This is more profoundly so in families where parents are in high conflict or 
have the potential to become embroiled in intense disagreements regarding the subsequent parenting 
of their children. To limit the impact of the conflict on the children, it is critical to consider many 
issues in the development of the parenting plans and agreements that will subsequently govern the 
responsibilities exercised by parents in the raising of their children.   

Generally, the paramount guideline is to vary the specificity used in parenting plans depending on 
factors, such as:  

• Level of conflict – as conflict increases and parents cannot effectively communicate, more 
issues need to be anticipated and addressed in the parenting plan and more specificity is 
required about each individual issue. 

• Age of child – parenting plans regarding preadolescent children often require more 
specificity than do those affecting adolescent children. 

 
In high conflict families, the essential goal is often to develop parallel parenting times so parents do 
not have to negotiate, work out details, or place the child in the middle of their conflict. Such 
arrangements create a more peaceful environment for the child who can, in turn, devote energies to 
learning, playing, relating to family and friends. Children should not have to monitor their parents’ 
reactions or worry about the possibility that parents might interact in a negative, hostile, or even 
physically aggressive manner. When interation is avoided, the child can also then surrender the 
tasks of pacifying parents, telling each what he or she wishes to hear, and/or taking over 
responsibilities for emotional nurturance and caretaking.  

In a general sense, parents need to remember that children are constantly developing and changing 
and that as they get older, they can have increasing input into decisions that concern them. This 
begins when they are very young and make such simple choices as to what cereal to eat for 
breakfast or what socks to wear.  

In families where parents do not live together, some young children might make decisions about 
what toys or items of clothing they take between homes. By the age of seven or eight years, they 
may be able to contribute to such decisions as birthday party planning and choice of extracurricular 
activities within specified parameters, such as time or financial budgets.  

By the teenage years, when most children have achieved more mature thought and can consider the 
options and the consequences of their actions, they might have major input into the structure of their 
living arrangements. Having said this, there are no firm guidelines about the ages at which children 
are capable of these significant decisions and parents must be sure to not over-empower children in 
the decision-making process. To do so prematurely puts them in the stressful position of having to 
choose between the two most important people in their lives.  

Given these considerations, it is clear that any parenting plan should be a living document that 
adapts to the children’s ages and capacities. Consequently, parents will need to establish a way to 
have some ongoing dialogue throughout the children’s growing years so appropriate adaptations to 
parenting plans can be made. 
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Basic definitions 
In many parenting plans and court orders today, parents share guardianship of their children. This 
generally means that both parents legally have input into the major decisions about the children’s 
lives, such as education, religion, medical care, extracurricular activities, relationships with 
extended family members and friends, and travel opportunities. Even in high conflict situations, 
joint responsibility is often the norm. Also, parents usually share parenting time for their children 
using various previously agreed upon schedules. During each person’s parenting time, that parent 
normally makes the day-to-day parenting decisions regarding the child.  

Parents also need to distinguish among parenting styles, preferences and safety issues. A parenting 
style is essentially the routine approach a parent uses in interacting with, managing the demands of, 
and disciplining, a child. Most parents have a strong preference in parenting styles and believe their 
style is best for the child. A child’s parents may differ in their beliefs and styles of parenting. This is 
okay as there is no one right way to parent. Children can usually adapt to differences in parenting 
styles between the two homes. For example, a child will not be irreparably harmed if he or she has 
regular formal meals at a table or eats more informally. Differences in such expectations and 
routines become problematic when they affect the child’s daily functioning. Safety issues are non-
negotiable, given that a child may be at risk for harm or neglect.  

It is not uncommon to find parenting plans and formal court orders for shared parenting with joint 
decision making in high-conflict families. Such arrangements emphasize the need for increased 
specificity in the orders and parenting plans so as to eliminate points of contention and conflict.   

Use of this guide 
This document is intended to be a guide for parents who are in the process of establishing parenting 
plans. It reviews a number of critical issues for consideration as parents begin to make parenting 
plans that truly address their children’s needs. Personal review of these issues is important prior to 
entry into negotiations, but this guide might also be used during the negotiation process. Use of the 
guide is likely to be of particular value in families where parents are in high conflict over the 
parenting arrangements for their children. Also, portions of the guide may be a useful reference 
when parents are in the process of revising a parenting plan developed when their children were 
younger. 

Although this guide does not address the negotiation of child support arrangements, given that legal 
guidelines for these determinations exist, some of the issues discussed below may have an impact 
on the monetary arrangements that exist between parents.  

Who developed this guide 
This guide was developed through the close collaboration of various professionals –  psychologists, 
counselors, lawyers, and mediators – who have extensive experience in supporting children and 
families in the aftermath of family separation. Educators, physicians, parents, and others who had 
first-hand experience with separating families were also consulted.  
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Parenting schedules 
Parents have many options when they develop day-to-day parenting schedules for their children.  In 
this process, parents may want to consider:  

• Parents’ availability and reliability. 
• Employment schedules.   
• Ages and developmental needs of the children. 
• School schedules. 
• Proximity of parents’ homes to each other and to school, child care providers, and 

extracurricular activities. 
• Communication level between the parents. 
• Children’s capacities to manage change.  
• Limitating transitions to minimize stress on the children. 
• The family’s ability to alter arrangements without generating conflict. 
• Setting predictable transfer days and parenting times so both parents and children can make 

plans. 
 

There will likely be a need to evolve and change parenting plans as children grow and family 
circumstances change. Parents need to make sure they understand the terms they are using in the 
negotiating process. For example, many confuse a co-parenting plan with a parallel parenting plan. 
The first requires continuous, open, and flexible communication between parents. Parents verbally 
negotiate ongoing changes to their plan as required. In a parallel parenting situation, a detailed 
parenting plan is in place that entails minimal contact and communication between parents. The 
plan is rigid and changes, if any, are effected through a formal negotiation process. 

Common examples of parenting schedules   
Parents can structure their day-to-day parenting schedules in many ways and do not need to be 
bound by traditional arrangements. In the past, children typically only “visited” their fathers every 
second weekend, thereby limiting children’s opportunities to be raised by both parents. Although 
some parents still choose to implement such a plan, many other options exist that allow parents to 
share parenting responsibilities and opportunities, with scheduling patterns often revolving around a 
14-day repeating schedule. Some possibilities include: 

• Alternating block times on a weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly basis. 
• Nine-day/five-day schedules, with or without contact in the nine-day stretch. The five-day 

parenting period often extends from Thursday to Tuesday, or Thursday to Monday if a mid-
week contact is planned.  

• Three weekends of parenting by one parent a month with the child spending the remainder 
of the time with the other parent. 

• Two, two, five, five-day schedule (2-2-5-5) –  parenting times alternate through Monday and 
Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, Friday to Tuesday, Wednesday to Sunday – This 
schedule allows for both weekday and weekend parenting periods for each parent, 
eliminating longer absences of the child from either parent that may be particularly  
problematic for younger children. 

 
Schedules that follow predictable work shifts for parents, for example, firefighters, police officers, 
and nurses may have schedules that are known for weeks or months in advance. 
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Later variations in parenting schedules 
When developing a parenting plan, parents should consider the possibility that plans may need to be 
later or changed.  For example, teenagers may wish to vary their childhood schedules as social, 
employment, and school factors shift.  Also, families may relocate for a number of reasons. Such 
adaptations may be more manageable if parents consider this possibility in the planning stages.  

Communication 
Regardless of whether families are intact or separated, all parents must communicate with each 
other about their children. In high-conflict families, such communication is often difficult and may 
inflame the conflict rather than settle it.  Consequently, it is often desirable to limit communication 
between parents as much as possible. Even so, and despite the use of sufficiently detailed parenting 
plans, some communication is usually necessary and may be optimally structured by considering 
the following issues. 

Types of information that can be exchanged directly between parents without the presence of a third 
party, such as in mediation or another process of alternate dispute resolution include: 

• Medical emergencies, such as emergency visits or admissions to hospital. 
• Significant medical or dental issues, medications or referrals to specialists. 
• Significant issues with the child’s behaviour or discipline, such as police involvement with 

the child or the disappearance of the child. 
• New and significant school issues, such as referral to special programming, truancy or 

suspensions. 
• Minor adjustments in plans, excepting when the adjustment becomes a point of contention 

between parents. 

Types of information not to be exchanged or discussed directly between parents without the 
presence of a third party, such as in mediation or another process of alternate dispute resolution 
include: 

• Major changes in parenting plans. 
• Criticism of the other parent’s parenting style and parenting decisions. 
• Issues from the Past Marital Relationship 

Frequency of direct information exchange between parents 
• Does the parenting plan need to specify that parents are to communicate directly only in 

emergency situations? 
• Are parents able to communicate directly about more than the critical information outlined 

above without the involvement of a third party?   
• Can parents work towards scheduling a regular time for communication, such as once a 

month or once weekly? 
• How should a parent respond if the other parent is communicating too often, such as daily or 

many times during a single day? 
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Communication methods 
• How do parents plan to exchange information? In person? By phone, letter or e-mail?  
• Is e-mail the preferred method of communication, given that it allows for a written record 

that shows the time of the message and the identity of the sender? 
• Is voice mail, text messaging, and caller ID  acceptable if agreed to by both parents? 
• Do parents need to consider having communications copied to neutral parties on each side to 

reduce the negativity in them? 
• If the use of e-mail is the established mode of preferred communication, when will a 

telephone call be acceptable? 
• Is face-to-face discussion between parents acceptable, or can parents eliminate this 

possibility if they establish transfer protocols that do not permit any physical proximity 
between them, except perhaps in situations that involve very young children?  

• If face-to-face communication is planned, what steps can parents take to ensure the child 
witnesses only civil and matter-of-fact communication between parents, rather that spiteful 
and negative exchanges that impact the child negatively? 

Time frames for responding to communications from the other parent 
Excepting emergency communication by telephone, do parents need to specify the amount of time 
allowed to reply to a communication, such as 24 hours or 48 hours?  This may depend on various 
factors, such as the frequency with which parents access their messaging systems. 

Educational issues 
• Who decides what school the child will attend? 
• Under what name will the child be registered? 
• What last name will the child use on a daily basis in the classroom? 
• Who will complete the yearly registration forms? 
• Who designates the people to be contacted in the case of an emergency? 
• Is the school to contact the other parent first in the case of an emergency? 
• How will double registrations be avoided? 
• Under what conditions will a change in schools be warranted? 
• If the children must change schools, how will parents divide responsibilities for enrollment 

and cost?  

Parents often have differing ideas about the importance of various aspects of the school experience. 
Children may not do as well when parents do not equal support certain aspects of their education. It 
is important for parents to specify a common statement of values regarding educational issues, such 
as: 

• The need to attend neighbourhood or local school. 
• The need to attend school on a daily basis or the acceptance of absences for holidays and 

other activities. 
• required amount of daily homework expected, such as none or a minimal or significant 

amount 
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Costs 
• Who pays the basic school fees? 
• Who pays extra costs? Examples include:  

• materials – calculators, books, lost books, supplies; 
• field trips; 
• pizza days; 
• gym clothes and sports equipment. 

• Who pays for lost or broken belongings? 

Transportation 
• Where will the bus pick-up and drop-off the children? 
• Who pays for transportation costs?  
• Who, besides the parents, is allowed to pick up or drop off the child? For example:  

grandmother, new partner, nanny, neighbour, parent of child’s friend? 

Special educational needs 
• Who consents for assessment procedures? e.g. psychology, occupational therapy, physical 

therapy, speech therapy. 
• Who contributes to developing the Individual Program Plan (IPP) and who has the authority 

to sign it? 
• Who consents to placement in a special class, program, or school and does the short or long-

term nature of the placement alter this? 
• What mechanism will be used if parents disagree about the assessments and/or 

interventions? 
• Who pays for the fees and extra transportation costs of such programming? 
• Who decides if the child needs extra services such as tutoring, and who takes the child to 

these sessions and pays for them? 

Changeovers in parenting times 
• What is the exact time of day that the transfer of parenting responsibility occurs?  
• Which parent is responsible during the child’s school day on a transfer day? 
• Who is to be called if the child is ill, hurt, or otherwise must leave school on a transfer day? 
• Who is responsible for providing care on a professional day, early dismissal day, or day 

during which school is cancelled? 
• Can the parent who is not the designated parent on a particular school day take the child out 

of school to attend appointments and who books such appointments? 
• Can the parent who is not the designated parent on a particular school day take the child out 

for lunch or come to the school to eat lunch with the child on school property? 
• Can either parent take the children out of school early or return them late from weekends or 

holiday periods? 
• Is there a designated maximum amount of time that children can miss school for such 

optional activities as holiday travel? 
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Transfers of materials 
• How are transfers of clothing and materials to be handled between homes during 

changeovers from one parent to the other?  
• Should the child take only school materials along if the transfer is to occur at school, and 

how should other belongings be transferred? 
• What happens if needed possessions are forgotten in one home and must be retrieved after 

the child has transferred to other parent’s care? 

Children with organizational difficulties  
• What special considerations may be needed to manage issues such as homework, 

assignments and projects, notices and materials? 
• Do arrangements need to be made to allow the child to e-mail work projects to a home 

account to permit continued work on them and to make sure they don’t get lost or misplaced 
between school and either of their homes? 

Communication between home and school 
• Who receives and signs the report card, school newsletter and other notices?   
• Are duplicate copies of notices and newsletters available for both parents? 
• Does each parent assume responsibility for making arrangements with the school to receive 

copies of such information or is one parent responsible for making copies of all of this 
information for the other? Note: the first alternative may be the better option in high-conflict 
situations. 

• How will school picture or book orders be managed? 
• What happens when information is sent to one parent that must be followed up by the other 

during their parenting time, such as snack day or pyjama day? Can these matters be solved 
in early school years if each parent obtains a copy of the monthly activity calendar? 

Parent-teacher interviews 
• Will parents attend parent-interviews together or can they book two separate interviews, or 

alternate in attending parent-teacher interviews? 
• Can a parent bring a new partner, neighbour, relative, or friend to the parent-teacher 

interviews? 
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Parent participation in school activities 
• Can both parents volunteer at school? 
• During what activities can parents volunteer?  e.g. classroom, field trips, library duties. 
• Can a parent volunteer during the other parent’s parenting time? 
• Are parents allowed to be on the school property at times other than their parenting times? 

Are they allowed to wait in the hallways, look in windows, etc.? 
• Are both parents allowed to be on school property at the same time? 
• What happens if both parents arrive at the school and conflict erupts? Should police be 

involved?  
• Can new partners, friends and extended family members attend school events, such as 

concerts? 
• If the number of attendees is limited, who picks the people that can attend the event? 
• When both parents are attending an activity, such as a school concert, do they need to agree 

ahead of time about where each will sit, who will bring and take the child home, and the 
nature of contact between all parties so that the child does not have to choose one parent 
over the other? 

Provision of the court order to the school    

• What procedures will be put in place to ensure the school setting has the most recent court 
order? Will one parent be responsible for this task? 

• Should the school be provided only with the portion of the court order that pertains to that 
setting rather than the whole order, given the personal and private nature of some of the 
information it contains?  If so, how will this be achieved?  

 
Exchanges/transfers outside of the school setting 
While many families opt to have the majority of exchanges and transfers of the children between 
the parents take place at school, others schedule transfers in alternate settings. regardless of transfer 
arrangements, non-school transfers are needed during holiday periods, in families where children 
are not in school, and in families where schools have banned transfers in that setting because of  
animosity between or inappropriate behaviors of the parents.  

General considerations 
When younger children are involved, there is generally more need for contact between parents 
during transfers. At all times, the child’s physical safety is critical. It is also vital that children are 
protected from snide remarks, arguments, or physical interchanges that can occur when children are 
transferring from one parent to the other. During transfer, dropping the child off may be preferable 
to picking him or her up, as it can eliminate unnecessary waiting periods at the curb while a child 
gets ready to leave. 

The child’s age is a primary consideration in establishing immediate and longer-term plans for the 
management of transfers of children between parents.   

• Is there any need for direct contact between parents except for the very young child? Infants 
may need to be transferred from one parent’s arms to those of the other parent but as 
children get older, they may be able to cross a threshold, walk up steps, or walk up a front 
pathway on their own. 
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• If a child is a toddler or preschooler, can the parent pass the child’s hand from one parent to 
the other at the door? 

• If the child is of school age, can he or she walk up the sidewalk alone while the parent 
remains in a vehicle at the curb? 

• What parameters are necessary regarding the acceptable degree of each parent’s physical 
entry into the other parents home? For example, parents may need to stay in a vehicle or 
stand on the curb, sidewalk or bottom step. Maybe they can stand one step inside the home if 
the weather is cold. 

• Does the parent who is dropping off the child need to call the other parent so the receiving 
parent can be waiting at the door to greet the child? 

• Who can accompany a parent when he or she is dropping off or picking up a child? 
• If another person plans on accompanying a parent during the transfer, can this person be a 

new partner of one of the parents, given the inflammatory effect this may have on the 
receiving parent and its potential to significantly increase the stress experienced by the 
child? 

• When a child must walk to a door alone, does the receiving parent need to signal the other 
waiting on the curb or in a vehicle that the child has entered the home and is safe before the 
other parent departs? 

Transfers in neutral locations 
• If the child cannot be transferred directly between the parent’s homes, what neutral location 

might provide for the physical safety of the child while preventing direct contact between 
parents? For example, transfer of the child at school, daycare, or a mutual friend’s house. 

• Can an older child or adolescent safely take public transit between his or her two homes as a 
way to eliminate direct and upsetting contact between parents? 

Transfers handled by a third party 
• Is a third party required to physically transfer or supervise the exchange of the child? 
• Who is acceptable to both parents and known to the child? 
• Can this person maintain a sufficiently neutral stance so as to limit the child’s confusion and 

stress? 

Setting the time of transfer 
• Given the child’s natural patterns and activity schedule, is a morning, afternoon, or evening 

transfer likely to be the easiest transition for the child? 
• Does the returning parent need to ensure the child has a meal or snack just prior to the 

transfer so that the child is less irritable during the transfer? 
• Is the transfer set at a time that permits the child to relax and settle into routines before he or 

she must undertake such basic tasks as homework or getting reading for bed? 
• If the child returns to the other parent on an evening prior to a school day, which parent has 

the responsibility for ensuring the child’s homework is completed? 
• Can parents agree to return the child in a rested and not over-stimulated state to the other 

parent? 
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Parental behavior and communication during exchanges 
During transfers in high-conflict situations, parents should not discuss any “business” over the 
child’s head. Such discussion should be structured as outlined in the portion of the parenting plan 
that specifies how issues are to be discussed and resolved. 

• Can the parents communicate at all?  
• Should comments be limited to notifying the receiving parent of issues such as illness, 

special school days and other activities? 
• What words should be used to say good-bye and greet the child so that the child does not 

feel pressured or constrained? For example, if a child is so attuned to the animosity and 
conflict between the parents that he or she will not hug or kiss a parent in the presence of the 
other, a different greeting may be necessary. 

• Are parents able to tell the child to have a good time when they are leaving, so that the child 
has permission to enjoy time with the other parent? 

• Do both parents need to institute rituals that ease the child’s transition between homes, such 
as having a snack, reading a special story, packing a special stuffed animal, or exchanging a 
hug prior to saying goodbye? 

• Can parents say good-bye to the child and leave promptly so that the child is less likely to 
become agitated? 

• Can parents be courteous, cordial, and polite during the exchange to limit the child’s 
anxiety? 

Delayed returns 
• What is the scheduled return time? 
• What is an acceptable reason for the delay? 
• What procedures are to be used if a parent is delayed in taking the child to an exchange or 

picking a child up? What phone number should be called? 
• What are the procedures if a parent arrives to pick up a child and the child is not ready or not 

at home? 
 

Extracurricular activities and fundraising 

The need to be enrolled in extracurricular activities varies from child to child. The need for 
organized and structured activities must be balanced by the need for unstructured interaction with 
peers and family members, and for completely unstructured individual time. The latter is important 
as it helps children learn to amuse themselves, a critical life skill.  

A child’s personality, temperament, abilities, talents and wishes must all be taken into account when 
planning organized extracurricular activities. Cost, time spent traveling to and from activities, and 
the demands of other family members must also be considered. Parents must remember that 
children learn much about life, values, and other basic skills through everyday and routine contact 
and interaction with them, siblings, friends and extended family. Through interaction during meals, 
chores, homework and other daily activities, parents model basic living skills, attitudes, problem-
solving strategies and social skills.  

It is important to avoid over-scheduling children. Generally, young children benefit more from 
home-based activities – eating with family members, opportunities for free play and reading with 
parents – than they do from structured activities, especially during the dinner and evening hours.  
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Older children may benefit more from participation in organized activities, although it is important 
to allow for family time and relaxation on a daily basis. It may be helpful to maintain already 
established extracurricular activities in the immediate post-separation period, excepting when there 
are very marked changes in financial or other circumstances. Parents must remember that children 
may want to change activities as they mature. Older children generally have more input and say in 
the choice of extracurricular activities.  

Choosing extracurricular activities 
What are the parents’ values about the importance of specific extracurricular activities, such as 
participation in sports or more arts-related activities? 

What are the child’s personality or temperamental characteristics and how do these impacts on 
activity choice? For example, a child with a difficult temperament may not adapt well to new 
activities that change instructors and group members on a frequent basis. The child may do better 
with an ongoing activity led by the same instructor? Another child may not do well in team sports, 
but may do very well in an individual sport.  

When choosing activities, consider the following: 

• What are the child’s wishes? 
• At what time of day does the activity occur? 
• Does the desired activity/lesson interfere with meals, family time, and other daily routines 

such as homework and a regular bedtime? 
• Will the activity or activities create such a busy schedule that the child and parents become 

overly stressed? 
• What activities do the children participate in and what stresses do these generate for family 

members? For example, younger children may be negatively impacted by the travel time 
required to take siblings to activities. 

• What is the frequency and competition level of the activity, e.g. community league or 
competitive league? 

• What is the cost of the activity, in terms of fees and equipment, and what budgetary 
limitations exist? 

• What transportation commitments are required from both parents to support the child’s 
participation, or will one parent be responsible for all of the transportation? 

• Is carpooling permitted and are both parents available to reliably participate? 
• Are additional financial or unpredictable time commitments necessary to support the child in 

tournaments or artistic productions? 
• What is the child’s history and level of enjoyment with a specific activity? 
• Does the child still enjoy participating in the activity or does he or she participate to please a 

parent or reduce conflict between parents? 
• Is participation worth it for the child, especially with the possibility that parents may argue 

about the child’s participation or have nasty exchanges if they encounter each other? 

Disagreements about extracurricular activities 
• Do parents each need to pick an activity for the child, taking the child to it only during their 

parenting time, meaning the child might miss half the lessons, games, or practices? This 
could affect the child negatively. For example: 

• poorer skills due to missed practices or lessons, e.g. in music, hockey, dance; 
• socialization with peers or team undermined; 
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• decreased capacity to bond with team or cast members increased vulnerability for 
bullying; and/or 

• absence from special occasions such as display nights or performances. 
• Can each parent pick one activity and make arrangements to ensure the child regularly 

attends both this choice and that of the other parent? 
• Can parents resolve impasses and disagreements by agreeing to pick the extracurricular 

activity for the child on alternating years? 
• Are parental disagreements such that they preclude the child’s participation in any activity? 
• Do parents need to seek an arbitrator to decide the child’s activities? 

Involvement of parents as observers, volunteers and coaches 
To avoid situations where children are subject to, embarrassed about, or worried about parental 
encounters during extracurricular activities, parents must consider the following questions: 

• Who takes the child to the activity, including both regular and special events? 
• Can parents wait for the child at the venue? 
• Can both parents attend tournaments and performances and how will this be managed? Can 

parents attend an activity as an observer when the child is in the care of the other parent? 
• Who can parents bring with them to various lessons, practices, tournaments, and 

performances? When can these other people accompany parents? 
• Can either parent assume a role in the child’s extracurricular activity, such as coach, 

volunteer or costume manager, knowing that he or she will need to attend the activity during 
the other parent’s designated parenting time? 

 

Involvement of parents in fundraising efforts 
• If fundraising is required for the child’s participation in an extracurricular activity, who will 

do it? 
• Can one parent do fundraising activities in lieu of monetary contributions toward the costs? 
• If a parent is not completely in favor of an extracurricular activity but is still required to 

contribute monetarily, must he or she still participate in fundraising efforts? 
• If there is a no-show penalty or if a parent does not appear for a fundraising job or function, 

what are the consequences for that parent, e.g., forfeit of a portion of the deposit? 

Costs of extracurricular activities 
• Who pays for the registration costs of the extracurricular activities? 
• If parents do not share the costs, is each responsible for the costs of the activity he or she 

selects? 
• Who pays for the required equipment? Who pays for replacement costs of required 

equipment if it is outgrown, broken, or lost? 
• Are parents willing to reduce some of the cost of required equipment by purchasing second-

hand equipment? 
• Regardless of who pays for the equipment, who is responsible for selecting and purchasing 

the equipment? 
• Who pays for lessons? 
• Who pays for transportation, lodging, and meals for required, out-of-town travel that is part 

of the extracurricular activity? 
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• Who is responsible for paying for optional team materials, such as a team jacket or warm-up 
suit? 

• Who pays for social activities associated with the extracurricular involvement, such as pizza 
night fees or gifts for coaches or teachers? 

• Is there a yearly budget for allowable costs for activities? 
• Is there a way to manage escalating costs over the course of the child’s participation in an 

activity, so that each parent can anticipate and plan for the increased financial demands? For 
example, costs for hockey and musical theatre often rise dramatically with the child’s 
progress. 

Notification of changes in scheduled extracurricular activities 
• Can arrangements be made so that the organization notifies both parents of cancellations or 

changes in planned activities or is the organizational policy such that only one parent can be 
notified? Who will this be and how will that parent notify the other and in what time span?   

• In situations where both parents plan to attend an activity and the child cannot go, e.g. due to 
illness, how and when will the parent notify the other? 

• How will parents resolve a conflict in scheduling between two activities? e.g. hockey pizza 
night versus choir practice, play-offs in one sport season versus tryouts for another sport. 

Notification regarding medical emergencies during extracurricular activities 
• What degree of injury necessitates immediate notification of the other parent? Is it a broken 

bone, stitches, or an ambulance trip to the hospital? 
• Which contact number should be used to notify the other parent? 
• If the other parent is busy or unavailable, should someone else be notified who will then 

attempt to contact the parent about the child’s injury? This allows the immediate parent to 
direct attention to obtaining appropriate medical services for the child, instead of trying to 
track the other parent down. 

 

Contact with peers 

Children benefit from contact with their peers outside of school and during extracurricular 
activities. Parents need to take the child’s personality, temperament, abilities, interests, and wishes 
into account when arranging activities with the child’s peers. While the immediate parent will make 
the daily decisions about contacts with peers during his or her own parenting time, conflicts may 
emerge when children receive invitations to social events and activities that occur during the child’s 
time with the other parent.  

 
Parents need to ensure the safety of the child’s friends while they are in the parent’s home. They 
also need to ensure their own children are safe when visiting their friends’ homes. Consider: 

• Will parents take steps to ensure the child is supervised properly when visiting with peers? 
This can be done by talking to the friend’s parent to determine the specific arrangements. 

• What special considerations are necessary to ensure the child’s safety? 
• if the child is dropped off at a movie or shopping mall with friends? 
• if the child plans to ride public transit alone or with friends? 

• At what age can the child be left home alone? 
• At what age and under what circumstances is the child permitted to assume the 

responsibility of baby sitting?  
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Social events (birthday parties, sleepovers, and excursions) 
• Which parent makes the decision regarding attendance when the child receives an invitation 

to a social event? For example, it is often preferable for the parent who is caring for the child 
on the day of the event to make the decision about attendance. 

• How will notification about the invitation or the event be communicated to the other parent?  
• Whose responsibility is it to RSVP? 
• Who will buy the gift if the event is a friend’s birthday party? 
• Who gives consent if the child is invited to accompany a friend on a weekend or holiday 

excursion away from home? Should it be the parent who will be caring for the child at the 
time of the trip?  

• Who is responsible for buying special clothes or buying/renting equipment for the trip? 
• Who is responsible for providing spending money or phone cards for the child’s use during 

the trip? 
• On such an excursion, is the child permitted to leave school early or return late to 

accommodate the host child’s family schedule? 
• If the excursion is to a location out of the country, which parent will provide the passport 

and necessary documentation? 

Arrangements for the child’s birthday party 
• If the child is having a party with his or her, will the child have only one of these each year 

or will each host a party? 
• Which parent will host the party? 
• Will parents alternate hosting on a yearly basis? 
• Will the party be held on the hosting parent’s parenting time? (Recommended) 
 

For themed parties:  
• How is the theme chosen?  
• Is cost an issue and how will costs be divided? For example, some parents plan, host, and 

pay for the party during the year in which it is their responsibility. Others jointly decide and 
share costs. 

• What happens if a parent chooses a theme that the other parent objects to? 
• Does the child have a say in choosing the theme? 
 

When planning a party, parents should balance the child’s wishes and the number of peers invited 
against the cost and the parent’s available time and energy. 

• Does the child even want a birthday party with peers? 
• Does the child prefer to celebrate with one or two friends or with a large group of peers? 
• Where will the party be held – at home or at another venue? 
• Who sends the invitations and receives the RSVPs? 
• If loot bags are planned, who buys the treats and assembles the bags? 
• Can both parents attend the peer party, particularly if it is not held at the home of one of the 

parents? Particular caution is warranted when parents plan to jointly attend a birthday party 
held in the home of either parent. 

• How would the child feel about both parents coming to the party? 
• How would the child feel if both parents attend the party but were not respectful to each 

other? 
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• If both parents attend the party and conflict arises, who will leave so the child can relax and 
is not subjected to emotional stress and embarrassment? 

• Can other adults attend the party, such as the grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and new 
partners? Again, consider how the child would react and feel and what is the plan if tension 
and conflict arise. 

• Where do gifts received at the party go? Are they considered to be the child’s property and 
the child can take them between homes, or do they stay in the host parent’s home,? 

Family celebration of the child’s birthday 
• Will the parents each give the child a birthday gift, or give separate gifts? If a joint gift is 

planned, how will this be purchased and who will pay for it? 
• Will arrangements be made for the child to see each parent on his or her birthday or will this 

be too stressful for the child? 
• If the child is to see each parent on his or her birthday, what is the best structure for the 

contact after considering travel time, transfer arrangements, length of visit, and the next 
day’s activities, e.g. such as attending school?  

• If the child goes to spend time with the other parent on his or her birthday, must that other 
parent pay back the time to the parent who usually cares for the child on that day? 

• Is it a better plan for each parent to just celebrate the child’s birthday when the child is in his 
or her own scheduled care? 

Family celebrations or events 
Many children are part of larger extended families who celebrate special occasions together. 
Consideration must be given to if and how the child’s attendance at such celebrations can be 
accommodated. In most situations, the event can be celebrated on a different day, but in some, such 
as a wedding or memorial service, the parent has little say in the scheduling and flexibility may be 
necessary. 

• When the dates for special celebrations with members of the extended family are out of a 
parent’s control and the parent does not have the child in his or her care on the set date, can 
special arrangements for the child’s attendance be possible? What special celebrations might 
fall into this category? 

• How much notice must be given to the other parent about such events? 
• Does the parent pay back the time, perhaps by trading a weekend? What if several days are 

used in traveling to an out-of-town or distant location? 
• Who buys or prepares the child’s special clothing for the event? 
• Who buys the gifts required for the celebration? 
• Who pays for travel costs? 
• Is a passport and travel letter required? Who arranges and pays for such documents? 
• Who retains the travel documentation after travel is completed? 
• In large family gatherings, how will the parent supervise the child and ensure his or her 

safety? 
• What happens if the other parent doesn’t trust the extended family members’ capacity to act 

in appropriate and safe ways around the child? 
• Who makes the final decision about the child’s attendance? 
• What happens if the child does not want to go to the event? 
• What happens if the child already has activities scheduled for the day and his or her absence 

might have a negative impact, e.g. high school diploma exams? 
• If the child or a parent is being baptized or is participating in a religious ceremony, will the 

other parent be invited or can special arrangements be made to allow the child to attend the 
ceremony? 
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Holiday arrangements 

During the course of a child’s year, various holiday periods occur when the child has scheduled 
breaks from the usual routine of attending school and extracurricular activities. These are normally 
known well in advance and permit opportunities for parents to schedule various holiday trips, 
camps, or other activities. To accommodate such activities, the usual parenting schedule is often 
adjusted. Parents need to consider how the regular parenting schedules will be varied during these 
periods, if at all. It is also important to consider any religious holidays that require extended absence 
from school. 

Common holiday periods that include breaks in regular school schedules: 

• Teachers’ convention/Family Day holiday (often four or five days long in Alberta in 
February). 

• Spring/Easter/Passover break (often at least 10 days long and may or may not include a 
separate Easter long weekend). 

• Summer holiday (usually six to eight weeks long, depending on if the school has a 
traditional or modified program). 

• Winter/Christmas break (often 14-16 days long). 
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Changes to the parenting schedule 
• Are parents agreeable to adjusting the regular parenting scheudle to accommodate holiday 

periods?  
• Have parents established a regular transfer day, such as Thursday, that already allows for 

easier accommodations for long weekends throughout the year and may ease the transitions 
into longer holiday periods? 

• If parents plan to change the regular parenting schedule during these holiday blocks of time, 
will parameters be set that are applied on a yearly basis? Given that parents’ work and 
holiday schedules often differ from the child’s scheduled school holidays, it is often wise to 
plan holiday schedules on a yearly basis rather than on a holiday-by-holiday basis. The latter 
may result in confusion and conflict. 

• How do parents plan to adjust the regular parenting schedule, perhaps alternating summer 
holiday periods on a four-week, two-week, or one-week schedule? Some establish the 
holiday parenting schedules depending upon whether the year is even or odd. For example, a 
child spends the winter break with the father on all evenly numbered years and with the 
mother on all odd years.  

• Are parents sensitive to the child’s age and needs in determining the length of holiday 
blocks, given that a young child may have difficulty tolerating long separations from a 
parent on whom he or she is highly dependent. A longer-term plan that gradually increases 
holiday length can be a prudent accommodation. It is vital to consider the child’s needs, not 
just the parents’. 

Short-notice changes and accommodations  
• Many parents have little control over their own employment schedules and cannot make 

plans far in advance. What happens when a parent is not informed about his or her allotted 
holiday periods with the child until shortly before the actual holiday period?  

• What is the minimal notice required for changing schedules to accommodate a parent’s 
planned vacation periods?  

• If a parent cannot take the child during their designated holiday period, is the other parent 
expected to change their own plans to accommodate caring for the child?  

• How will the child be informed of the cancelled holiday and the alternate arrangements? 
• If a parent cannot take time off work to accommodate all of the child’s holiday periods, what 

happens in regards to care of the child?   
• Can the child go to day-care, a baby sitter, a new spouse, or a member of the extended 

family during holiday periods?  
• Can the child attend day or over night camps or must the parent be personally parenting for 

the entire holiday?  

Payback of time 
• If a holiday has imposed on the other parent’s time or if a parent makes accommodations to 

facilitate the other’s plan, does the time need to be made up or paid back?  
• If payback of time is planned, should this be expected immediately or in the future?  
• Will this payback time have any effect on the regular parenting schedule? 
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Child’s location when away from home 
• Is it important for a parent to know where the child is during holidays away with the other 

parent? If so, how will this information be provided or exchanged, e.g., phone call, printed 
itinerary, voicemail, e-mail? 

• If a child is leaving the province, will any type of letter or documentation be necessary?  
 

International travel 
Who will be responsible for preparing the documentation necessary for international travel? For 
example: 

• Passport 
• Non-traveling parent’s permission letter – federal requirement. The non-traveling parent 

must have this notarized. Who pays the notary fee? 
• Flight and accommodation itinerary – including specific dates and flights. 
• Phone numbers at accommodations. 
• Non-traveling parent’s contact information . 
• Specific written permission to seek emergency medical care. 
• Vaccination records or other necessary medical records. 
• Travel insurance. 
 
Also consider: 
• Will a passport be necessary for travel?  
• Who will apply for the passport?  
• Who will sign as the guarantor for the child’s passport?  
• Who will pay for the passport?  
• Who will hold the passport? 
• Who will arrange for necessary travel vaccinations?  
• Who will pay for vaccinations? 
• Who will take the child to the travel clinic? 
• Who will hold the documentation pertaining to the vaccinations? 
• Under what exceptional circumstances would a parent not be listed as the emergency 

contact? 
• Although in most families parents pay for the child’s holiday expenses, such as plane tickets, 

are there any exceptional circumstances in which this general rule would not apply? 

Communication with the non-traveling parent 
• Will the children be expected to call or contact the non-traveling parent?  
• Who pays for the telephone calls?  
• Will phone cards be provided?  
• Which way does the call go, child-to-parent or parent-to-child?  
• What time are the calls to be made, given that different time zones may result in calls at odd 

hours?  
• Do adolescents need to call the non-traveling parent? 
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Special clothing and equipment 
• Will any special or new clothing or equipment be required for the holiday? If so, why buys 

it? Who packs it?  
• If new clothes or equipment are purchased, who keeps it on return and can the other parent 

use it for the child on his or her own holiday with the child?  
• Do lists of these materials need to be kept?   

Note: The same considerations would apply to attendance at camps and other structured holiday 
activities. Although the actual registration costs may be covered under Section 7, this needs to 
be clarified.   

Alternate child care 
• In the unusual situation where one parent may take a child on a holiday while leaving the 

other siblings behind, perhaps because of different school holiday periods, who will care for 
the siblings staying behind?  

• If the traveling parent should have those children in his or her care, can they designate a 
different care provider or does the non-traveling parent automatically provide care during 
the absence?  

Note: Without a formal agreement between parents, schools would likely only be able to release 
the child to the actual guardian who is likely the non-traveling parent. 

Missed school days 
• If holidays are planned during designated school days, can children miss school?  
• Is there a maximum number of days permissible and should it be related to the child’s actual 

academic performance and their age and grade? For example, a high school student taking 
might be negatively impacted by missing any of his or her instruction. 

Child’s wishes 
• Will the child’s wishes be considered when planning holidays? For example, a teenager may 

not want to go on a family holiday. Also, this issue may create additional complexities in 
blended families. 

Travel insurance 
• Who will ensure that travel insurance is obtained for the child for the holiday?  
• Should extra medical costs be incurred, how will they be paid? 

 
Health and mental health care  
During the course of childhood, children may see various health care providers, such as family 
physicians and medical specialists, dentists, orthodontists, naturopaths, optometrists, 
ophthalmologists, chiropractors, counselors, psychologists, occupational therapists, speech 
therapists and audiologists. Children can develop a strong sense of continuity through relationships 
with these providers. 
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• Under what circumstances would the children not retain the same health care providers they 
saw prior to the family break-up?  

• If a child requires a new care provider, who selects the provider? 
• Under what name will the child be registered with the provider? 
• How will a decision about a consultation be made if parents do not agree on the need for the 

consult or treatment itself? 
• How will a decision about a consultation be made if parents do not agree on the choice of 

practitioner?  
• When is a second opinion needed and who would pay for this? 

Appointments and routine care 
• Will one parent be responsible for setting appointments and taking the child to the 

appointment, or will parents divide these responsibilities by type of practitioner, parenting 
time block, employment schedules, the insurance plan subscriber, etc.?  

• Will the parents alternate taking the child to appointments, recognizing that this will require 
more communication between them? 

• Will both parents have direct access to the child’s records? 
• Who will retain written documentation, such as the child’s immunization record? 
• How will information about the findings of the consultations or the treatment progress be 

shared?  
• If a medical practitioner recommends a medication regime for a child, are there any 

exceptional circumstances where parents do not need to follow the treatment plan?  

Emergency care 
• If emergency care is required, can the parent responsible for the child provide the other 

parent’s contact information to the hospital or health care provider? 
• Should the parent request that the emergency setting immediately contact the other parent or 

is that parent willing to make this contact? 
• Once notified, should the other parent attend the emergency setting or do circumstances 

exist that would preclude their attendance, such as a restraining order?  
• Will parents be able to be civil to ensure the child is not further traumatized by the 

experience?  
• If one parent does not attend, how will he or she be updated about the child’s status? 

Costs for care 
• Who pays the basic medical fees? 
• Who pays extra costs? For example: 

• extended benefit plans; 
• uncovered portions of costs; 
• medication, supplements, medical appliances, orthotics, special diet, corrective lenses; or 
• lost orthodontic appliances and corrective lenses. 

• When one parent wishes the child to undergo a specific treatment that is not covered under 
standard health care, will this be a legitimate extraordinary expense (Section 7 in Canada). 
In other words, will both parents be contributing to cost? 

• Who bears the cost of any non-essential medical interventions and materials, such as 
cosmetic orthodontics or contact lenses? 
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Transfers of medical and related materials 

• When children require ongoing medication, does the medication travel between homes or 
will each parent have their own supply? 

• What happens if needed materials are forgotten in one home and must be retrieved after the 
child has transferred to other parent’s care? 

General issues regarding mental health 
Given that many people are sensitive and cautious about seeking input for mental health concerns, 
and that some people see the need for mental health input for their children as negative reflection on 
their parenting, specific considerations arise in regards to this type of intervention. 

Parents need to be very clear about the parameters of confidentiality in relation to a child’s mental 
health: 

• Can information be shared with both parents and can this include information about the 
other parent? 

• Who else might access the information and who would give consent for that access? 
 

Additionally, the role of the professional must be clearly specified. For example, a counselor cannot 
assume an assessment role and cannot make recommendations about custody/access. Similarly, an 
assessor cannot also undertake simultaneous counselling with family members. Parents must clarify 
such distinctions (therapist v. assessor) from the very beginning of their contact with a mental 
health professional. 

Given that parents may have differing values about the child’s need for health and other related 
services, they should specify a common statement of values regarding issues, such as conventional 
versus alternative interventions: 

• How will decisions be made about non-essential medical interventions, such as cosmetic 
procedures and body piercing? 

• How will religious and cultural practices be applied in medical and related decision making, 
such as birth control, alcohol use, etc? 

• What degree of a problem must exist before seeking consultation? 
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Religious and cultural practices 

Given that religious and cultural practices are usually based on deeply held beliefs, they have the 
potential to create marked divisions between parents that, in turn, can impact significantly on 
children. Parents should consider how they will manage their differences while respecting each 
other’s beliefs and diversity. Careful management of these issues can contribute greatly to helping 
children become tolerant and respectful people.  

Religious affiliations 
• If parents have the same religious affiliation, are they able to attend the same place of 

worship? 
• In what exceptional circumstances would parents of different affiliations not be free to share 

their faith and religious practices with the children? 
• How will parents come to a consensus about the child’s participation in more formal rituals 

and rites of a religion, considering that some of these may involve regular preparation for 
lengthy periods?  

• Who will transport the child to these lessons, participate with the child, pay the 
accompanying cost, and put on any celebratory receptions? 

• Are the child’s wishes to be taken into account regarding participation in religious activities? 
• Do the parents agree on the child’s placement in a religion-based school program? 

 

Cultural practices 
• In what exceptional circumstances would parents of different cultures not be free to share 

their cultural practices with the children? 
• How will parents come to a consensus about the child’s participation in more cultural 

practices, considering that some of these involve regular preparation? For example, some 
children may need to attend language or cultural dance classes on a weekly basis.  

• Who will transport the child to these lessons, participate with the child, and pay the 
accompanying costs for lessons and costumes? 

• Are the child’s wishes to be taken into account regarding participation in cultural activities? 
• Do the parents agree on the child’s placement in a culturally-based school program?
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Introduction of new partners 

A particularly sensitive issue that has implications for a child’s adaptation to family 
separation is the introduction of new partners.  Prior discussion of how such introductions 
are to be handled may ease the situation for all family members.  Regardless of the 
presence of new partners, parents must always remember that they are, and will always 
remain, the child’s parents.  New partners do not assume primary parenting or decision-
making responsibilities even though they may provide some of the day-to-day parenting.  

• Do parents want to be informed when the other parent is planning to introduce the 
children to a new potential partner? 

• How will the introduction be handled? 
• By what name will the children call the new partner? 
• Will the other parent meet the new partner before the children do and what is the 

purpose of the meeting?  
• How will the children be supported to develop a healthy but non-parental 

relationship with this new partner? 
• Under what exceptional circumstances would the other parent not support the 

child’s relationship with the new partner? 
• What role, in terms of discipline and parenting, will the new partner fill, keeping 

in mind that the new partner should remain relatively passive and not usurp the 
parenting role from either parent? 

• What are appropriate or acceptable behaviors between the parent and new partner 
when the children are present? 

• When is it appropriate for a new partner to beginning staying overnight when the 
children are present in the home? 

• When and how will children be introduced to children of the new partner? 
• If these children are older, will they be expected to provide any child care to the 

children? 
 

 

Third party care providers 
As parents can seldom provide all of the daily care for their children, many engage third 
party care providers. These child care providers may include: 

• Day care; 
• Nannies; 
• Day home; 
• Neighbours; 
• Friends; and 
• New partners. 

 
Consider: 

• Given that these providers are entrusted with the children’s care and safety, how 
will parents identify and choose these people?  

• Should the other parent be given first right of care when a parent cannot provide 
care personally? For example, this might include before and after school care, 
overnights to accommodate business or out-of-town travel? Is there a minimum 
time frame that should apply?  
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Professional child care providers 
Professional child care providers include day cares, nannies and day homes.  

• Who will interview potential professional child care providers, such as day home 
operators and nannies?  

• Who will contract with the provider?  
• Who will supervise the provider?  
• Who will pay for child care? 
• Who will claim the child care expenses on a tax return? 
• If there is one nanny, will the nanny move between homes?  
• If one parent hires an alternate provider to be used during his or her parenting 

times, does the other have access to information about that provider and can they 
speak with that provider? For example, this might include reviewing a copy of a 
nanny’s resume. 

• How will parents ensure that neither will demand a one-sided allegiance of the 
care provider, thereby avoiding involving the provider in the conflict and 
increasing any polarization? 

• Who will communicate changes in schedules and absences of the child to the 
child care provider?  

Note: Child care logistics can be particularly challenging on days when the child is 
transferring between homes. 

Note: Given that third-party care providers often are placed in the situations as educators, 
readers may want to reference the education section as well.   

Non-professional child care providers  
Non-professional child care providers include family members, friends, new partners or 
significant others, and neighbours. 

• Is there any particular person in whose care the children should not be entrusted 
due to safety concerns? These may include people with alcohol/substance use, 
medical problems, etc. 

• How will parents handle situations where one does not agree with the other’s 
choice of an informal child care provider? 

• If informal care providers use harsh discipline procedures, such as swearing, 
name calling, spanking, and slapping, would they be considered inappropriate as 
caregivers?  

• What types of disciplinary procedures are acceptable for use by a third party? 
• At what age can older siblings/step-siblings, relatives, or babysitters care for 

younger children and for how long? 

Children left alone 
• Is there a minimum age at which children can be left by themselves and don’t 

require a third party care provider?  
• For what maximum period can a child be left on their own? 
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Dispute resolution 

It is important to include a specific process in the parenting plan to deal with conflicts, if 
they arise. The parents will have a mechanism to resolve the issue and the children will 
not be placed in the middle of the conflict. Parallel parenting does not assume an 
expectation of flexibility or communication, so dispute resolution plan may need to 
involve a third party and consider safety. 

To prevent children from being harmed in the process of separation or divorce, parents 
need to reduce the animosity, resentment and anger towards the other parent. 
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Model of a Parenting Plan Order 
 

Action No. 

 

 

IN THE COURT OF QUEEN’S BENCH OF ALBERTA 

JUDICIAL DISTRICT OF EDMONTON 
 

BETWEEN: 

 

[APPLICANT'S NAME] 

 

Applicant 

- and - 

 

[RESPONDENT'S NAME] 

 

Respondent 

 

     BEFORE THE 
HONOURABLE 
MR./MADAM 

JUSTICE    
   

COURT HOUSE, 
EDMONTON, ALBERTA 

) 

) 

) 

) 

On    , the             day 

of    , 20    . 

 

PARALLEL PARENTING ORDER 

 

UPON NOTING THAT the Applicant and Respondent are jointly referred to in this 
Order as the “Parents” of the children named in this Order. 

 

AND UPON NOTING THAT this Order is founded upon principles of mutual respect of 
one Parent for the other and both Parents accepting responsibility to parent their children 
while focusing on the needs of the children; 
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AND UPON NOTING the names and birth dates of the children of the marriage or 
relationship: 

 

[CHILD 1 NAME], born [CHILD 1 BIRTH DATE] 

[CHILD 2 NAME], born [CHILD 2 BIRTH DATE] 

[CHILD 3 NAME], born [CHILD 3 BIRTH DATE] 

IT IS HEREBY ORDERED THAT: 

 

(1) [APPLICANT’S NAME] and [RESPONDENT’S NAME] will have joint custody 
of the children with the following Parenting Times: 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME: SPECIFY PARENTING TIMES] 

[RESPONDENT’S NAME: SPECIFY PARENTING TIMES] 

 

[OPTIONAL:]  

(b)  Holidays and birthdays 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME] and/or [RESPONDENT’S NAME] will have Parenting Time 
for the following holidays and/or birthdays: 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME:  SPECIFY OCCASION(S) AND DATE(S)] 

[RESPONDENT’S NAME:  SPECIFY OCCASION(S) AND DATE(S)] 

 

 

[OPTIONAL:] 

Vacations 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME] and/or [RESPONDENT’S NAME] will have Parenting Time 
during the following vacation periods: 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME: SPECIFY DATE(S)]  

[RESPONDENT’S NAME:  SPECIFY DATE(S)] 

 

 

(2)  The child(ren) shall not be prohibited from placing telephone calls to the Parent in 
the other household.  Telephone calls will be placed by the child(ren) at the following 
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times: 

[SPECIFY DATES AND TIMES OF TELEPHONE CALLS].  

 

 

(3)  Each Parent will make all decisions concerning the child(ren) during their 
respective Parenting Times and each Parent will be solely responsible for all decisions 
concerning community activities for the child(ren) during their respective Parenting 
Times, without interference from the other Parent .  Neither Parent will plan or schedule 
activities for the child(ren) during the other Parent's Parenting Time. 
 

 

(4) Neither Parent will contact the other Parent, except by way of: 

 

(a)  e-mail; 

 

(b)  a third party [OPTION: SPECIFY NAME OF THIRD PARTY] other than the 
child(ren); 

 

(c)   a parenting notebook to be exchanged between the parties via a third party other 
than the child(ren);  

 

(d) [OPTION: SPECIFY OTHER MEANS OF COMMUNICATION] 

 

 

(5) A Parent may only contact the other Parent in accordance with the terms of this 
order with the only exception being a case of an absolute emergency requiring the 
immediate attention of the other Parent. 

 

 

 

(6)  Neither Parent will use the child(ren) to relay messages, notes or any other 
communications. 

 

(7)  Each Parent will provide the other Parent with information on schedules, school 
events and other activities which will only be communicated in accordance with the 
terms of this Order. 
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(8)  Any agreements and discussions of matters concerning the child(ren) which are 
not addressed in this Order will be made in writing and communicated with the other 
Parent in accordance with the terms of this Order.  

 

 

(9)  Each Parent will provide the other Parent any change in contact information such 
as address, home and work phone numbers and place of employment.  

 

 

(10)  This order will be followed by both Parents without variation. [Optional:  If either 
Parent wishes to change any term of this court order, such change will only be valid by 
further order of this Honourable Court OR such change will only be valid by written 
agreement. 

 

 

(11)  The Parents will attend post-separation/divorce counseling with [name of 
counselor/psychologist or program] [OPTIONAL: and a brief written report will be 
submitted to the Court]. 

 

(12)  The above-named counselor may contact the Court directly if the said counselor 
has concerns about the counseling, the behavior of the parties or the best interests of the 
children.  

OPTIONAL CLAUSES 

 

(i)  Appointment of Counsel for children 

 

The Parents will make an application for appointment of legal counsel by the Legal Aid 
Society of Alberta to act on behalf of the children. 

 

(ii)  Child care 

 

The Parents will chose childcare provider(s) for the child(ren) who will provide all care 
outside of each Parents’ residence, except when an emergency arises and the child care 
provider is unavailable. [OPTIONAL:  Child care will be provided by [SPECIFY CHILD 
CARE PROVIDER].  
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(iii)  Exchange of Children and transportation 

 

Exchange of the children at the beginning of each Parenting time will take place at 
 [SPECIFY LOCATION OF EXCHANGE OF THE CHILDREN]. 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME] or [RESPONDENT’S NAME] will provide transportation for 
the children as follows: [SPECIFY TRANSPORTATION ARRANGEMENTS]  

 

 (iv)  Medical and school decisions 

 

The Parents will chose a medical practitioner for the child(ren) who will provide all 
medical care except when the medical practitioner makes a referral to a specialist or a 
medical emergency arises. 

 

OPTIONS: 

Each Parent will be solely responsible for all medical and school decisions for the 
children during their respective PARENTING Times. 

 

or 
 

[APPLICANT’S NAME] or [RESPONDENT’S NAME] will be solely responsible for all 
medical and school decisions. 

 

 

(v)  Religious upbringing 

 

[APPLICANT’S NAME] or [RESPONDENT’S NAME] will be responsible for 
overseeing the children’s religious education. 

 

(vi)  Child Support 

[SPECIFY CHILD SUPPORT ARRANGEMENT(S) - SHARED CUSTODY 
CALCULATION V. PRIMARY RESIDENCE CALCULATION] 

 

(vii)  Special or Extraordinary Expenses 

[SPECIFY CHILD SUPPORT ARRANGEMENT(S) RE: S.7 EXPENSES - SHARED 
CUSTODY CALCULATION V. PRIMARY RESIDENCE CALCULATION] 
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(viii) Clothing and setting up households 

 

Each Parent will be solely responsible for providing all clothing and household 
furnishings for the children during their Parenting Time.   

(ix)  Mediation  

 

When any dispute arises between the Parents, both Parents will attend mediation in an 
attempt to settle all disputes prior to returning to court.  

 

(x)  Geographical moves 

Neither Parent will relocate their residence or make a geographical move without first 
notifying the other Parent in writing of an intended change of residence at least [# OF 
DAYS] before the change and shall specify in the notice the date on which the change 
will be made and the new place of residence. 
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SECTION SIX 
 
 
 

ANALYSIS 
 

 

 

 

 

  

In this section: 

Packing exercise analysis 

Amy exercise analysis 

Raging bully exercise analysis 
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  Printed with Permission Lynn Johnston 

 

Section six – Analysis 
Printed with Permission - Ross, Julie A., and Corcoran, Judy, Joint Custody with a Jerk 1996, St. Martin’s Press 

Packing exercise (exercise from page 17) 

The problem is that belongings are not returned to the house. The daughter is upset because she 
is frequently missing her things. The father is upset because he regularly has to deal with the 
issue.   

In the scenario below, the daughter is responsible for implementing a solution with the father’s 
assistance. In another scenario where the child doesn’t care if, for example, homework is left 
behind, it would be the responsibility of a parent to implement a solution. 

The daughter has just returned home, discovered that she’s missing her favorite doll, and begins 
to cry.    

Step one – Listen 

The father gets down on one knee and looks his daughter in the eye. 

Father: “Honey, what’s wrong? You seem so upset.” 

Daughter: “I left my doll at Mommy’s. She didn’t pack my doll!” 

Step two – Show concern 

Father: “That’s hard. I know how you love that doll.” 

Daughter: “Yes, Daddy, I want my doll. Please will you go get it for me, please?” 

Father: “Hmmm, you’d like me to go back and get it, huh? I don’t think there’s time for that 
today, honey.” 
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Daughter: “But Daddy! I can’t sleep without my doll. Mommy never remembers anything. 
Please, please go get her for me?” 

Step three – Can you think of anything… 

Father: “I know you’re really upset, honey. But I won’t have time to go back today. Can you 
think of another doll from my house which you can use instead? ” 

Daughter: “Daddy, I need her today!” 

Step four – I wonder what would happen if….  

Father: “I wonder what would happen if you called your mom and asked her to bring the doll 
later tonight.” 

Daughter: “I can’t! Mommy would get mad at me.” 

Father: “Well, can you think of any way you can get along without her until tomorrow?” 

Daughter: “Daddy!” 

Father: “I know, honey. Maybe what we need to do here is figure out how you can best 
remember to pack your own toys and things so you won’t have to go a night without them?” 

Daughter: “I don’t know, Daddy. If you’ll go get my dolly tonight, I promise I’ll remember to 
pack her next time” 

Father: “I’m glad you want to take responsibility to pack her next time. Let’s figure out a way to 
help you remember and I’ll go pick her up tomorrow.” 

Summary 

This dad is right on track. He has set a firm limit to teach responsibility – his daughter loses the 
doll for one night, which will help her remember to pack it next time. In addition, he doesn’t 
allow his daughter to blame her mother for forgetting to pack the doll because he realizes that it 
will be to his daughter’s benefit in the long run to take that responsibility herself. He also 
recognizes that his daughter is developmentally capable of remembering her own things and 
opens the door to the process of brainstorming solutions to help her remember her things in the 
future. 

Next, he addresses the current issue with a limit – he won’t jump in to fix the situation by going 
to get the doll tonight – but shows a willingness to figure out ways to help his daughter handle 
that limit for the night. Although no immediate solution was reached, dad remembered that this 
process is about enriching his relationship with his child and was patient, as well as confident, 
that they could handle this together. He didn’t blame or allow his child to blame the mother, 
which would only have set him up for possible manipulation in the future.      
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Amy exercise (exercise from page 38) 

At first glance, most people would automatically assume that the mom has a problem because 
she has to miss her movie. It also appears that the mother has taken sides with Amy. She too 
feels that the bedtime is ridiculous, and when Mom’s feelings are involved and her plans are 
ruined, she’s very likely to assume that this problem is hers and go about solving it. The 
difficulty is that if Mom decides it’s her problem, and takes it up with her ex, tempers are likely 
to rise and Mom may end up wasting a lot of time and energy spinning her wheels.   

What exactly is the problem? Amy isn’t having a good time at her dad’s, so she called her 
mother crying. Mom’s plans to go out are now ruined because she has to spend time calming 
Amy down. 

Amy is upset because bedtime is too early and Mom is upset that her plans are ruined. Amy 
raised the issue. If she hadn’t called, Mom wouldn’t have had an issue. 

The most effective route for Mom to take will involve supporting Amy in solving her own 
problem. When Mom empowers Amy to deal directly with her dad, she can slip out of the 
divorce communication triangle and avoid engaging in a battle with her ex over his rules in his 
house where he has the final authority. By allowing Amy to deal directly with Dad, Amy will 
feel more confident, more responsible and will be less likely to need her mom’s help in the 
future. Subsequently, Mom will be able to enjoy her Saturday nights without problematic phone 
calls from Amy or conflicts with Amy’s dad. 

Summary 

It is important to remember that even though you’re divorced, the bottom line is that you’re still 
a parent, and as such, you are responsible for listening to your child whenever he/she has a 
problem, even if it effects your plans. This can be a time-consuming and frustrating process, but 
if you take the time to empower your child to solve his/her own problems, it can actually save 
you time in the future. 

 

Raging bully exercise (exercise from page 38) 

Technically, the problem is Nicole’s. The father feels helpless and terrified that Nicole bears the 
brunt of her mother’s wrath. He is worried her self-esteem will suffer.   

Verbal abuse is difficult to determine, and it is not clear whether the yelling is actually damaging 
Nicole or simply irritating her. The father needs to keep the lines of communication open and be 
supportive, while keeping in mind that he may need to seek professional help for Nicole. In these 
cases, it’s better to be safe than sorry by obtaining a therapist or counselor for Nicole who has 
the knowledge and background to handle this type of situation. That way, if the situation is 
psychologically damaging for Nicole, the therapist or counselor will be able to make that 
determination, help her and report abuse. 

Dad might say something to Nicole like, “Honey, I’m going to think about this. I promise. I am 
not sure yet how I can help but I’ll keep thinking. Next time we see each other we will talk about 
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it and I’ll tell you what I’ve thought of. Meanwhile, can you think of anything you might do 
there?  What do you think would happen if you went ahead and cleaned up your toys for now, so 
Mom will stop yelling. Would that help matters?” 

In this way, Dad shows Nicole that he’s listening and that her feelings are important enough to 
him that he’s going to continue to think about the problem even when they get off the phone. 
Meanwhile, he tries to support Nicole in coming up with a solution to the immediate problem. 
Dad doesn’t take over and give advice, nor does he diminish the intensity of the problem by 
making it seem less important than it is.  
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Notes 



 



FAMILY JUSTICE SERVICES

Alberta Justice offers mediation services without charge to those who qualify. 
Please contact:

   Edmonton
   Room 8077, J.E. Brownlee Building
   10365 – 97 Street
   Edmonton, AB  T5J 3W7   
   Phone 780-427-8343 

   Calgary
   Calgary Courts Centre
   Suite 706-S, 601 - 5th Street SW
   Calgary, AB  T2P 5P7
   Phone 403-297-6981 

   Residents throughout the province can contact any of these offices toll free by 
   dialing 310-0000.




