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Introduction 

The Mc family has been embroiled in a high conflict divorce that has had deleterious 

effects on every member of the family.  In spite of a parenting plan which clearly delineates 

visitation agreements, sole physical custody awarded to the mother, and shared legal custody to 

both parents, there is no parent coordinator overseeing the case and enforcing the court-ordered 

guidelines for this plan to be successfully implemented in the best interests of the children.  As 

expected in these circumstances, the children are in the middle of this conflict and showing 

through their behaviors how this is affecting them.  As indicated by the research (Cale, 2010; 

Garrity & Baris, 1994; McBride, 2008), children so affected act out, turn inward (depression 

strikes), do not interact well with others, and have trouble thinking.  All three children manifest 

these behaviors.  In order for the In Home and Outpatient Therapy to be effective, I plan on 

making recommendations based on a brief review of the literature.   

Definition of Terms 

As McBride (2009) summarizes: 

High conflict divorce is a term that is typically applied to any of the following divorce 

situations: 

• Ongoing, unremitting hostility between adults 

• Drawn-out or frequent court actions 

• Custody battles 

• Allegations of domestic violence, physical abuse, and/or sexual abuse 

• Restraining orders or no-contact orders 

• Lack of ability to communicate about children and their care 

A Parenting Plan is an agreement in which the parents delineate their roles and expectations.  It 

is highly specific to the parties involved.  It is a comprehensive plan containing all the details 

relating to taking care of a child, including child support, possession schedules and parental 

powers, rights and duties, among other things (Price, 2007). 
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Parent Coordinator:  Parent coordinators help parents learn to communicate more effectively 

and avoid conflicts that can propel them to court. This ultimately can reduce stress on children 

(Barter, 2003).  Judge Arline Rotman says, “A good parent coordinator also serves as coach for 

parents, teaching them how to communicate with each other” (in Barter). 

Literature Review 

 As mentioned previously, children suffer when their parents engage in conflict.  There is 

substantial empirical literature that supports the effects of high conflict divorce on children 

including an increase in social and emotional maladjustment as well as academic problems in the 

affected children (Hetherington, 1989; Ramsey, 2001; in Mitcham-Smith & Henry, 2007, p. 

368).  In high-conflict divorce situations, the parents’ behavior may lead to feelings of alienation 

between one of the parents and the children.   One parent may seek control over the other by 

placing the children in the middle and attempting to sway their opinion regarding the other 

parent i.e. the target parent.  The controlling parent victimizes the other with unwarranted claims 

of abuse, neglect, or wrongdoing.  A child caught in the middle may exhibit the following 

behaviors: intense dislike or hatred freely expressed toward the target parent, open denigration of 

one parent and exceptional praise of the other, or refusal to visit the targeted parent (Appell, 

2006; Garrity & Baris, 1994; Mitcham-Smith & Henry, 2007).  Rand describes the following 

behaviors as evidence of parent alienation syndrome, a consequence of high-conflict divorce 

(1997, in Appell, 2006, p.1): 

• The child is aligned with the alienating parent in a campaign of denigration against the 

target parent, with the child making active contributions. 

• Rationalizations for deprecating the target parent are often weak, frivolous, or absurd. 

• Animosity toward the rejected parent lacks the ambivalence normal to human 

relationships. 

• The child asserts that the decision to reject the target parent is his or her own. 

• The child reflexively supports the parent with whom s/he is aligned. 

• The child expresses guiltless disregard for the feelings of the target or hated parent. 
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• Borrowed scenarios are present, i.e., the child’s statements reflect themes and 

terminology of the alienating parent. 

• Animosity is spread to the extended family and others associated with the hated parent. 

 

There is increasing evidence that parents who initiate and sustain high-conflict divorce 

have personality disorders, particularly Borderline Personality Disorder and Narcissistic 

Personality Disorder, and are incapable of modifying their behavior even though it is so clearly 

harmful to their children (Carlson, 2010; Stahl, 2000).  They hate their ex-spouse more than they 

love their children.  They are unaware of the harm they are doing to their children and even when 

they are enlightened, they continue to engage in the destructive behavior.  (Appendix C has 

suggestions for the targeted parent). 

Co-parenting may be the ideal, however it is unreasonable and unrealistic in families 

impacted by high-conflict (Garrity & Baris, 1994; Stahl, 2000).  Parallel parenting is suggested 

by the research (Appell, 2006; Carlson, 2010; Garrity & Baris, 1994; Mitcham-Smith & Henry, 

2007).  This paradigm involves high-conflict parents parenting next to one another rather than 

with one another (see Appendix B).  These parents require clearly defined parameters for every 

aspect of their parenting that may impact the children.  In some cases, this may require the 

family court to award sole custody to one parent and supervised visitation with the alienating 

parent in order to defuse the conflict.  It is here that a parent coordinator would be assigned by 

the court.  Barter (2003) succinctly explains the role of the parent coordinator and the benefits to 

parents and children which is to ultimately defuse the conflict and enable the children to love 

both of their parents (see Appendix A). 

Suggestions 

In order to work effectively with this family, the following suggestions are made: 

1. Legal issues resolved. 
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2. Appointment of a Parent Coordinator to serve as educator, mediator, monitor, ensure 

the court order and report back to the courts.  In other words, reduce children’s stress 

and teach parents conflict-resolution skills.  Appendix A elaborates. 

3. Therapists work with the family as if it has Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Cale, 

2010). 

4. Therapists communicate regularly in order to defuse potential splitting and 

manipulation by parties served. 

5. Therapists implement parallel parenting practices with the family.   

6. One person assumes the role of parent coordinator unless one is appointed by the 

Court, acting as go-between these parents; communicating with both; coaching as 

necessary. 

7. Parents refrain from any contact with one another unless there is an emergency 

involved; they go through a neutral third party.   

8. The parents agree to maintain an attitude of non-interference with one another. 

9. Each home is separate and children have toys, clothes, etc at each home. 

10. Each parent will defer to the other when children voice complaints about the parent, 

i.e. “That sounds like something you need to speak with your mom about.” 

11. When children allege abuse by one parent to the other, the child is encouraged to 

share this with a therapist.  Parents will refrain from acting on what the children say 

until approached by a therapist. 

12. Parent Coordinator or designated point person will file a 51A for emotional abuse and 

neglect whenever a parent violates the terms of parallel parenting.  If necessary, 

therapeutic services may be terminated pending further legal action. 
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Conclusion 

In our efforts to work with this family, we need to be mindful of the complex issues 

engendered by the high-conflict divorce and its impact on the children.  By encouraging the 

parallel model of parenting, we can give this family stability that it currently lacks.  Furthermore, 

reducing conflict benefits the whole system.  After all, “hurt people, hurt people,” as they say in 

Alanon. 
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•  Reducing the possibility of adolescent drug and alcohol problems, teenage pregnancy, school 

dropout rates and crime associated with children of divorce. 

Appendix A:  Benefits to parents and children (Barter, 2003) 

Parent Coordination benefits divorcing or divorced parents by: 

•  Assisting parents shift their role from former spouses to co-parents; 

•  Educating parents regarding the impact of parental conflict on their child's development; 

•  Helping parents identify their contribution to conflict while increasing impulse control; 

•  Teaching parents anger management, communication and conflict resolution skills, and 

children's issues in divorce; 

•  Ensuring execution of the residence and living arrangements specified in the divorce decree or 

temporary orders; 

•  Monitoring visitation and modifying time-sharing arrangements as a means of reducing 

parental conflict; and 

•  Working with parents in developing a detailed cooperative parenting plan for issues such as 

living arrangements, discipline, holidays and communication. 

Parent Coordination benefits children by: 

•  Reducing the child's symptoms of stress as parental conflict decreases; 

•  Diminishing the child's sense of loyalty binds; 

•  Creating a more relaxed home atmosphere allowing the child to adjust more effectively; 

•  Teaching effective communication and conflict resolution skills as modeled by their parents; 

•  Increasing the likelihood of keeping two active parents in the child's life; 

•  Ensuring the child's safety through open parental communication; 

•  Enhancing the child's confidence and self-esteem by creating an optimal environment for 

growth; 

•  Diminishing the likelihood of future relationship difficulties and divorce in the child's future; 

and 



High Conflict Divorce     10 
 

Appendix B:  Ten Tips for Successful Parallel Parenting (Carlson, 2010) 

1. Maintain an attitude for non-interference with your child’s other parent. Neither parent has 

influence or say over the actions of the other parent. 

2. Carry on a business-like attitude; use common courtesy. 

3. Do not plan activities for the children during the other parent’s time. It may be better for a 

child to miss an event than to witness conflict. 

4. Stay focused on the present. 

5. Stay oriented to the task at hand. 

6. Keep your children’s best interests in mind. 

7. Remember the goal is to keep conflict to a minimum. 

8. Follow up in writing all agreements and discussions regarding the children, and do so 

succinctly! 

9. When communication and/or negotiation is necessary, use a neutral third party to assist you. 

10. Keep an open mind.  
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Appendix C:  Carlson, S. (2010).  Retrieved on January 9, 2010, from 

http://www.mrcustodycoach.com/blog/top-10-rules-of-low-contact 

Top 10 Commandments of Low-Contact with High-Conflict 

Personalities  

When embroiled in a high-conflict divorce and custody dispute, we highly recommend no-

contact.  When children are involved, no-contact is impractical, so we are proponents of what is 

often referred to as low-contact.  In keeping with this recommendation, we offer the Top 10 

Commandments of Low-Contact: 

#1 – THOU SHALT ONLY COMMUNICATE IN WRITING! 

Communication between the parents shall only be in written form except in the event of a true 

emergency situation pertaining to the children. Written communications may be in the form of 

email, fax, text message, U.S. Mail, telegram, or any other forum of documented media. 

Documented communication will not be given to the children to deliver to the other party under 

any circumstances. 

#2 – THOU SHALT NOT USE THE CHILDREN AS MESSENGERS OR GO-

BETWEENS! 

At no time should the children be used to communicate messages from one parent to the other 

parent either verbally (a violation of the first commandment) or in documented form – even if 

sealed! This excludes communication that is directly between the children and the other parent if 

the child, of their own accord, chooses to communicate about upcoming events, such as sports or 

school activities. As long as the children are not specifically delivering a message from you to 

the other parent, you will be in compliance with this commandment. 

#3 – THOU SHALT COMMUNICATE BY TELEPHONE ONLY IN THE EVENT OF A 

TRUE EMERGENCY PERTAINING TO THE CHILDREN! 

Not much further explanation is necessary here. You will find that the high-conflict ex-partner 

will find ways to try to get you to violate the provision of this commandment by making events 

which are not “true emergencies” – into an emergency. That is the beauty of voice mail. You 

don’t have to answer the phone if you have voice mail or an answering machine. A true 

emergency will necessitate a message from which you can make the decision to pick up the 

phone and return the call for details. Expect that there may be an occasion where a true 

emergency exists and the high-conflict parent will purposefully not leave a message. There is 

nothing you can do about that. It’s a risk we all must take when dealing with the high-conflict ex. 

#4 – THOU SHALT NOT USE INFLAMMATORY LANGUAGE IN WRITTEN 

COMMUNICATIONS TO THE OTHER PARENT! 

http://www.mrcustodycoach.com/blog/top-10-rules-of-low-contact
http://www.mrcustodycoach.com/custody-agreements/
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You will try your very best to avoid using language that is accusatory, judgmental, demanding, 

or flat-out foul and abusive. Further, sending too much information back and forth can actually 

create more conflict. “Co-Parenting Journals” can often become a source of escalating conflict. 

We are not proponents of using such journals to detail the events of your parenting time. They 

offer far too many opportunities for the high-conflict ex to pass judgment and communicate with 

you about what you’re doing, when, why, how, and with whom. Avoid using them. You will 

learn sooner rather than later that you cannot control how your ex parents or any of the things 

he/she does (that don’t violate the law, and sometimes not even then). Get over your desire to 

teach them the right way of doing things. 

#5 – THOU SHALT ONLY RESPOND TO ITEMS THAT ARE OF IMPORTANCE 

PERTAINING TO THE CHILDREN! 

You have very likely experienced the long-winded diatribe accusing you of unspeakable horrors 

and passing judgment on you as a human being wrapped around an actual matter of importance 

pertaining to the children. You shall ignore all of the extraneous windbagging and only respond 

to the matter of importance pertaining to the children as if nothing else was contained within the 

high-conflict ex’s communication. You will do this every time. 

#6 – THOU SHALT USE BULLETED-POINTS OR SOME OTHER EQUALLY 

EFFECTIVE MEANS OF KEEPING YOUR COMMUNICATION SHORT AND TO-

THE-POINT! 

Less is more. Always. We often recommend using bullet-points to address any issue or issues 

using the fewest words possible. We will document examples on our Case Study pages to show 

how this method is handled. You are not writing a novel. You are stopping just short of using 

shorthand. Does anybody even know what shorthand is nowadays? Stick to the facts as you 

know them and only as they are in keeping with commandment #5. 

#7 – THOU SHALT AVOID, WHENEVER POSSIBLE, FACE-TO-FACE CHILD 

CUSTODY EXCHANGES! 

This is not always practical in every single case. In those situations, we recommend a high 

visibility, public place such as a supermarket parking lot, a movie theatre parking lot, a shopping 

mall parking lot. Having lots of witnesses around often stifles the high-conflict ex’s penchant for 

“causing a scene.” 

Where is it practical? At schools or daycare centers where one parent drops the children off in 

the morning and the other parent can pick them up. In long-distance situations, it would be the 

airport terminal or bus station. 

#8 – THOU SHALT PARALLEL PARENT AND NOT CO-PARENT! 

We are major proponents of co-parenting where there doesn’t exist a high-conflict post-divorce 

relationship. However, if you are here, that is unlikely to be the case in your situation. While 

difficult to accept initially, once you learn that you cannot control what the other parent does on 

http://www.mrcustodycoach.com/custody-agreements/
http://www.mrcustodycoach.com/custody-agreements/
http://www.mrcustodycoach.com/blog/custody-agreements-parallel-parenting-plan
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their parenting time, the sooner you can let go of attempts to try. You parent during your 

parenting time, the other parent parents on their time. Each parent does it their own way. 

Communication, interaction, in-person exchanges are eliminated or dramatically reduced. 

Parents do not write each other to discuss the daily events of the children (what we refer to as 

“idle chit-chat”). Each parent may be in attendance at events during the other’s parenting time, 

but maintain a good distance so as to avoid any direct interaction with the high-conflict ex. 

NOTE: Learn not to be offended if your children fail to stop by to see you after any event that 

takes place on the other’s parenting time. They may stop over for a quick hug and kiss and head 

back to the other parent. Respect their need to avoid conflict and not be put in-between parents or 

otherwise feel as though their loyalty is being compromised. If you’re teaching them how to be 

good people and giving them appropriate love, they’ll feel safe doing what they need to do to 

maintain their own peace of mind. 

#9 – THOU SHALT AVOID, WHENEVER POSSIBLE, MAKING ALTERATIONS TO 

THE PARENTING SCHEDULE! 

This is one of those edicts that is not always practical. Unfortunately, situations do arise that may 

necessitate broaching the subject of making adjustments to the custodial periods. Perhaps you’re 

a non-custodial parent who has very limited time with your children and you’ll take any extra 

time you can get! We understand and that is okay! However, if it is at all possible, avoid 

initiating or agreeing to changes in the parenting schedule absent a real pressing need to do so. 

Change may be necessary in a true emergency or you have an appointment that you must attend 

which cannot be changed for employment or health-related reasons. If you must make a change 

that sees you giving up parenting time, do so without an expectation that make-up time will be 

given absent language in your court order or agreement requiring it. We’re not saying don’t ask 

for it, but avoid entering into negotiating at all costs. If the answer isn’t “yes” – it’s no. Nothing 

more or less. There is no grey area. Absent a YES answer, the answer is no every time. 

#10 – THOU SHALT INSIST ON CUSTODY SCHEDULE LANGUAGE THAT LEAVES 

LITTLE OR NO ROOM FOR AMBIGUITY OR EXPLOITATION! 

Be very clear about this: If there is an opportunity for a high-conflict ex-partner to exploit vague 

language in a custody order/agreement or some other loophole, they will do it. Conflict almost 

always results when the language of a custody arrangement is too loose or uses vague language. 

Avoid allowing a final order to be entered that will require the following types of clauses: 

• Clauses that leave you with undefined parenting time such as “reasonable visitation.” 
• Clauses that allow one parent to dictate the parenting time of the other 
• Clauses requiring parents to regularly communicate and agree on scheduled parenting time. 

The stronger (or more “air-tight”) the language of your custody order/agreement, the less 

communication you need to have with the high-conflict ex in order to perform to the clause. 
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Avoid deviating from the court order at all, but most especially when it comes to parenting time 

(see commandment #9). Requests for deviations invite conflict. The “high-road” people often 

refer to isn’t all it’s cracked up to be and can also invite its share of conflict. For instance, a 

parent tries to keep the peace and take the “high road” may accommodate a change in a holiday 

schedule, summer schedule, or otherwise change the schedule for some “special” day. It invites 

conflict, particularly if there is some expectation on the part of the “good parent” for some 

reciprocation from the high-conflict parent. The “high road” parent may feel short-changed 

because the change altered the schedule to their detriment (loss of some parenting time). Perhaps 

there are frequent exceptions to the routine, leading the “good” parent to feel pressured or 

obligated to repeatedly accommodate the other. 

If you want to keep the conflict to a minimum, avoid changes to the custody order/agreement as 

often as possible, if not always. Stick to the court order, until you can make agreed-upon changes 

which can be filed as an updated order. Another way to see meaningful changes is to file a 

custody modification petition (if you have just cause to do so). A judge will make a ruling on 

modifications to the existing arrangement resulting from the hearing on the petition. Then, 

follow the new order accordingly. 

 

 


