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10 Things You Should Do

Ron Cox
Assistant Professor

Often when a couple's relationship ends, the adults are
so overwhelmed by their own hurt and anger that they are not
very tuned into the how the divorce is affecting their child. For
many children, their parents’ divorce creates a deep wound in
the emotional life of a child. Even unborn children and infants
experience the stress of their parents divorce and can become
irritable or sick as a result.

Most children eventually do get over the trauma of their
parents’ separation. However, most will also have a period in
which they struggle to adapt to the new relationship. How the
child is affected and how long it lasts depends largely upon
how the co-parent get along in their parenting responsibilities.
In order to reduce the impact of divorce on the child, it is im-
portant for both parents to be involved in their child’s life. But,
itis also very important HOW they are involved in their child’s
life. In other words, how the parents treat their children AND
how they treat each other affects how their child will adjust.
The following are some suggestions for separated parents
who want to help their child adjust to their divorce:

Healthy co-parenting

So what does a healthy co-parenting relationship look
like? Below are three primary characteristics of a healthy
co-parenting relationship.

A) The couple relationship must end.The fact that a physical
separation has occurred does not meanthatan emotional
separation has been accomplished. Feelings of anger,
hurt, resentment, and jealousy can maintain emotional
ties that continue to bind parents in a couple relationship.
The divorce couple must work to minimize these feelings
and to work together like business associates.

B) Like any business, there should be a strategy in place
to help the business function smoothly. A parenting plan
is a business plan for parents. It helps parents identify
problem areas and work through them before they hap-
pen. Setting up this strategy is essential to success of
the children. Many parents will need to enlist the help of
a professional mediator, a marriage and family therapist,
or a minister to help them stay on task and negotiate
through the hard points. Research consistently shows
that a key indicator of a child’s well-being is the parents’
commitmentto cooperate onissues of the child’s material,
educational, emotional, physical, and spiritual interests. At
the end of this article there is a sample parenting plan. It
may work better for each parent to write down their ideas
individually, then share the written plans with each other
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and talk about how to come to an agreement if there are

differences.

Establish clear boundaries of what is considered appro-

priate behavior in your new “business-like” relationship.

Just like there are things that co-parents shouldn’t do,

there are certain things that co-parents SHOULD DO. A

co-parent focused on benefiting their child will do their

best to practice these behaviors even when the other
parent is resistant or combative. A healthy co-parent:

1.  Tries to have similar rules for the children in both
of the homes where children spend time.

2.  Giveshis/herpermissionto love the other biological
parent and encourages that bond to form.

3. Doesn’ttry to sugarcoat the truth by covering up or
explaining away the negative behavior of the other
biological parent.They help their children succeedin
their relationship with the other parent by coaching
them to talk with the other parent about the negative
behavior.

4.  Respects the other parent’s household and their
right to privacy.

5.  Attemptstoestablish aregular“business” meetingto
discuss issues surrounding the children. This meet-
ing may be in person, by phone, or even through
e-mail.

6. Does everything humanly possible to keep their
appointments and to be on time.

7.  Offers the other parent extra time with the children
before they look for a sitter.

8.  Wants their child to enjoy their time with the other
parent and helps their child plan for their time at
the other parent’s place (for example, packing a
swimsuit if they will be going swimming).

9.  Looks to make sure that children have everything
they need in each home so only a minimal amount
of baggage must be carted back and forth.

10. Stays focused on the children and doesn’t react to
the threats, insults, or criticisms of the other parent.

o

Conclusion

Working with an uncooperative co-parent is difficult. It
may take a lot of practice and trial and error to find a way to
work together. However, the investment of time and energy
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is worth it. Learning to work with a co-parent can literally be
the difference between the success and failure for the children
involved. If you need more help learning how to work with a
difficult co-parent contact your local Oklahoma Cooperative
Extension Office. They will be glad to offer you additional
information.
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