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PARENTING COORDINATION:
What is it, Who needs it,
and How does it Work?

Joan B. Kelly, Ph.D.
Child Centered Solutions
December 12, 2008

Focus Of Presentation:

m What is a Parenting Coordinator (PC)?

m Who is a PC and what are qualifications?
m Objectives of Parenting Coordination

® Who is it designed and appropriate for?
w Type of disputes typically settled

m How PC work differs from other mental
health and legal work

Focus Of Presentation (cont):

s Authotity of PC and scope of power
a Where does PC work optimally fit in legal
dispute framework?
m How the process works
» Models for working with parents
m Use of education, mediation/negotiation, arbitration
m Including children in the PC process
m Ethical issues

What Is Parenting Coordination?

= A child-focused alternative dispute resolution
process intended for high conflict parents with a
history of entrenched child disputes

m A process that combines dispute assessment,
education, mediation, case management, conflict
management/reduction and {often) arbitration

m A non-confidential process that deals with
child-related disputes as they arise and gives PC
authortity to make decisions as necessary
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Objectives Of Parenting
Coordinator

m Implementation of patenting plan, including
monitoring compliance with plaa

m Quick assessment & resolution of co-parental
disputes

m Reduce conflict between parents

m Re-focus parents on children’s needs

® Improve communication and problem-solving
skills of parents

Objectives Of Parenting
Coordinator (2)

m Provide education to parents about
developmental and psychological needs of child

m Provide stabilizing presence for families and
children

a Provide a channel of communicatien for
children

m Provide buffer for child’s therapy

u Reduce reliance upon litigation and courts-—
interrupt conflict spiral

Parental Disputes Often Settled
by Parenting Coordinator
m Parenting time schedules/access, holidays &
vacations, tempotary variations, transitions,
travel and passport arrangements
m Child's recreational and entichment activities

m Education or daycare (tutoting, summer school,
school choice, placement)

m Health care management (medical, dental,
psychotherapy, vision)
m Religious observances and education

Parental Disputes Settled by
Parenting Coordinator (2)
= Child rearing issues, including alteration of
children’s appearance (haircuts, piercing)
m Forms of communication between parents
m Parent behaviors and parenting issues
m Substance abuse testing, counseling

m Changes in parenting plan consistent with child’s
developmental changes

u Role of significant others, extended family
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Adversarial Divorce Process is a
High Conflict Parent’s Dream

» Competing parental entitlements reinforce angry
agendas and grievances

m Parent conflict escalates and consolidates

m Positional and black/white thinking encouraged

m Emphasis on parental inadequacies to exclusion
of adequacies and strengths

m Poor reality testing and thinking sustained

m Civility and communication between parents
often permanently destzoyed

Co-parental Relationships After
Separation and Divorce

» Cooperative Parenting - 25-30%
= Joint planning, flexibility
m Provide support as needed
m Parallel Parenting - >50%
m Low communication, low conflict
w Disengaged
w Conflicted Relationship - <25%
® Frequent but poor communication, high conflict
= One or both parents may be still enmeshed
Hetherington & Kelly, 2002; Maccoby and Mnookin, 1992

2

Bilateral or Unilateral Conflict?
A Caution

m The label “High Conflict Couple” is commoen

® Who and what is driving the conflict?

m What are each parent’s separate contributions
to continuing hostlity, disputes, and relitigation?

m Has either parent disengaged with the other?

m Is either parent receptive to changing the couple
dynamics and their behavior?
Friedman, 2004; Kelly, 2003

What are Larger Goals for
Parenting Coordination?

m Reduce known tisk factors that are associated
with poor outcomes in children following
separation and divorce

m Promote known protective factors linked to
mote positive outcomes in children in working
with patents

m Stem the drain on family resources (financial,
psychological, patental, moral)
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Dysfunctional Relationships

m Refusal to consider and acquiesce to other’s
ideas, reasonable requests, rules, demands

= Committed to their own versions of “truth”

m One-upmanship and victories savored

» Emotional disengagetnent not occurred in one
or both parents — frozen in time

m Intense arguments may result in violence

m Repeated allegations of substance abuse, child
and sexual abuse, neglect

Expression of Conflict with High
Conflict Parents

= Anger & bitterness very intense/deeply rooted
m Continuous, enttenched conflict mode

» Distrust & suspiciousness motivates response
» Contempt for other parent very evident

® Polarized views on child issues and situatons
m Loss of child focus

u Use of child to express anger
Jehnston, 1994; Johnsien & Rosehy, 1997; Kelly, 2003; Kelly & Emery, 2003.
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Differentiating Dimensions of
Parental Conflict

m Intensity of Conflict

m Focus of Conflict

m Conflict Expressed through Child
m Proiective Buffers for Children

u Interpersonal #s. Legal Conflict
See Grych, 2005; Kelly, 2000, for reviews

Parent Behaviors that Put Children
in the Middle of Conflict

® Asking Child to Carry Hostle Messages
= Asking Intrusive Questions about Other Parent
= Creating a Need for Child to Hide Information

m Creating a Need to Conceal Feelings about
Other Parent

= Demeaning other parent, contemptous behavior
Buchanan, et al, 1991, Hetherington & Kelly, 2002
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High Conflict Clients use
Emotional Facts

m Emotionally generated false information,
accepted as true, and trequiring emergency action
m Exagperation of real facts
m Out of context real facts
m Non-existent facts
= Utllization of stereotypic induction (of tarpet)

% Minimize the positive, maximize the negative

High Conflict Clients as
Passionate Persuaders

m Perfect fit for the court system

w More energy and aggression — drama and
dominance prevails, lots of information, even if
false

m Persuasion without facts

u Simple right-wrong stoties are obvious and facts not
needed

m Crisis mode denies decision-maker time to process

4%

How this Works in the Gray Family

m At first separate session with father, Mr. G. informs
the PC that one of her first tasks must be to change the
location of the transition (currently at an upscale
shopping center)

w “Hvery good psychologist knows that making a
ransition at a mall is detrimental to children.”

x Mother strongly protests in her session, says home
transition is a non-stacter, that she’s afraid of the fathet.

® A passionate persuader with emotional facts using a
new advocate who will of course meet his demand

A2

Four Common Problems of
Angry and Difficult Clients

® Bonding — life long relationship problems means
life long bonding problems

m Structute — focused on their needs, lack insight,
need someone to provide structure

= Reality Testing - rigidity in perspectives and
many types of distortions due to faulty thoughts

® Accepting Consequences — it is always someone
else’s problem, behavior, thinking

Scheinvold, 2008
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Travel Clause: Identify and Correct
the Problems

m Both pareats are to provide necessaty
authotizations to allow travel outside the
country with the children, providing the travel is
reasonable for the children and not to any
destination that may not be safe for them. Both
parents are to cooperate with respect to US
passport renewals,

Where in Legal System does the
Parenting Coordinator Best Fit?

n Most often post-decree

u After detailed parenting plan has been
developed or ordered and incorporated into
stipulation/coutt order

n On interim basis to implement temporary plan
ot during custody evaluation in high conflict
cases

m Parents have demonstrated chronic inability to
resolve child conflicts and use litigation
frequently

43

CUSTODY AND ACCESS DISPUTES

Divorce Education Program e
Mediation —
Settlement Conference —
Custody Evaluation —
Settlement Conference —

(Pre-trial settlement) —
Trial —

Parentng Coordination —

Parenting Coordination and
Domestic Violence

w PC appointment may be inappropriate if DV
involves coercive control, intimidation, threat
m [f PC appointed, focus wilk be on enforcement
of detailed parenting plan, ensuring compliance
m Mediation and joint meeting$ may increase risk
of victim and maintain imbalance of power
m Need screening for types of DV and protocols
for screening for PC appointment
Kelly & Johnson, 2008.

11
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Ensuring Informed Consent

m Do parents understand fully the power and
patental rights they are transferring to PC?

m Do parents understand the non-confidential
nature of the PC modei?

m Do parents understand the duty of the PC to
report child abuse?

m Do parents understand how your process will

work?
AFCC Guidelines for PC, Guideline VIII

Limitations on Confidentiality

m Parenting coordination is non-confidential
model (except outside of scope of PC work)

m This empowers the PC to be effective

# Parents waive privileges and rules of evidenice
and normal professional conduct

m Be awate of special rules in jurisdictions re:
therapists and MD’s

m Get HIPAA compliant authotizations

Ex Parte Communications

m Communications with parents, children,
attotneys, other relevant parties without notice

m PC can initiate or receive oral or written
communicatons from relevant parties

n Decisions, agreements, recommendations must
be communicated to both parents at same time

u Reports to the court according to court rules

m No ex parte communication with the judge
AFCC Guidelines foc PC, Guideline X

Variations in PC Models
and Practice

= Manner and authority for appointment

= Authority and scope of decision-making
» When in legal process PC is appointed

w Variations in practice and emphasis of PC
® Qualifications and expertise of the PC

® Whether children are included

m Interdisciplinary model (“referral model™)

Fidlec & Epstein, 2008s; Kelly, 2008,

13
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ATTENDANCE AT SCHOOL FUNCTIONS
DEFINING PARENTING TIME

‘The Mother and the Father and their new partness/spouses may
attend school functions regardless of the residential schedule. If
they choase to attend, they shall remain cordial during these
accasions and not discuss child-related arrangements and issues.
1f the non-resident parent will be attending the event, 5/he will
inform the resident parent. (The resident parent is defined as the

arent the child resides with during the apreed-to usual and
ﬁoliday schedules (sce calendar). For example, if the event occurs
after 3:30 p.m. on a day the child will be with Father from aftec
school and overnight, he is the resident parent. Similatly, if the
event occurs afier 9 2.m. on a day that the child will be with
Mother from after school, Mother is the resident parent.)

Typologies of PC Cases

» T'wo adequate parents who can’t agree on
anything about their children

m One patent has significant pathology or sevete
personality disorder

m Both patents have significant pathology ot
severe personality disorders

 Parents with infants or children with special
development, medical, or educational needs

Inappropriate Cases Ethical Standards for PC (1)

m Pronounced paranoid features m Impartiality (Guideline IT)
. Se_vcxc mem_l ﬂlness. . m Conflict of interest (IIT)
m Prior complaints to licensing boards . )
» Parenting coordinators have been fired more w Multiple roles (dual sequential) (IV)

than once m Limitations on Confidentiality (V)
& History of battering ot ongoing situational AFCC Guidelines for 'C, 2003

violence despite restraining orders

L] L
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Interventions re: Co-Parental
Conflict

m Review parents’ conflict history to present

» Distinguish matital conflict from separation-
engendered and adversarial-driven conflict

u Explore motivation to diminish conflict and
anger and to disengage from other parent

m Provide examples of how children are used and
caught in the middle

m What do their children say and observe
w Tty to increase empathy for child’s experience

H

Co-Parental Communication
Structures and Rules
» Observations of effective vs. unproductive
communications
n Safe modes for each parent
m Extent parent desires better communication
¥ Barriers to effective co-parental communication

m Try out and evaluate different communication
models and styles

m Write communication protocols

Focus on Effective
Post-Divorce Parenting

m Concept of diminished parenting

» Exploring discipline styles

B Assessing availability and monitoring
» Having appropriate expectations

m Focusing on both parents’ involvement in
school, projects, athletics, events

m Principles of parental dating, re-partnering re
children

™"

Using Empirical Research:
Effective Parenting of Mothers
m Warmth
m Authoritative discipline
m Hold appropriate expectations for children
w Acadernic skill encouragement

m Monitoring of activities
Amata, 2000; Amato & Fowler, 2002; Buchanan, %6;
Hetherington & Kelly, 2002; Martinez & Forgatch, 2002; Simons
et al, 1999
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The Blue Family Vignette
Parenting Coordination Case
Joan B. Kelly, Ph.D.

The situation:

Mr. and Mrs. Blue separated 3 years earlier and considerable protracted litigation
followed. During this time, Bill lived in the custody of his mother about 75% of the time
along with his younger brother and sister. Bill, age 12, reported to school authorities that
his mother had intentionally hit him on the head with a hard object that morning, causing
a bruise. Child Protection Services was called. After an investigation, custody of Bill was
transferred to father on a permanent basis with supervised visits ordered with mother. Bill
was very upset about these visits as she “grilled” him and argued that she had never hit
him. On the basis of his therapist’s recommendation, visits (unsupervised) then were
ordered to occur only if Bill wanted to see her.

The Parenting Coordinator was appointed (stipulation and court order) 4 months after the
child abuse action, shortly after final divorce.

Summary of Father’s Issues:

Bill told his father he would like a number of his things from mother’s home but was
anxious about asking his mother for what he wanted. At his dad’s suggestion, Bill made a
list and sent her a note with the list. She called and told him that he could not have his
possessions unless he came over to her house to talk with her about these things and
about their relationship. She told him (according to father) that she loved him so much
and wanted them to work on their relationship. Bill was very upset about her withholding
his “stuff”, telling his therapist that he wanted to avoid interacting with his mother and
didn’t want any confrontation. Father was furious that she wouldn’t just let him have his
possessions, insisting instead that Bill had to “negotiate” to get them, particularly because
he was asking for so little. He added that he had and was paying large amounts of both
spousal and child support and that Bill should have all his possessions including his
clothing, but he would be content if Bill got the things that were important to him.

Father gave me a copy of the note and list Bill sent to mother. Bill asked for his baseball
cards, punching bag, skate ramp (which he had built himself), clothes, his various athletic
trophies from baseball and soccer, and his bike helmet. He said there were probably
things he can’t remember because he hasn’t been in his mother’s home for awhile.

Father also said that Bill wrote a second letter to his mother telling her not to hang around
his school in order to see him. He says it’s creepy and upsetting. He wants a safe place at
school. Bill says (dad’s report) that she waits until he comes out, immediately confronts
him, and tries to hold lengthy conversations. She then gets angry if he doesn’t want to
talk, and accuses him of lying about the abuse allegation and his dad of turning him
against her. Bill has bad memories of her behavior with him. She has also called the
mother of one of Bill’s friends when he was playing there, asking to talk to Bill.
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