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Unit 2:   Reduce Co-Parenting Conflict
LENGTH – 60 minutes

Co-parenting conflict has lasting, harmful effects on children.

 

Conflict between parents is the most harmful part of divorce for children. It keeps 
parents from working in their children’s best interest and puts the child in the 
middle. No matter which parent seems to “win,” the child always loses.  
 

Conflict is common, especially in the first 2 years after separation. 50% of all 
divorcing parents admit to frequent and intense co-parenting conflict in the first  
2 years. 

In some families, conflict persists. 10-25% of divorced families remain highly 
conflicted after 2 years post-separation.

Conflict is harmful to children. Children exposed to high conflict are 2-4 times 
more likely to have high levels of mental/physical health issues compared to national 
norms.

Effects on children are reduced when parents focus on managing their own 
parenting behavior rather than the co-parent. 
 
Parents will:

 Learn how co-parenting conflict harms children’s development.

 Gain strategies for managing their own behavior to minimize the effects of 
conflict on children.

 Feel motivated to take steps to minimize  
co-parenting conflict.

 

PowerPoint Slides (optional)
Video set up and ready for viewing
At each participant seat

 A copy of the “Protect Children from Conflict”

 A blank index card or strip of paper 
 

Related Two Families Now units
This unit also relates to Unit 3, which covers the subjects Co-parenting Styles,  
Create a Parenting Plan and Benefits of Mediation

Take Home Message

Overview

What Research  
Tells Us

Learning Objectives

Preparation
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Materials for this lesson

Activity Support
 Powerpoint slides (optional)
 Whiteboard, flip chart or chalkboard  
 Chalk, markers, or whiteboard pens
 Two blank index cards or strips of paper for each 
participant

 Timing device (timer)

Videos
 Module 2: The Crisis – Protect Children from Conflict video 
sequence

 Module 3: Regaining Blance – Letting Go of Control video 
sequence 

Take home (optional)
PDF handouts for each participant: 
 Protect Children from Conflict (in “The Crisis” section)

 Letting Go of Control (in “Regaining Balance” section)

Find pdfs at:

irised.com/resources > Two Families Now> Printables

LESSON PLAN KEY

Powerpoint slide

Play video

Individual reflection

Whiteboard

Flip chart

Paired activity

Small group activity

Whole group activity

is in italicsSuggested dialogue
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Instructional Sequence

 Housekeeping
 Agenda
 Group guidelines
 Brainstorming guidelines
 A note about process
 In the beginning of the first session, do an ice-breaker exercise (see example in 
the printable Introduction)

 Survey parent’s thoughts about attending this class.  How many of you are… 
Curious?    Bored?    Resentful?

 Bring parent’s attention to the preprinted sheet of paper at their seat that 
contains: One idea I learned in this class that will make a difference in…  
My life        My child’s life                                               
Ask parents to save it and fill it in when something comes up during the session 
that they think will make a difference for their family. 

 
For the next hour, we’ll talk about a topic that is crucially important for 
your child’s wellbeing: How to Reduce Co-Parenting Conflict. Co-parenting 
conflict is the most harmful part of divorce for children. It keeps parents 
from working in their children’s best interest. Conflict puts children in the 
middle. No matter which parent seems to ‘win,’ the child always loses

One thing that is clear in research with separating and divorcing families is 
that it is not the separation itself that is harmful; it is what comes with the 
separation. And the single biggest predictor of long-term problems for 
children is co-parent conflict.

1. Individual Reflection
Ask: 

When you think about conflict between co-parents, what comes to mind? 
Think of the things that you see among your friends, family, on TV, or in 
your own lives.  No need to say anything out loud, just bring some examples 
to mind. 

Pause for a few moments.
When you think of all of the kinds of problems that come up between co-
parents, what is something that you know you don’t want to do? This might 

Introduction

10 minutes

Introduce topic

Warm up

17 minutes

3 minutes

  At the beginning of 
the first class session with 

parents, use  
the Introduction 

slides  #1- 4 

  slide #2

  slide #1
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What I Don’t Want to Do       Child’s Experience

Warm up  
(continued)

be something you have done or something you have not done, but you 
say to yourself: “I don’t want to do that.’” Take a few moments to think of 
one example and write it down. 

Pause and give parents a few moments to write. 

2. Whole Group Brainstorm
The process of separation and divorce can be stressful and, when we are 
stressed, we sometimes do and say things that can hurt our relationships. 
Let’s take a few minutes to make a list of unhelpful things a co-parent 
might do or say, either with the other co-parent or with a child about a 
co-parent. How people sometimes blow it, make mistakes, and say or do 
something they regret – when you might say to yourself,  “ I don’t want to 
do that.” 

POST two columns on the whiteboard: 

 Encourage parents to give quick examples, in the spirit of brainstorming. 

 Solicit five or six responses from parents and write them down under the ”What 
I Don’t Want to Do” heading. As each example is given, ask parents to share 
what the example looks like and sounds like.

 Next go through each “What I Don’t Want to Do” behaviors, one by one, and 
ask parents how each behavior affects children. List parent’s responses under 
“Child’s Experience.”

Children vary in how they respond to a given behavior, so you will list varied child 
experiences for each example of conflict behavior. Don’t worry too much about 
aligning the “Don’t Wants” exactly with all of the child experiences. This exercise is 
most effective when you ask for rapid examples and move quickly. 

Typical examples under the “What I Don’t Want to Do” column:    
• Put down the other parent

• Blame the other parent

• Ask children to keep secrets from other parent

• Ask children to take sides
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What I Don’t Want to Do          Child’s Experience                      What I Want

Finally, create a “What I Want” column on the board.  

Ask parents to come up with a counterpart to each “What I Don’t Want to Do.”
What do you want to do instead? Think of ways you can work more 
effectively with your co-parent and ways you would want to be treated. 
Think of behaviors that contribute to the life lessons and skills you want 
your children to gain from this experience.

Write down parent responses under the column heading, “What I Want.”
At the conclusion of this exercise, you have a list of more effective co-parenting 
behaviors.

Introduce the video.
Conflict between parents is the most harmful part of divorce for children. 
It keeps parents from working in their children’s best interest and puts 
the child in the middle. No matter which parent seems to “win,” the child 
always loses. Children who are shielded from co-parenting conflict feel 
more secure and can concentrate on the important job of learning and 
growing. This video shows some common co-parenting mistakes and alter-
natives that buffer children from the stress of conflict. 

Show the video.

Divide parents into groups of 3. 
Create an opportunity for parents to get up and move around by having small 
groups meet at different places around the perimeter of the room. Have a 
posted flip chart sheet for each group to write on, so parents can stand while 
they do the activity. Ask the groups to choose a writer in the group – someone 
willing to write down the group’s ideas and someone willing to share the ideas 
with the whole group. Give them time to do so. 

1. Introduce the Activity.
Sometimes in the heat of the moment we say and do things we regret. Yet 
I have heard many good ideas from parents in these classes about how 
they are able to take a moment and calm down before reacting. Imagine 

Warm up  
(continued)

Show Video 
Sequence 

Protect Children  
from Conflict 

(Video in “The Crisis” 
section)

8 minutes

Small Group 
Activity: 

90-second 
Challenge

Taking a “Parent 
Moment”

8 minutes

 slide #3

 slide #4
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that you are creating a program for parents. What favorite strategies 
would you share with parents to help them avoid saying or doing 
something they would regret?  

2. Small group brainstorm. 
Tell groups that they have 90 seconds to come up with three ideas. Use a timer 
so that parents can hear the chime that marks the end of 90 seconds. 

3. Whole Group Sharing. 
After 90 seconds, ask each group to share their ideas. Bring attention to the 
posted brainstorming tips and remind parents to limit their input to one or two 
sentence examples. As parent’s offer ideas, write them on the board.

Introduce the video.
One way to reduce the stress that can come with co-parenting is to put 
your energy into the things you can control and let go of things you can’t 
control. Co-parents need to reach basic agreements about child support, 
such as schedules, school and health care, but you will probably have 
different ways of parenting in your own households—different bedtimes, 
different eating habits, different rules, and different routines. That’s OK. 
Children living in two households are able to adapt to the different 
environments and expectations in each household. What’s harmful to 
children is the conflict that comes up when parents try to control each 
other’s activities or parenting.

After the video, summarize.
When you accept that you can’t change your co-parent’s behavior you 
are able to let go of stress and conflict, and focus on what you can do to 
make a difference in your children’s lives.

 
As we have learned here, conflict between parents is the most harmful 
part of divorce for children. It keeps parents from working in their 
children’s best interest and puts the child in the middle. No matter which 
parent seems to “win,” the child always loses. What will you take home and 
use? Hopefully, you learned some ideas over the last hour that will  
be helpful. 

Small Group  
Activity  

(continued)

Show Video  
Sequence 

Letting Go of 
Control

(Video in “Regaining  
Balance” section)

4 minutes

Conclude

5 minutes

 slide #5
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What will you take home and use? How will you…

Reduce conflict with your co-parent?

Keep your child from being in the middle?

Give your child the space to love both parents?

What life lessons and skills will you help your child learn?

Revisit intention for learning 
Ask parents to reflect on the session, and fill in an idea for “my life” and “my child’s 
life” if they have not done it already.    
One idea I learned in this class that will make a difference in… My life 

  My child’s life  

Thank parents for taking the time out of their very busy lives to focus on their 
children’s wellbeing.  

Make a personal comment about your experience of being with parents during 
this time and express your appreciation of them. 

Class Evaluations 
Leave time at the end of the last session for parents to complete evaluations.  
• Include in your class evaluation

- A rating scale for parent’s overall experience of the class session
- Open-ended prompts for parent’s impressions of the “most useful” and “least 

useful” things about the class
- Space for parents to indicate their views about how the class session could be 

improved. 

• Emphasize to parents that evaluations are brief and anonymous. 

• Leave ample time for parents to complete evaluations. 

• Indicate a place for parents to turn in their evaluation separate from you (such 
as an envelope left in view).

Conclude  
(continued)

 If this is the end 
of the training 

session…

5 minutes

 At the end
the final class session 

with parents, use
the Conclusion

slides #1-3
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Avoid arguing in front of the children

Avoid blaming the other parent in front of the children

Tip Don’t let your children hear you blame your co-parent even if there’s reason for blame.

Diane: 
Hey, let’s get the table set for 
dinner.

Diane: 
I can’t believe it. Your father’s 
late with the support again. 
Typical.

Two Families Now     
EFFECTIVE PARENTING DURING SEPARATION AND DIVORCE
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Children experience a deep loss during divorce—loss of the hope of growing up in one home with both parents.  
That loss is burden enough for a child. Adding conflict between you and your co-parent makes the burden even 
heavier for your child. 

Conflict between parents is the most harmful part of divorce for children. It keeps parents from working in their 
children’s best interests and puts the child in the middle.  No matter which parent seems to win, the child always 
loses. 

Children who are shielded from conflict feel more secure and can concentrate on the important job of learning 
and growing. There are things you can do to protect your child from conflict.

CHILD DRAWN INTO CONFLICT CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT

Edith: 
Mark, do you have a few 
minutes to talk or should 
we set up a time to talk?

Tony: 
You’re driving me crazy. It’s 
impossible to talk to you!

CHILD DRAWN INTO CONFLICT

Tip The time and place to talk about difficult topics is when children aren’t around. Make plans to meet and 
discuss these at a different time if you need to.

CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT
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Avoid asking children to keep secrets

Tip Don’t burden your children by asking them to keep your secrets.

Joel:
You really got along with Lisa! 
If you want, we’ll do it again 
soon.

Joel: 
Don’t tell your mom that we 
went to Lisa’s house. It’ll be our 
secret, okay?

CHILD DRAWN INTO CONFLICT CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT

Avoid putting down the other parent in front of children

Tip Find something positive to say about your co-parent – even when it’s hard.

Karen: 
Your dad knows you love putt 
putt.

Karen: 
Your dad took you to putt putt 
again? Can’t he come up with 
something new?

CHILD DRAWN INTO CONFLICT CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT

Avoid quizzing children for information about the other parent

Tip Stay focused on neutral issues and what’s best for your children.

Karen: 
You did that last time didn’t 
you? Your dad knows you love 
putt putt.

Waylon: 
Does your mom see Kent a lot? 
Does he stay over at the house?

CHILD DRAWN INTO CONFLICT CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT

Waylon: 
A barbecue at Kent’s house? 
How was the food?

CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT

Two Families Now     
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Avoid asking children to take sides 

Tip Don’t put your child in the position of choosing between parents.

Karen: 
Tell your dad you want to go 
on a picnic with me and Jack’s 
family instead of visiting him. 

CHILD DRAWN INTO CONFLICT

Karen: 
You’re right. We can have that 
picnic another time.

CHILD PROTECTED FROM CONFLICT

Two Families Now     
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Divorcing parents need to reach basic agreements about child support, schedules, school, and health care, but 
you will probably have different ways of parenting in your own household—different bedtimes, different eating 
habits, different rules, and different routines. 

That’s okay. Most children living in divorced families are able to adapt to the different environments and 
expectations in each household. What’s harmful to children is the conflict that’s generated when parents try to 
control each other’s activities or parenting.   

When parents accept that they can’t change their co-parent’s behavior, they’re able to let go of a lot of stress and 
conflict, and life is better for everyone. 

Module 3
Letting Go of Control
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