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Written by Emily B. Gelmann, Esquire
There are numerous blogs, articles, and commentaries advising parents in the middle of a divorce to set
aside their hostility for the good of the children. While this advice is both true and easy to give, it is often
hard to accept and difficult to implement when you are in the midst of a contentious divorce and custody
battle.

The people giving you that advice are neutral third parties, they don't feel betrayed, hurt, or manipulated
by the person they trusted the most - their spouse. And while those neutral third parties are telling you to
let go of your anger and not engage in a custody battle "for the good of the children," it can feel like the
custody battle will be worth it if you believe the result will be "for the good of the children." In those
cases it can seem as though your anger is a byproduct of protecting your kids.
Perspective from a Legal Professional
I am not here to dole out easy to give but hard to swallow advice. And I won't tell you to simply "move
past the anger" so that you can co-parent your children. But I will try to paint the bigger picture for you
and offer you some facts about the correlation between a reduction in family conflict and the wellbeing
of your children.
First, note that I come from a different perspective than what you may have seen or heard before about
conflict and divorce. I am not a mental health professional. I am a divorce attorney. This means that most
of my time is spent representing divorcing parents that, more often than not, are angry at one another -

and I get it. Your hostility and frustration is often justifiable.
What this perspective gives me, that clients in the midst of a divorce often don't have, is just that
perspective. I've seen this scenario play out time and again. Today, you are fighting with your spouse
over whether or not he/she will pick up your child at 5:00 p.m. or 6:00 p.m. on Tuesday nights. Soon a
judge determines that for you, but after that? After that you are on your own to deal with the spouse you
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just spent months, maybe even years, fighting. Continuing to fight is exhausting and worse, harmful for
your children.

So as you sit there ready to strap on your gloves and go to battle for what you might think is in your
children's best interest, I urge you to accept this fact: you will have to co-parent your children. Even in
the most extreme cases, and I am talking about situations of severe abuse or criminal behavior, both
parents are usually granted access with their children. At a minimum, your spouse will be allowed to see
his/her children. This means schedules, school work, doctor's appointments, pick up and drop off times
and locations, and all other activities have to be coordinated between the two of you.
As that reality soaks in, let me change your thinking once again: divorce does not inherently damage
your kids. Conflict does.

Conflict and the Impact on Children
Children exposed to conflict in their parent's marriage or divorce experience the most significant and
ongoing problems. Numerous studies have revealed that children even support their parents divorcing
when that divorce brings peace into the family. When there is ongoing conflict between parents, it is the
child who suffers most.
Studies have found that children in these high conflict situations develop loyalty conflicts, feeling that
they must side with one parent, which can lead to fear of loving both parents. Other times, children feel
personally responsible for not being able to prevent the ongoing conflict.
A report to the Washington State Gender and Justice Commission and Domestic Relations Commission
found that parental conflict is a major source of reduced well-being among children. The studies
reviewed found that high conflict situations correlated with the children having a decreased chance of
going to college and an increased chance of teen pregnancy.
So, in case you were concerned, you have not banned your children by getting a divorce. But you may

cause them harm if you expose them to parental conflict. Try and separate your marital hostilities from
your ongoing parenting responsibilities. There are numerous resources out there to enable successful co-

parenting:
1. Using a parent coordinator (a trained mental health or legal professional with mediation training)
to create a parenting plan.

2. Employing a parent coordinator to facilitate resolution of disputes in a timely manner - the parent
coordinator provides a communication link between high conflict parents, focusing the parties on
the issues to be resolved and the needs of the children.
3. Employ other communication techniques such as shared online calendars or writing notes on a
shared notepad to one another.
4. Attend parenting classes with or without your co-parent.

Conclusion
The bottom line is - hate your ex all you want. No one can make you forgive, forget, or move on. What

happens in a divorce, and whatever led up to it, is often painful and scarring. But do not harm your
children by failing to realize that your marital hostilities and your ongoing parenting responsibilities
aren't mutually exclusive. Your kids deserve it.
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