Cooperation or
Conflict

Co-Parenting is Forever




How well the relationship works is up to you. You have a direct effect on its success or
failure. Your words, tone of voice and body language will make the difference. Do you
push your co-parent’s hot buttons or try to stay clear of them? Are you able to let go of the
previous relationship and the hurt associated with it? Are you able to realign your relationship
so you work out problems and stay focused on the needs of the child? Or are you caught in
a revenge cycle that poisons everything? By yourself you can destroy the chances of a good
co-parent relationship. When you are committed to making the co-parent relationship work
because of its effect on the child, you have the best chance to make it work.

Chapter 1: Making the Commitment to Caring

The first chapter asks you to override the benefits you may receive from having conflict
with your co-parent in order to commit yourself to providing your child with the benefits of
limited parental conflict. Remember, the amount of parental conflict is the single most
important influence on your child’s recovery from the trauma of divorce.

Making the commitment to a successtul co-parent relationship is not enough, however.

o Tt also takes a lot of hard work.

o It takes effort to stop yourself from reacting negatively in front of your
child.

« 1t takes strength to consider the child’s best interests before you decide
an appropriate reaction.

o+ It takes mental toughness to think of alternatives when you’re
brainstorming ways to solve problems

o It takes self-control to decide how you will respond when one of your
own hot buttons has been pushed.

« It takes emotional strength and renewed vigor to let go of the old pain
and to move on to uncertain territory.

Using New Techniques

You can draw from the range of techniques presented here if you are to succeed in your goal
to provide the best possible environment for your child’s positive emotional health. You will
need to arm yourself with the best techniques in your arsenal. Here’s a brief review of the
techniques presented in this book.

Chapter 2: Allowing My Child to Love Both Parents

e

In Chapter 2 we talked about the stress of a child caught in the middle. When the child is
put in situations where he has to choose sides, the child feels forced to renounce one of his
parents. Put-downs, criticisms, name-calling, body language that indicates disapproval of the
child’s other parent and playing the victim make it virtually impossible for the child to stay
neutral. The child is often put into a “loyalty bind.”

The increased stress that results from being in the middle of a tug of war causes the child to
feel trapped, unable to make the best decision for himself in any situation. He feels guarded
and careful, weighing the consequence of every action so that he can protect himself from this
position whenever possible. He loses the natural spontaneity that is a child’s right.
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Chapter 4: Choosing My Personal Path

This chapter asks you to consider if you want to make your life “better or if you want to be
bitter. If you choose to make it better, you will change the focus of the new relationship
by centering it entirely on being parents to your child(ren). Your new relationship will
become realigned. It will exist for the primary purpose of rearing your children in the best
possible environment and it asks you to do everything in your power to make it the best
environment for a child being reared in two families.

Realignment asks you to accept the new family structure which is housed in two locations; it
asks you to accept the child’s other parent as an equally important force in her life and it asks
you to establish a new business relationship with your co-parent in order to meet the needs
of your child(ren). Realignment occurs after you have emotionally let go and disengaged
from the former partner. Realignment means that you put aside negative assumptions and
expectations about your co-parent’s ability to parent. It means changing your language
patterns to reflect acceptance for this new family structure. It means evaluating all actions
in terms of your child’s best interests over those your own self-interests. And it means using
the STP-A technique to stop, think, then pause before taking any action which could be
detrimental to your child.

Review if you’re following these guidelines for a successful business relationship with your
co-parent and identify where it needs improvement:

1. Dedication to a common goal.
2. Commitment to a win-win relationship.

3. Negotiation of differences when you disagree or when new
circumstances arise.

4. Focus on a limited number of topics and objectives.
5. Observation of common courtesies.

6. Communication with facts rather than feelings.

Chapter 5: Managing My Own Anger

Chapter 5 asks you to see anger as a potential constructive force or a destructive force. When
constructive, it gives you the power to take an action which may be difficult for you. It can be
a motivator, pushing you to overcome obstacles and helping you reach your goals. It can give
you the strength to set limits, assert yourself or take actions which will solve the problems
that initially caused the anger.

Anger can also be destructive. Anger can be used to begin a cycle of revenge, taking actions
which cause pain. Anger can motivate you to retaliate for real or perceived threats and result
in escalating the problem it was designed to solve. In an effort to protect yourself from hurt or
pain, you can use anger to hurt others, including yourself and your child. Anger can be turned
inward, resulting in depression or feelings of paralysis, preventing you from taking actions
required to solve the problem which cause the initial pain. Staying stuck in anger is a way of
refusing to take responsibility for whatever problem is causing you the pain. When anger is
used destructively, the child is hurt most of all.
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shows your understanding of the other person’s concerns. You can still disagree, and use good
listening skills.

Also remember the 3 P’s:

» Focus on the present not the past
+ Focus on the problem not the person
« Focus on one problem not the universe

Use “I”” statements to introduce the problem or to follow up with your own opinion of
the problem. Lead with your concern for your child and explain how your child could be
affected by the situation. Then suggest what you think is preferable instead. Remember,
however, some situations are not within your area of control and you may just have to live
with them. You may not like what happens in your co-parent’s house, but unless it is directly
detrimental to the child (use of drugs for example), don’t move into an area where you
shouldn’t go. It’s what is called a topic of non-interference. You can explain your concerns
and your opinion but you can’t force a solution that meets your needs. Nonetheless you may
personally fecl better by asserting your concerns and opinion. Then it is time to let it go.

“J* Statement Format

DECAUSE « o v o v et e ettt ea ettt e
What DA TKE IS .o oo vt et e e
Can you agree to that?

Chapter 7: Negotiating Agreements

To put what you learned in Chapter 7 into action, you first must accept that if one parent
“wins,” not only does the other parent lose, but the child loses most. When one parent
“wins,” that person is putting his own self-interest before the child’s best interest. The only
way for there to be a winner when there’s a problem to solve is if everyone wins by finding
the best solution for the child.

Negotiating agreement asks you to follow these steps:

Seven Steps to Negotiate Agreements

1. Name the problem
e ¢all for an appointment

e yse “| statements

2. Give opinion; Reflect opinion
o fake funs sharing your viewpoint followed by the ofher person reflecfing your viewpoint
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o Nofification/Reminders of Special Adtivities:
“Janice hes a recital on Fridoy evening.”

¢ Management of Discipline Problems:
“Frankie ot in trouble at school for throwing rocks ot children. 1'd like us to jointly come

up with o consequence for his behavior and then follow through in both homes. What conse-
quence do you think would be an appropriate?”

o Sharing of Developmental Milestones and Accomplishments:

“(Catherine can dress herself now. She is very proud of herselfi” Or, “Thomas has started fo
learn how o tide o two wheeler bike. Con you help him practice this weekend?”

At first, the co-parenting discussion should be very brief and focus on simple matters or the
sharing of positive experiences involving the children. Also consider the following tips:

Designate a weekly phone time with a window of approximately 30-minutes in length. For
instance,

Sunday evenings from 9:00 pm - 9:30 pm. Some calls may be os brief as o minute or
take the full time.

Choose a time that is convenient for both parents and a time that limits the possibility of the
children being present or overhearing the conversation.

Adhere to this schedule for a limited amount of time to determine if it works.
For example,

Suggest that you try the scheduled conversation for the next four Sundays and then
jointly re-evaluate.

Mutually agree that scheduled phone calls will be ended if they become counter
productive. However, if a conversation is cut short, o new date and time should be
selected to continue the discussion ASAP.

It is very important to determine which parent will initiate the phone call and build in
contingency plans in the event that one or both parents is not available or has forgotten the
scheduled meeting. For instance

The parent who physically has the children on the designated day initiates the phone cal.
This ensures that the children will not be present during the phone meeting.

If the receiving parent is not ovailuble during the designated period of time when
possible, the initiating parent should leave a message indicating that @ call was made.
The receiving parent should return the call the same evening whenever possible within
a reasonable fime frame. If the receiving parent is unable to make this return call, they
are responsible for making the phone call the next day ot the same fime.

If the inifiating parent fargets or is unable to initiate the call, they become responsible
for contacting the co-parent the next day.

In the event that the initiating parent does not have o parenting issve to discuss, they
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2. Proparing the Negotiation Worksheet

Now that you have listed your concerns and have identified the most important issues, it
is time to put the skills you have learned into action. Your long-term goal is to prepare
yourself to negotiate agreements with your co-parent. When you make your first attempt at
negotiating, it is easier to start with a simple issue or minor concern. Begin by selecting a
problem you rated as a 1.

Before you begin, however, make several copies of the Negotiation Worksheet on page 173.
To prepare for a co-parent discussion, complete Step #1 on your worksheet. You will notice
that Step #1 has three important parts. Each of these parts needs to be completed prior to your
meeting.

Step #1. Name the Problem

A. What is the Problem?

Decide which problem you will focus on first. Use a few words to describe
the situation. Do this now on the negotiation worksheet.

B. Is the problem self or child-focused?
Review your problem and ask yourself:
1) How does the problem affect my child?

2) Is solving the problem in my own self-interest or in my child’s best
interest?

If you determine that the problem has more to do with your own self-interest rather than your
child’s best interest, select a different problem.

C. Create an “I” Statement:

Go over the problem you described and write down what you will say
using the “I” statement format.
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Cautious Colleagues: Relotionship characterized by patterns of mild to moderate conflict that are usually brought
under control:

« Phone meetings scheduled during office hours
« Scheduled meetings in a public place during day time hours
 Extended meetings to discuss multiple issues

If your meeting goes well, do not move to additional concerns until you have asked your-
self:

o Ts the parent who brought up the concern satisfied that the issue has been
addressed and that a plan has been worked out in detail?

« Isit a good time to address another issue? Your co-parent may not be
up for another round of negotiation, or may not have the time to address
a second issue. For these reasons, always ask before you lead into
another parenting concern

« Has a break occurred before addressing a second concern? Change the
subject for a brief period of time or get up and get a beverage so it does
not feel like you are bombarding the co-parent with one issue after
another

No matter how you structure the meeting, always keep these two points foremost in your
mind:

& Never discuss important matters with your co-parent by phone or in
person when your child is present or awake.

< Always be prepared to disengage when the meeting is no longer
productive. For instance,

- if your co-parent continues to be loud after you have asked her to
stop

- if your co-parent continues to talk over you after you have asked
him to discontinue, or

- if your co-parent seems o be losing his temper and acting in an
aggressive manner

In these situations, calmly end the meeting. To disengage say, “I don’t think this is productive.
I would like to schedule another meeting. I will call you tomorrow.” Walking away without
making a similar statement will only fuel the fire.

4. Arranging the Meeting

Once you have determined the structure for the meeting, arrange the meeting with your
co-parent. You may start by suggesting a time and a place for the meeting (or phone call) that
will be convenient for both of you. Your co-parent may be interested in knowing the purpose
of the meeting. However, identifying the problem may open up the conversation prematurely
and, as a result, you may not be prepared to effectively discuss the matter. Use your judgment
about identifying the issue during your initial phone call. If you do, consider saying, “I will
briefly tell you my concern. I hope you don't mind if we wait to discuss it when we meet.” Stick
to your guns. Avoid being pressured into a conversation at this time.
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Marriage Balloon

This ritual can be done with one or both parents. Write your wedding date
on a small piece of paper and allow the children to witness you put it into a
helium balloon and release it. For your child’s sake, it helps to say something W
good about the marriage before releasing the “marriage.” When the balloon
is out of sight, tell the children that the marriage is over. End on a positive note
by going for ice cream or somewhere special to mark a new beginning. If you do _
this ritual without your co-parent, very young children may think that you are getting A\
rid of their other parent when you release the balloon. Therefore, it is better to do this /
ritual with both parents present. If that is not possible, make sure that you make it clear
to your child that they still have two parents. Keep the ritual positive even if tears are shed.

The following rituals also focus on releasing the marital relationship while focusing on a
positive future.

Three Candles:

Both parents must be present during this ritual and it is intended to be
witnessed by the children. Light a candle to represent your marriage. Each parent
lights an individual candle from the marriage candle to represent their life as a
separate individual. Then, both parents place their individual candles in separate
candle holders and together blow out the marriage candle. Do not let your child
participate in blowing out the marriage candle. This must be done by the parents.
Words may be added at any point.

The Ring Ceremony:

This ritual is designed for both parents and the children. The children wit-
ness both parents returning their wedding rings in exchange for a token of
commitment to co-parenting. For example, you can prepare a written agreement
or a certificate with the children’s pictures on it.

Both the candle and the ring ceremony can be combined with the following activity that uses
a certificate found on page 181. The “Co-Parenting Is Forever” certificate can be used to
signify your realignment to a co-parent relationship and your commitment to your children.
No matter how long you have been divorced, this ritual can be very useful to you and your
family. It asks you to make decisions based on your child’s needs and to work together as a
tearn to meet those needs. It asks you to commit yourselves as individuals as well as part-
ners in parenting to meeting these goals. Ideally, both parents should be willing participants.
However, if your co-parent chooses not to participate, do it on your own.

This ritual can be done in many different ways. Keep the activity child-focused while
reassuring your children that you will be their parents forever. Consider doing the following:

+ Present the “Co-Parenting Is Forever” certificate to your children
together.

* Read it to them.

+ Ask them to sign as a witness (just like a marriage certificate).
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she is getting married and the potential emotional impact of hearing this news.

A remarriage has a significant impact on a child. He will need to determine where he
fits in the new family structure. In one family she may be the oldest child, but in her
second family she may be a middle child. Everyone will need time to adjust, whether you
are the parent getting married or not. Loyalty binds may resurface. Children may feel caught
between their love for their biological parent and their fondness for a step-parent. As a result
they may play down their feelings for the step-parent in order to protect their natural parent.
Children are acutely aware of “fairness.” If one parent remarries and the other doesn’t, it
increases the likelihood that the child will care for the single parent, especially if they view
this parent as a victim. Remember, this is not in your child’s best interest,

Navigating Developmental Changes

Your child’s changing developmental needs and interests will also place different demands
on your relationship. Co-parents may have to modify their child’s schedule to take into
consideration these changes. The best guideline to follow is one that allows your child to
benefit from a close and satisfying relationship with both parents. Such an arrangement
often means that you will have to make the effort to remain close to the co-parent geographi-
cally. Upholding a successful co-parent relationship requires many tests of flexibility and
sensitivity.

As your child grows and matures, you and the co-parent will be faced with different issues
at each stage of development. Each of these transitions demand continued communication
and effective negotiation skills. When will your child be allowed to attend over-night camps,
get her ears pierced, or begin dating? At what age will your teenager be allowed to attend
unsupervised rock concerts, date or wear make-up? You may not realize the multiple issues
that can arise during the teen years. For example, how will you negotiate conflicting parental
values around issues such as body piercing and tattoos? What arrangements will be made for
the child’s college education? What types of standards will be established once your child
ventures out on his own? These are just a few of the questions you and your co-parent will
face as your child matures and grows. Again, take the next step and visualize a future of
promise and opportunities. Sec yourself using the knowledge and skills you have learned to
continually meet the challenges of maintaining a strong co-parent relationship throughout the
life of your child.

Give the Gift of a Strong Co-parent Relationship

Everyone likes giving (and getting) gifts. When you give your child the
gift of a strong co-parent relationship you are truly giving her one of the
best gifis a parent can ever give. You are removing stress and self-doubt.
You are helping strengthen your child’s identity. You are allowing your
child to love both parents and himself, fully. You are
building your child’s belief in himself and his world. Please dedicate
yourself to this important goal. No one else can give this gift. No one but
you can make this decision. Your child’s future depends on it.
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NEGOTIATION WORKSHEET

STEP #1. NAME THE PROBLEM
A, Problem

B. How it impacts our child

Child-Focused Self-Focused

C. Create an “IT” Statement

1 feel/felt

when

because

and what I’d like is

STEP #2. REFLECT (then share opinion-eflect)
STEP #3. BRAINSTORM SOLUTIONS (don't evaluate them)

o o0 TP

STEP #4. CHOOSE A SOLUTION (find the best solution for your child)

STEP #5. REVIEW (who does what by when?)

STEP #6. ACTION (time limit)

STEP #7. RE-EVALUATE

Date
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“I ocation Notification”

Dear Co-Parent;

This memo is an attempt to be respectful and to keep you informed of my location in

case of an emergency. [ will be out of town on the following dates

and may be reached at the following phone number

(OR)
Dear Co-Parent;

This memo is to keep you informed of the children’s location. We will be away

from home on the following dates . The children may be

reached at the following phone number

Signed

Dated

Copyright 1999 Cooperative Parenting & Divorce Memo #2
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“Shared Decision Memo”’

Dear Co-Parent;

I am considering

for our child . This would occur on the

following dates . The costis $

O I am requesting your feedback regarding this proposal
0O [ am requesting your financial assisiance

O [ am assuming I will pay for this under our normal agreement

If I do not hear back from you by I will assume you do

not object to this idea and I will proceed. However, it would be best to discuss this

matter directly. I hope that you will support this plan. Let me know, ASAP.

Signed

Dated

Copyright 1999 Cooperative Parenting & Divorce Memo #4
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«“Offer for Additional Time”

(first right of refusal)

Dear Co-Parent;

Although our child/ren are scheduled to be with me on

I will be unavailable to keep them due 10

Since the child/ren should have an opportunity to be with you rather than someone
else, I am informing you of the situation first. Unless I hear from you by

I will make other arrangements for the children at my expense.

As always, I will let you know where they will be during this time.

Signature

Date

Copyright 1999 Cooperative Parenting & Divorce Memo #6
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TRASH IT HERE

ur personal 1ssues in the area below, This
do not directly affect your child. These
your personal counselor.

in this trash can. Write YO
ds the co-parent that
th your co-parent. Take the list to

Throw all your old business
includes any hard feelings towar
issues should not be discussed wi




