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John and Sarah are fictional, composite persons. John, a successful engineer and Sarah, a tenured elementary school teacher were married thirteen years, with a nine year old girl and a seven year old boy, when marital problems began to develop. At first the couple’s conflict involved their separate spending and financial decision making, which they had previously decided upon. Each had their own checking accounts, and each would make their own decisions about spending, while contributing equally to household and family expenditures.

John and Sarah’s separate but equal strategy worked for a while until the financial needs of the family began to increase and John began feeling his needs were not being adequately addressed. John began to withdraw, spending more time out with his friends, while Sarah began feeling unimportant, neglected and angry. The “separate but equal strategy” was further adapted by the couple to address their growing resentments and alienation from one another, by spending less time together as a family.
While John and Sarah avoided arguing in front of their children, the children nonetheless began evidencing problems. The couple’s daughter’s usually excellent grades began to decline, and their son started hitting other children in school. John attempted to address the children’s developing problems by initially limiting their privileges, and by resorting to “talks” and threats of further loss of privileges. Sarah felt John was too tough and punitive in his approach and tended to side with the children. Instead of improving, the children’s conditions worsened.

Unfortunately, this couple did not seek family therapy, and instead the children’s growing emotional stress was dealt with by medication. John and Sarah’s pattern of “doing their own thing,” continued to devolve until Sarah accused John of infidelity. John, angered by Sarah’s claim began expressing more verbally abusive behavior directed at Sarah, some of which was witnessed by the children. One evening, John’s behavior became so angry, Sarah called the police, following which she obtained a temporary order of protection, and consulted with an attorney. Sarah soon filed for divorce and custody of the couple’s children.
Once Sarah filed for divorce and custody things went from bad to worse. Sarah accused John of emotionally abusing the children through harsh discipline and anger outbursts. Sarah filed for and received a court order requiring John’s visits with his children be supervised. As time went on, the children became increasingly resistive to seeing their father. Sarah spoke badly of John in front of the children, and John would defend himself to the children, and ask them to be “go betweens,” as the parents avoided and direct communication. 
Nothing positive happened to reverse the destructive events, which so adversely impacted the health and well being of this family. Both John and Sarah became angrier and less willing to reach a compromise regarding the children’s best interests. Justice was eventually served by a trial, which assigned custody to Sarah. John’s relationships with the children, in particular with his son, remained problematic, and the children’s adjustments worsened.  This all too common scenario routinely happens to divorcing families within our adversarial divorce system. It is the conflict much more than the divorce that hurts children. Our system may provide justice, though it does not provide the much needed intervention, which would prevent such scenarios from doing further damage to already damaged families of divorce.
Parenting Coordination, an intervention which promotes parenting education and alternative conflict resolution would have greatly assisted John, Sarah and their children. Parenting Coordinators are psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers and attorneys with specialized training in mediation, family dynamics, domestic violence, substance abuse and civil solutions to common problems of divorce. Our North County Matrimonial Courts should become as knowledgeable as possible about Parenting Coordinators, and where appropriate, mandate their use. This step would greatly assist our community’s divorcing families peacefully implement parenting plans which would reduce the conflict which is so very harmful to our children.
Next week I will write about how John and Sarah could have been helped by a court appointed Parenting Coordinator.
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