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Parenting coordinators help to
bridge the gap between couples

he trauma of separa-

tion and divorce does

not end when the par-

enting plan is entered.

High-conflict parents
often reappear in court to resolve
even the most routine issues using
the court to express their anger
and punish the other parent. The
children are often put in the mid-
dle of the conflict and forced to
witness arguments, choose be-
tween parents, hide positive feel-
ings about a parent and are used
as messengers between the par-
ents.

Without positive structures in
place to protect them, these chil-
dren become anxious, depressed,
aggressive and withdrawn. They
also often suffer from poor aca-
demic performance and lack so-
cial and conflict resolution skills.

In early March, the Association
of Family and Conciliation Courts
(AFCC) hosted training seminars
on a relatively new form of dis-
pute resolution known as “par-
enting coordination.”

The first session, “The Essen-
tials of Parenting Coordination:
Helping High Conflict Parents Re-
solve Post-Separation Disputes”
and led by nationally recognized
research expert, mediator and
child psychologist Joan Kelly, was
held at Loyola University Chicago
Law School. Immediately follow-
ing the basic workshop, “Pitfalls,
Process and Prescriptions: Ad-
vanced Strategies for Managing
Parenting Coordination Cases,”
was led by Robin Deutsch.

Both presenters are respected
and experienced practitioners in
the field of parenting coordination
and were involved in drafting the
AFCC guidelines for parenting co-
ordinators.

High-conflict families can ben-
efit from a parenting coordinator
by providing them with a struc-
tured intervention from a profes-
sional who has more authority
than a mediator. Morgan Mc-
Gough Rosenberg, a mediator for
seven years, explains why she felt
the training was important.

“Some families I worked with
needed a mediator with more
‘teeth” Someone who wasn’t

bound by confidentiality, and who
could talk to all parties involved
including the children. A parent-
ing coordinator can also coach the
parents and manage the way the
parents communicate.

“These families often need
someone to offer/impose a solu-
tion, make a referral or tell a par-
ent when their communication
style is preventing them from
breaking the conflict cycle.”

High-conflict couples need this
added support and intervention to
get them back on track and to
refocus on their children. These
parents must be reminded to dis-
engage from one another and to
move on with their lives in a way
that best supports and protects
their children from the risks as-
sociated with high-conflict parent-
ing.

Parenting coordination is de-
scribed as a combination of me-
diation and arbitration, as the
parenting coordinator decides or
recommends solutions to the dis-
putes the parents are unable to
resolve.

A good parenting coordinator
must be adept at gathering in-
formation, managing conflict and
disputes, making decisions, edu-
cating parents, coordinating/case
managing, overseeing communica-
tion between parents and provid-
ing communication skills training
and coaching to parents when
necessary.

The success of the parenting
coordinator’s interventions re-
quires the full support of the re-
spective counsels and the court. It
is essential that the parameters of
the parent coordinator’s authority
are clear to all parties.

Research shows that when
these high-conflict families began
working with a parenting coor-
dinator, the number of court fil-
ings for these families declined.
Additionally, research has shown
that the majority of the parents
reported satisfaction with the par-
enting coordination model and a
decrease in conflicts with the oth-
er parent.

A parenting coordinator is typ-
ically engaged with the family for
a term of 18 months to two years.
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The length of engagement allows
the parenting coordinator to be a
stabilizing presence for children
and families. Also, the parenting
coordinator gains a deeper under-
standing of the dynamics between
the parents for the children’s ben-
efit.

The parenting coordinator can
talk to parents, children, extended
family, significant others, thera-
pists, social workers, attorneys
and teachers. In Illinois, parenting
coordinators are not limited by
confidentiality. This uniquely em-
powers them to serve as a conduit
of information for children, buffer
the child’s therapy, or report non-
compliance with court orders if
necessary.

The parenting coordinator’s
role is not limited to being re-
active. With proper drafting,
communication structures can be
put in place to prevent or to re-
duce conflict. They can also
schedule and facilitate advance
calendaring to handle typical
problems (school year, holidays
and vacations). With proper plan-
ning and structure to manage ne-
gotiation of challenging and emo-
tion-ridden decisions, conflict can
be prevented or managed more
effectively which reduces time in
court.

Parenting coordinators can act
more quickly than courts and
with more information about the
parents’ conflict patterns. A par-
enting coordinator has the unique
ability to do a quick analysis and
resolution of child-related

parental disputes. This rapid re-
sponse can prevent conflict esca-
lation which often occurs while
waiting for a court date.

Finally, through providing ed-
ucation, structure and child em-
phasis as the frame for all dis-
cussions, the parenting coordina-
tor can help refocus the parents
on the children’s needs. This focus
can help parents develop a work-
able parallel or cooperative par-
enting arrangement post-separa-
tion and divorce.

Parenting coordination fills a
gap that litigation and other
methods of dispute resolution
cannot. The adversarial forum of
litigation does not help these fam-
ilies.

While the court ultimately
makes a decision, it is limited and
reactionary. In the litigation mod-
el, judges and attorneys are un-
able to give parents the struc-
ture, skills or information they
need to learn how to parent their
children in the context of their
new reality.

Mediation or collaborative law
does not work for these families,
as one or both parents either can-
not or will not disengage from the
conflict, or one or both of the
parents does not have the skills or
interest in communicating effec-
tively, problem-solving or focusing
on their children instead of their
marital conflict.

There is a wide variation in
jurisdictions in the authority for
appointment and decision-mak-
ing of parenting coordinators,
their relationship to the court,
when they are appointed,
whether the process is confiden-
tial and whether children can be
involved.

In Illinois, McLean County has
recently instituted a court or-
dered parenting coordination pro-
gram while Cook County has Lo-
cal Rule 10.3 designating the
scope of authority, qualifications
and conditions for either a court-
appointed or voluntarily appoint-
ed parenting coordinator.

For more information on par-
enting coordination, contact my-
self at 312-621-1212 or Morgan
Rosenberg at 224-764-0878.
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