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9 Steps to Protect Your Relationship With Your Child During Moderate- to High-Conflict Coparenting
Conflict is not always loud. Children can feel ongoing tension, emotional distance, strained communication, and negative energy between their parents. Even moderate tension between homes can affect a child’s sense of safety, emotional regulation, and relationship with both parents.
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Begin Here
Do not chase, withdraw, defend, or recruit.
Regulate, listen, remain predictable and available, and keep creating safe opportunities for connection.
High-conflict coparenting, parent-child contact problems, and stepfamily relationships are complex areas of practice. Few professionals have specialized training across all of these areas.
Look for a professional who specializes in this work, not simply a general child, family, or couples therapist.
The professional should understand:
· high-conflict coparenting
· parent-child contact problems
· child and adolescent development
· loyalty binds
· court-involved families
· stepfamily development
· coercive control and family safety
· the effects of conflict across both homes
When conflict between homes affects your relationship with your child, the goal is not to prove who is right.
The goal is to become the calm, predictable, emotionally safe parent your child can continue to trust.
Parent-child relationship problems are often complicated. Avoid jumping too quickly to one label or explanation. Your child’s age, development, relationships, family changes, experiences in both homes, and the behavior of everyone involved may all be part of the situation. [1]
Step 1: Regulate Yourself First
Before you call, text, email, or respond:
· slow down
· check your emotions
· avoid reacting from fear, anger, hurt, or urgency
· ask yourself whether your response will help your child feel safer
· keep adult conflict away from your child
Your child should not have to manage your emotions, reassure you, or decide which parent is right.
You cannot control what happens in the other home. You can control how emotionally safe, steady, and available you are.
Step 2: Begin Coparenting Counseling
Find a professional who specializes in high-conflict coparenting and two-home family systems.
Coparenting counseling helps former partners change their old marriage relationship into a new coparenting relationship. The focus is no longer on repairing the marriage, settling old relationship injuries, or deciding who was right.
The new relationship is centered on parenting and supporting the child.
Even when parents disagree about many things, most parents share common hopes for their child. They want their child to:
· feel safe and loved
· have a strong relationship with both parents when it is safe
· be physically and emotionally healthy
· succeed in school
· develop confidence and independence
· learn responsibility and good decision-making
· build healthy friendships and relationships
· feel supported during important activities and life events
· grow into a kind, capable, and emotionally healthy adult
· know they do not have to choose between the people they love
Coparenting counseling helps parents identify these shared values and make parenting decisions from them.
The work may include:
· creating child-focused communication
· separating old marital injuries from current parenting decisions
· reducing the child’s exposure to adult conflict
· developing workable expectations across homes
· supporting the child’s relationship with both parents when safe
· managing differences without asking the child to take sides
· creating predictable routines and transitions
· making decisions based on the child’s developmental needs
· learning how to disagree without destabilizing the child
Parents do not have to become friends or agree about everything. They do need to build a workable parenting relationship that keeps the child out of the middle.
Some states and local courts offer or approve parent-education, cooperative-parenting, and high-conflict coparenting courses. Ask your attorney, family court services office, or local court whether a more in-depth program is available or required in your area.
A brief required divorce class may be helpful, but it may not provide the depth needed for a family experiencing ongoing conflict or parent-child relationship problems. [17, 18]
Two Homes, One Family™ training can help parents understand how conflict, transitions, loyalty binds, stepfamily relationships, and developmental stages affect children across both homes.
The goal is to give parents the tools to protect their child’s emotional and relational development so the child has the opportunity to grow and thrive, not simply survive childhood.
Coparenting counseling can still help when only one parent is willing to participate. Individual counseling/coaching can teach that parent how to:
· communicate clearly
· regulate emotional reactions
· maintain appropriate boundaries
· avoid being pulled back into old marital conflict
· understand the child’s behavior developmentally
· remain steady when the other home is difficult
· keep responses child-first
Not all high-conflict situations are the same. When there are concerns involving coercive control, violence, stalking, or safety, traditional joint coparenting counseling may not be appropriate. The professional should assess the situation and recommend an approach that matches the type of conflict. [3, 11]
Step 3: Learn the Communication Tools
Read:
BIFF for CoParent Communication: Your Guide to Difficult Texts, Emails, and Social Media Posts
By Bill Eddy, Annette Burns, and Kevin Chafin
The BIFF method teaches parents to keep communication:
· Brief
· Informative
· Friendly
· Firm
This can help you avoid angry, defensive, or overly long communication.
Before sending a message, ask:
· Is this about the child?
· Does the other parent need this information?
· Is it brief and factual?
· Does it require a response?
· Would I be comfortable with my child, an attorney, or a judge reading it?
Assume that every written message may eventually be read by your child or another professional. [4]
Step 4: Understand the Stepfamily System
Read Patricia Papernow’s books:
Surviving and Thriving in Stepfamily Relationships: What Works and What Doesn’t
Becoming a Stepfamily: Patterns of Development in Remarried Families
These books can help parents and stepparents understand:
· loyalty binds
· insider and outsider positions
· parenting and stepparenting roles
· grief and loss
· the impact of too much change too quickly
· relationships with former spouses
· the time it takes for stepfamily relationships to grow
Stepfamilies do not work like first-time families.
Understanding these differences can reduce pressure on the child and help the adults work together more effectively. [5, 6]
Research also supports the importance of cooperation, clear roles, and a sense that the parent and stepparent are working together for the child. [10]
Step 5: Find the Right Professional for Your Child
Do not assume that every child therapist is trained to work with high-conflict or court-involved family systems.
Look for a professional who specializes in:
· high-conflict separation and divorce
· parent-child contact problems
· child and adolescent development
· loyalty binds
· court-involved therapy
· stepfamily systems
The professional should:
· clearly define their role
· determine who has authority to consent to treatment
· understand current parenting or custody orders
· consider the whole family system
· gather information from both parents when legally and clinically appropriate
· avoid becoming aligned with one side of the conflict
· assess for coercive control, violence, or other safety concerns
· avoid increasing the conflict
When a child’s distress is connected to active conflict between homes, individual child therapy alone may not address the entire problem.
The professional needs to understand what is happening around the child, not only what the child reports in the therapy room. [1, 2, 7]
Your child may not need weekly counseling.  It may still be helpful for your child to have a trusted professional who understands the family and can be available during:
· difficult developmental stages
· changes in parenting schedules
· remarriage or stepfamily transitions
· increased conflict
· periods of grief, anger, or confusion
Step 6: Get Counseling/Coaching for Yourself
Do this whether or not your child receives counseling.
A high-conflict or stepfamily specialist can help you learn how to stay connected with your child without taking the conflict from the other home personally.
Counseling/coaching can help you:
· manage your hurt, fear, anger, and urgency
· stay calm and nonreactive
· understand your child’s developmental stage
· separate your child’s behavior from the adult conflict surrounding them
· listen without immediately defending yourself
· respond to hurt or anger without escalating
· recognize and avoid communication traps
· stay connected without creating more pressure or backlash
· keep every response child-first
A parent’s involvement after separation can be affected by parenting time, emotional well-being, the relationship between the parents, and other family circumstances.
Limited contact should not automatically be treated as proof that a parent does not care or does not want to be involved. [12]
Step 7: Include Your Spouse or Partner When Helpful
Couples or stepfamily counseling/coaching can help you learn side by side.
A spouse or stepparent can support you without:
· stepping into the middle of the conflict
· defending you to your child
· criticizing the other parent
· questioning your child about the other home
· pushing your child for closeness
· competing with the other parent
· trying to repair the parent-child relationship for you
The parent should remain responsible for rebuilding and protecting the relationship with the child.
The spouse or stepparent can provide calm support behind the scenes.
Step 8: Keep Contact Safe, Simple, and Consistent
Do not chase your child, but do not disappear.
Continue creating safe opportunities for connection.
· Send brief, encouraging messages.
· Tell your child you love them.
· Let your child know you are thinking about them.
· Show interest in their activities, friends, and interests.
· Remember important events.
· Follow through on promises.
· Do not demand a response.
· Do not pressure your child to say they love or miss you.
· Do not ask your child to take care of your feelings.
· Do not speak negatively about the other parent.
· Do not ask your child to decide who is telling the truth.
· Do not use your child to carry messages between adults.
· Keep legal and coparenting concerns between adults.
Support Repair Without Pressuring Forgiveness
Forgiveness should never be required, rushed, or used to silence a child’s hurt.
Research has found a positive relationship between forgiveness and psychological well-being among adolescents and young adults whose parents divorced. The same relationship was not found in the study’s late-childhood group. [9]
The goal is not to tell your child to forgive.
The goal is to create enough emotional safety for your child to:
· talk about what happened
· feel heard
· receive appropriate accountability
· repair relationship injuries when possible
· make sense of their family experience over time
Step 9: Keep Reconnection Goals Small
Do not try to repair the entire relationship in one visit.
The goal is for your child to leave thinking:
“That felt safe.”
You might begin by saying:
“I am really happy to see you. You do not have to explain anything or talk about anything you are not ready to talk about. I just want to spend time with you and hear about what is happening in your world.”
Then:
· follow your child’s interests
· tolerate pauses or guardedness
· avoid discussing court or custody
· avoid asking questions about the other home
· do not try to prove that something your child heard is wrong
· do not ask your child to reassure you
· do not push for physical affection
· keep the time together calm and predictable
If your child shares anger or hurt, you might say:
“Thank you for telling me. I want to understand how that felt for you. I may remember some things differently, but I am not going to argue with you. I want to listen and work toward making things better between us.”
After the visit, keep your message simple:
“I enjoyed seeing you today. I love you, and I am always interested in what is important to you. I look forward to seeing you again.”
The Long-Term Goal
Consistency matters more than intensity.
Continue to be:
· calm
· predictable
· emotionally safe
· interested
· available
· patient
Adolescents differ in how they adjust to divorce, remarriage, and other family transitions. Supportive relationships, familiar activities, stability, and resources that fit the individual child can make a difference. [8]
Family experiences may also influence how children later understand trust, closeness, marriage, and adult relationships. Children and young adults do not all respond in the same way, and healthy relationships can continue to shape their development over time. [13]
Your child may understand your steady presence differently later than they are able to understand it right now.
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This handout provides general educational recommendations. It does not replace an individual mental health assessment or legal advice. Consent requirements, parenting coordination, court-involved treatment, and custody laws vary by jurisdiction.
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