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PROTECTING CHILDREN 
FROM CONFLICT
It’s impossible to avoid conflict completely, but you can learn to control it. Here are 
nine useful tips for reducing the harmful effects of conflict during and after divorce.
By Donald A. Gordon (Ph.D.) and Jack Arbuthnot (Ph.D.)

There are several things parents can 
do to protect their children from 
confl ict and reduce the harmful 

effects of long-term confl ict during and 
after divorce. Some solutions require 
the aid of others, including the court. A 
parenting coordinator can help work out 
a plan as well as reduce confl ict between 
co-parents. 

1. Remove the Cause. Obviously, 
this is the best course of action, but it 
may require counseling or therapy. You 

need to examine your own role in feed-
ing conflict; if there’s nothing you can 
do to end the dispute, you need to struc-
ture your life to decrease the violence. 
You should avoid fighting and playing 
mind-games. Children copy their par-
ents’ behavior: they can become aggres-
sive and show poor control of emotions. 

2. Learn New Skills. Often, just 
going to a class will motivate parents. 
They will learn about the harmful 
effects of conflict. Hopefully, they’ll 

want to change – but to change, they 
must learn new skills. They must learn 
how to communicate without causing 
anger and how to listen to what is being 
said without judging. Parents need to 
work together and cooperate for the 
child’s sake. Books or videos about 
divorce and parenting can also help, 
and parenting skill classes are offered 
in many communities. These skills will 
help with many aspects of raising chil-
dren post-divorce.
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3. Keep Children Out of the Mid-
dle. Parents need to keep their child out 
of their disputes. Being caught in the 
middle between Mom and Dad is very 
stressful for children: the most power-
ful reason for a child to be maladjusted 
is conflict between the parents. Parental 
disagreements cause stress and suffer-
ing in a child; children often emerge in 
good shape from low-conflict break-
ups, and they do better than those in an 
intact family with high conflict. Parents 
in conflict are poor role models, incon-
sistent with discipline, and inattentive 
– all of which creates stress for their 
children. Negative emotions between 
co-parents are carried over into their 
interactions with their children. After 
the conflict, parents are suffering, too; 
involvement with their child decreases 
and they cannot respond to their child’s 
emotional needs.

4. Control Your Emotions. Many 
parents go through regular cycles of 
emotion, from conflict to detachment. 
Feelings of anger, frustration, and 
resentment come and go – as do sad-
ness, loneliness, and despair. Feelings 
of love, anger, and sadness have dif-
ferent effects, and some parents get 
“stuck” in one of these three feelings. 
Parents stuck in anger may endlessly 
seek revenge; those stuck in love may 
continue to hope to reconcile; and 
those stuck in sadness may become 
depressed, blaming themselves for 
all of the problems of the marriage. 
Parents need to learn to use non-violent 
language; most people respond well 
when given a positive message (some-
thing to do) and poorly when given a 
negative message (not to do some-
thing). Nonviolent Communication, 
by Marshall Rosenberg, explains this 
strategy (see the Center for Nonviolent 
Communication at www.cnvc.org). 
Good communication skills enable par-
ents to react less emotionally in tense 
situations.

5. Prepare for Long-Term Conflict. 
Disputes continue for a long time post-
divorce for most families, so parents 
should develop a plan that shields the 

child from conflict. The child will ben-
efit if kept out of parents’ angry argu-
ments. Co-parents should work hard to 
maintain their own and the other par-
ent’s bond with the child, and they need 
to accept each other’s different values 
and parenting styles. 

6. Contain Your Anger. Being cor-
dial and formal will help keep your 
emotions in check. High conflict is 
usually temporary, so it is best not to 
decrease the child’s access to the other 
parent; it is more harmful for a child to 
lose a relationship with a parent than it 
is for them to be exposed to conflict for 
a short period of time. Decreasing con-
tact between one parent and the child 
can lead to complete loss of contact over 
time, and children never get over the 
loss of a parent relationship – even as 
adults. There are good online programs 
that can help, such as Children in the 
Middle (www.divorce-education.com); 
parents can also work with a therapist 

or counselor. Mediators can also help 
reduce conflict by teaching parents to 
find ways to cooperate and agree. 

7. Children as a Cause of Conflict. 
Sometimes, a child can make the fight-
ing between parents worse. If a child 
has serious behavior problems or emo-
tional problems, it adds to the burdens 
of the parents. If parents have trouble 
handling these issues, conflicts can arise 
or be aggravated. Of course, the child’s 
problems may be caused by the break-
up or by the parents’ conflict; it can be 
difficult to know just what is causing 
what. The best solution is for the parents 
to agree on how to deal with the child’s 
problems: they need to be consistent 
across households, and they should sup-
port each other in front of the children.

8. Avoid Loyalty Conflicts. Loyalty 
conflicts, where a child feels pressure 
to choose sides, are the most damaging 
aspect of parental conflict. Most parents 
do not think they put their child in the 
middle of their dispute, but children say 
that they do. Some parents criticize the 
child for not hating their other parent, 
or act hurt when the child wants to be 
with their other parent. A child may not 
be allowed to talk about the other parent 
or to bring things back from the other 
house. The child may be quizzed about 
time spent with his/her other parent or 
about the other parent’s personal life. 

A child will try to resolve loyalty 
conflicts in several ways, including: 
• having a separate but equal connec-

tion with each parent 
• trying to get the parents to be nice to 

each other 
• acting out, getting into trouble, or 

getting sick
• becoming angels 
• retreating from both parents and 

turning to their peers
• seeking comfort in alcohol, drugs, 

or risky sex.

 Being caught in the middle is too 
great a burden for most children. The 
video, Children in the Middle, teaches 
parents to reduce the number of loyalty 

Parents in conflict are 
poor role models, 

inconsistent with discipline, 
and inattentive – all of 
which creates stress 

for their children.
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conflicts and the number of times the 
child is exposed to their arguments. The 
child learns to speak up when caught in 
the middle of parental disputes. 

9. Arguing Constructively. It is 
impossible to avoid conflict com-
pletely, but you can learn to control it. 
Controlled conflict often leads to posi-
tive, constructive changes. Parents can 
learn to manage conflict, learn to com-
promise, and become more effective 
parents. When they do this, their child’s 
behavior improves. 

This article was 
adapted with permis-
sion from What About 
the Children? A Simple 
Guide For Divorced/
Separated And Divorcing 
Parents (CDE, eighth edi-
tion, 2011) by Donald A. 
Gordon (Ph.D.) and Jack 
Arbuthnot (Ph.D.). Based 
in Athens, OH, the Center 
for Divorce Education 
(CDE) is a non-profit 
corporation founded in 

1987 by a consortium of attorneys and 
psychologists. The CDE is dedicated to 
advocating for children and helping par-
ents to minimize the harmful effects that 
divorce and separation has on children. 
www.divorce-education.com
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TIPS FOR KEEPING KIDS OUT OF THE MIDDLE

TIPS FOR ARGUING CONSTRUCTIVELY

• A child should not carry messages between parents. 

• A child should not hear you “trash” or “put down” their other parent. 

• Do not ask the child to confront the other parent about money issues.

• Do not quiz the child about the other parent’s private life.

• Do not burden a child with parents’ emotional needs and weaknesses. 

• Do not force a child to choose which parent attends special events. 
(In most cases, both should attend.) 

• Do not threaten that a child will not have access to one of their 
parents.

• Let out only part of your anger. 

• Don’t heap one stored-up frustration on another. Strong hostility will 
be returned. 

• Don’t hold all your anger in; it will come out in other ways. Instead, 
tell your ex what you are angry about. 

 ○ Tell them in the form of an “I” message and ask for a change. 
For example, sometimes the other parent is late with the child. 
You might say, “I feel worried when you don’t call if you’re going 
to be late. I’d like you to be on-time in the future, or call me if a 
late arrival can’t be avoided.”  

• Avoid name-calling and blame. Instead, say what you want or need. 

• Resolve arguments. Apologize or compromise so the anger 
subsides. 

• A child benefits from seeing conflict resolved through talking; they 
will learn to do the same in their lives. 

• When conflict is resolved out of the child’s view, explain the solution 
to them. Children need to see conflict be resolved (or at least hear 
about the resolution). This will help erase the negative effects of the 
conflict. 
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