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Implications for Cooperative Extension.  Extension Educators teaching the Co-Parenting through Divorce classes will want to include information on parallel parenting as an alternative approach for parents in high conflict relationships or with high conflict on specific parenting issues.  Similar to parallel play as a stage in children’s social development, parallel parenting allows parents to avoid conflict and to function separately as parents while they develop the skills and relationship needed for cooperative parenting.  This is especially important in light of Oklahoma’s Parenting Act that establishes shared parenting at the initial stage of litigation, before positions harden and before litigation ensues.

Parent involvement is a predictor of good outcomes while parental conflict is the primary predictor of poor outcome.  Parallel parenting is a parenting style that keeps both parents involved while reducing the child’s opportunity to witness conflict.  

Parallel parenting assumes both parents are capable of safe parenting practices.  In cases of parents with no attachment to the child, no parenting skills, 


serious mental illness, active physical, psychological, or sexual child abuse, or addiction to alcohol, drugs, or conflict parallel parenting is not appropriate.  

Survivors of physical abuse who may feel guilty because they are unable to safely co-parent.  Parallel parenting may be the best they can achieve for their children.  Many parents can eventually transition to the more beneficial cooperative style, while some will always have to use a parallel style for high conflict issues.

Parallel parenting is similar to parallel play.  In parallel play children play near each other but they do not acknowledge one another, talk to each other, share toys or ideas.  In parallel parenting each parent is actively involved with the children but not with the other parent.  They take turns or share the children, but communication is minimized to reduce conflict.  McBride describes parallel parenting as children spending time in two countries.  When they are in Japan they speak Japanese, use Japanese money, participate in Japanese customs and religions.  When they are in Mexico they change to Mexican food, music, time schedules, and housing.
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Understanding the Differences

	COOPERATIVE PARENTING

	

	Child focused.

	

	Parents communicate regularly.

Parents can communicate in person or over the phone.

	

	Major decisions about the child are jointly discussed.

	

	Parents work together as needed to resolve issues related to the child.

	

	Parents work together in the best interests of the child.

	

	Allows smooth transitions from one home to the other.

	

	Allows for schedule change – can be flexible and negotiable.

	

	Parents may be able to discuss issues between other parent and child.


	PARALLEL PARENTING

	

	Adult focused.

	

	Parents communicate over emergencies.  

Parents use email, third party, or a parenting notebook to communicate.

	

	Major decisions are communicated rather than discussed.

	

	Households are separate.  Each makes decisions about the child when s/he is in their household.

	

	Parents work separately for the best interests of the child.

	

	Culture changes for the child may be abrupt.

	

	Written parenting plan or court decree followed exactly.  Parents need an external authority.

	

	Each parent is responsible for own relationship with child.  “You must talk to your mom/dad about that.”


Ten Tips for Successful Parallel Parenting

1.
Maintain an attitude for non-interference with your child’s other parent.  Neither parent has influence or say over the actions of the other parent.

2.
Carry on a business-like attitude; use common courtesy.

3.
Do not plan activities for the children during the other parent’s time.  It may be better for child to miss an event than to witness conflict.

4.
Stay focused on the present.

5.
Stay oriented to the task at hand.

6.
Keep your children’s best interests in mind.

7.
Remember the goal is to keep conflict to a minimum.

8.
Follow up in writing all agreements and discussions regarding the children.

9.
When communication and/or negotiation is necessary, use a neutral third party to assist you.

10.
Keep an open mind.

(continued on reverse)

