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Stable coparenting relationships postdivorce have been shown to
combat the negative effects on child development. There are three
types of coparental relationships postdivorce: stable, conflicted and
cut off. Each type of interaction has different effects on the children
and other family members, with the stable coparent relation-
ship being the most functional. Attachment theory explains the
differences between the coparenting styles. Individuals in stable
coparent relationships are more likely to have a secure inter-
nal working model; conflicted coparents are more likely to have
an anxious-ambivalent internal working model; and disengaged
coparents are more likely to have an avoidant internal working
model.

KEYWORDS coparenting, adult attachment, divorce

Over the past decades, the American family has changed in organization,
size, and definition. Since the 1950s, the rate of divorce has increased from
11% to between 40% and 50% for first marriages and even higher for sub-
sequent marriages (Divorce Statistics, 2007) thus warranting the attention of
research and mental health professionals. Many researchers and the popular
media have painted a dim view of the state of American families by highlight-
ing the negative effects of the increased rate of divorce. Divorce is ranked
at the top of the list of stressful life events and it affects all members of the
family (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999). Kelly (2000) conducted a meta-analysis
of the effects of divorce on children and concluded that children of divorce

All authors contributed equally.
Address correspondence to Patricia N. E. Roberson, 701 N. Indian River Drive, Unit 105,

Fort Pierce, FL 34950, USA. E-mail: pneroberson@gmail.com

187

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

in
ne

so
ta

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
, T

w
in

 C
iti

es
] 

at
 1

8:
40

 1
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

2 



188 P. N. E. Roberson et al.

are more likely to suffer from economic, social, and health difficulties; more
than twice as likely to drop out of school; and more likely themselves to
divorce.

Despite these reports, researchers have indicated that the main source
of parental and child maladjustment is due to the level of conflict between
the parents and not to the act of divorce (Hetherington, 1982).Other studies
indicate that children fare better when divorced parents do not triangulate
their children into the relationship and are able to maintain a coopera-
tive coparental relationship (Minuchin, 1974). Some parents avoid divorce
for fear of causing irreparable emotional damages. However, remaining in
a conflictual marriage has been shown to cause more harm to children
than a stable and cooperative parental divorce relationship (Hetherington,
1999). Parents have unique challenges to navigate on divorcing, as “Marital
separation and divorce result in ironic circumstances where the emotional
withdrawal of the marital partner, the necessary changes in family structure,
and the required redefinition of spousal and parental roles often highlight
the loss of the attachment relationship with the former spouse, triggering an
attachment response” (Madden-Derdich & Arditti, 1999, p. 243).

Three categories of postseparation coparenting styles are evident in the
literature: stable, conflicted, and disengaged. Stable coparenting has been
shown to be the most beneficial coparenting style, whereas conflictual and
disengaged parenting styles have been shown to have more detrimental
effects on all individuals in the family (Baum, 2004). Researchers have found
that children and coparents are at greater risk for emotional harm when
separated coparents are highly conflictual (Kelly, 1998, 2000; Garber, 2001;
Hetherington, 1982). This research suggests that the quality of the coparental
relationship dictates positive child and parent outcome rather than the actual
structure of the family (Ahrons & Miller, 1993; Jacobs, 1982).

Internal working models of attachment styles are formed in early
parent–child relationships and continue through the life span relatively
unchanged (Fraley, 2002). Research on adult romantic attachment styles
describes three types of relationships: secure, anxious-ambivalent, and
avoidant. In stressful situations, attachment systems activate and individuals
employ stereotypic attachment behaviors consistent with their attachment
style (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1969). Relevant
to coparental relationships postdivorce, attachment styles organize how
divorced partners cope with the loss of the ex-spouse and resolve coparent-
ing challenges regarding their children. The authors delineate a connection
between internal working models of attachment and coparent relation-
ship styles: Individuals in stable coparent relationships are more likely
to have a secure internal working model; conflicted coparents are more
likely to have an anxious-ambivalent internal working model; and disen-
gaged coparents are more likely to have an avoidant internal working
model.
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Internal Working Models: Attachment and Relationships 189

COPARENTING STYLES

Coparenting is defined as the divorced parents’ ability to work with each
other in determining the needs of their children. Divorce and coparenting lit-
erature describes coparenting styles that can be categorized into three types:
stable, conflicted, and disengaged (Ahrons, 1995; Baum, 2004; Kruk, 1993).
Each style has distinct characteristics that define behaviors and relationships
between parents and their children.

Stable Coparent Relationship

Stable coparenting is characterized by both parents working together in
a harmonious fashion to parent their children (Kruk, 1993). This style
depends on the ability of each parent to differentiate his or her previous
roles of romantic partner from the current role as coparent (Ahrons, 1995).
Often this starts with parents setting aside their differences to give the
appearance of cohesiveness to their children. With time, these seemingly
false interactions become a pattern of functioning that enables both parents
to work together in parenting their children (Kruk, 1993). Ahrons stated
that although 50% of coparents end up in stable coparent relationship, they
do not always begin that way. Behaviors common in stable coparenting
patterns include consistent discipline between coparenting households
(McIntosh, 2003), emotional availability of both parents for their children
(Sturge-Apple, Davies, & Cummings, 2006), good communication between
coparents (Kruk), and flexible and clear boundaries (Braithwaite, McBride,
& Schrodt, 2003; Kruk). Children whose parents have a stable coparenting
relationship fare better than those in which there is parental conflict.
Research shows that parental acceptance, in the form of warmth, concern,
caring, and consistent discipline, acts as a buffer against the stressors placed
on children during divorce (Hetherington, 1982; Wolchik, Wilcox, Tein, &
Sandler, 2000). A stable coparent relationship, because of its positive effects,
should be the goal of postdivorce therapy and coparenting interventions.

Conflicted Coparent Relationship

Another style of coparenting is the conflicted type, which can be charac-
terized by high amounts of anger and distrust, verbal abuse, and physical
aggression between the parents that affects all relationships in the family
(Ahrons, 1995; McIntosh, 2003). Due to the volatile nature of the coparent
relationship, communication about children and establishment of a stable
home environment is difficult. Sometimes the behaviors of conflicted par-
ents can lead to triangulation of the children into the coparent relationship
(McIntosh). Conflicted relationships between ex-partners can lead to emo-
tional unavailability to children and inconsistent discipline (Sturge-Apple
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190 P. N. E. Roberson et al.

et al., 2006). According to research, the developmental tasks most likely to be
affected by stress due to a conflicted coparenting style are the development
of attachment, understanding of cause and effect, regulation of affect, inter-
nalized beliefs about oneself, peer relationships, and academic achievement
(Crockenberg & Langrock, 2001). The conflictual relationship also affects the
psychological and emotional status of coparents. This model of coparenting
is often the result of the inability to redefine their role as parents. Often these
adults have a difficult time mourning the loss of the spouse and redefining
themselves in the parental role because of the inability to separate their
spousal role from their parental role (Baum, 2004).

Disengaged Coparent Relationship

Like conflicted coparents, disengaged parents also tend to link their children
and their ex-spouse as a single entity. However, rather than engaging in con-
flict, one or both cut off from the other coparent due to the inability to cope
with the emotional pain related to the divorce. Often the noncustodial parent
finds interaction with his or her children difficult because negative feelings
might be evoked about his or her ex-partner. Disengaged coparenting can
follow a period of conflicted coparenting if the conflict has reached such a
level that one spouse decides he or she cannot tolerate any more conflict
(Baum, 2006). Sometimes conflict is the manifestation of a need for spouses
to remain entwined in a quasi-spousal relationship. Disengagement might
happen when one spouse can redefine his or her role solely to parenting
and the other cannot. In short, one parent cannot handle conflict anymore
and separates himself or herself from the spousal relationship by redefin-
ing his or her role. Other causes of disengagement include interpersonal
reasons such as rejection by children, ex-spouse causing strain in parent–
child relationship, geographic location, and dissatisfaction with visitation
experiences (Baum, 2006). In extreme cases, a disengaged coparent relation-
ship can be caused by a history of criminality, abuse, or insanity (Ahrons,
1995). Disengagement can result from the conflicted style of coparenting
and the effects on the children from disengaged coparental families are sim-
ilar to those of the conflicted style. As stated earlier, the most noted effects
would include attachment styles, internalized beliefs about oneself, peer
relationships, and academic achievement (Crockenberg & Langrock, 2001).

ATTACHMENT

Parent–Child Attachment Background

Much of adult romantic attachment research stems from Ainsworth et al.
(1978) and Bowlby’s (1969) research on parent–child relationships. Based
on observations of infant monkeys, Bowlby proposed that infants possess a
complex attachment behavioral system for regulating proximity to caregivers
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Internal Working Models: Attachment and Relationships 191

for evolutionary purposes. When these caregivers, or attachment figures, are
constantly available and responsive to the infant’s needs, the infant feels
secure and explores the surrounding environment. These children subtly
maintain a level of contact with the attachment figure by glancing back or
making vocalizations. Conversely, Bowlby (1969) observed that when an
infant is uncertain of the attachment figure’s availability, the child experi-
ences anxiety. The child still seeks to remain in contact with the attachment
figure but does so through more drastic means such as crying, searching, or
clinging. Bowlby termed all contact-seeking behavior as attachment behav-
ior and stated that these behaviors are adapted based on the availability of
the caregiver.

As the child adapts attachment behaviors to the caregiver’s level of avail-
ability and responsiveness, the infant develops an internal working model
to help predict caregiver behaviors and shape the patterns of attachment
behaviors (Bowlby, 1969, 1982). Often in the literature the terms internal
working models and attachment styles are used interchangeably (Fraley &
Shaver, 1998). Internal working models are unobservable patterns of attach-
ment. However, Ainsworth et al. (1978) organized the observable attachment
behaviors into attachment styles and explained that attachment behaviors
vary along two dimensions: anxiety and avoidance.

The dimension of anxiety captures the child’s fear of abandonment
and avoidance captures the child’s comfort with depending on an attach-
ment figure for protection. Based on these two dimensions, three attachment
styles emerge. One, secure attachment style, is attributed to the child when
a low score on the two dimensions is achieved. The secure child exhibits
attachment behaviors that appear confident about the availability of the care-
giver and seek comfort from the caregiver when distressed (Ainsworth et al.,
1978). Children that are high in the avoidance dimension and low or high
in the anxiety dimension are labeled as having avoidant attachment. These
children are unlikely to seek the comfort and care of the caregiver when
they are distressed (Ainsworth et al.). Children with avoidant attachment
styles are also unlikely to rely on their caregiver for a secure base and
value autonomy more than other children and their behaviors are termed
as detached (Bowlby, 1969; Cassidy, 1988). Children classified as anxious-
ambivalent are high in anxiety and low in avoidant dimensions and exhibit
greater vigilance as to the whereabouts of their caregiver. Protesting for an
extended period of time is a common attachment behavior when separated
from their caregiver (Ainsworth et al.; Bowlby, 1973). However, on reunit-
ing with the caregiver, children with an anxious-ambivalent style display a
mixture of anger and desire for comfort (Ainsworth et al.).

Adult Attachment Styles

Attachment, although most often known for explaining parent–child relation-
ships, is an important aspect of human interaction throughout the life span
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192 P. N. E. Roberson et al.

(Bowlby, 1979). Adult attachment behaviors in romantic relationships are
similar in many respects to infant–caregiver attachment behavior (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987; Shaver & Hazan, 1988; Shaver, Hazan, & Bradshaw, 1988). First,
adult intimate relationships are classified into Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) three
attachment styles and similarly scaled along anxiety and avoidant dimen-
sions. Second, attachment behaviors are often only enacted when the threats
to the stability of the relationship are imminent. Third, internal working mod-
els of self and relationships are interrelated and manifest differently across
attachment styles.

INTERNAL WORKING MODELS AND ATTACHMENT BEHAVIORS

Adults with secure attachment internal working models describe their more
important love relationship as happy, friendly, as well as having greater
longevity and greater interdependence (Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987). As a reflection of the internal working models,
Hazan and Shaver reported that securely attached adults believe that roman-
tic feelings can grow and diminish in intensity through a relationship but
in some relationships never fade. Overall, securely attached adults tend to
be more satisfied with their relationships and hold a more positive view of
themselves and others than their insecure counterparts (Bartholomew, 1990;
Feeney et al., 1994).

The two internal working models of insecure attachment in adult
romantic relationships are avoidant and anxious-ambivalent. Individuals
with avoidant internal working models describe “fear of intimacy, emotional
highs and lows, and jealousy” as part of romantic relationships (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987, p. 515). Congruent with fear of intimacy, individuals with
avoidant internal working models indicate that head-over-heels romantic
love does not exist and if someone does find a partner, the romantic love
rarely lasts (Hazan & Shaver). Adults with anxious-ambivalent attachment
characterize romantic love relationships as “involving obsession, desire for
reciprocation and union, extreme emotional highs and lows, and extreme
sexual attraction and jealousy” (Hazan & Shaver, p. 515). These individuals
often find themselves falling for a partner very quickly; however, they do
not classify their relationships as real love (Hazan & Shaver).

Similar to infant–caregiver attachment, attachment behaviors are
enacted when the threats to the stability of the relationship are imminent.
The attachment behaviors are a function of keeping the partner near or pre-
venting them from leaving. Attachment behaviors are activated in three situ-
ations (Kobak & Duemmler, 1994). First, during fearful or fear-provoking sit-
uations, individuals will seek partners as a safe haven (secure base). Second,
challenging situations will lead individuals to contact their partner in some
way. Third, conflictual interactions will activate attachment behaviors high-
lighting the importance of cooperative partnerships (Kobak & Duemmler).
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Internal Working Models: Attachment and Relationships 193

A person’s adult style of romantic attachment is also affected by attach-
ment history (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Variations in early interactions with
caregiver produce enduring differences in adult attachment styles. The inter-
nal working models that evolve at a young age frame how people view
themselves and relationships and allow for individuals to predict actions
of others whether correct or incorrect (Bowlby, 1973). All relationships are
different and interactions between a dyad are stereotypic. However, an indi-
vidual’s attachment style is likely to remain stable through the life span due
to the persistence of the internal working models (Fraley, 2002). This inter-
nal working model is able to predict an individual’s concept of self and
quality of intimate relationships. Noting the importance of internal working
models and environmental forces that affect them, expert and parent must
look to how postdivorce relationships affect their children’s attachment.
Additionally, coparents and experts can look to how current relationships
are affected by personal internal working models.

COPARENTING AND ADULT ATTACHMENT BEHAVIORS

Attachment systems are activated in adults, like in infants, as an attempt to
both gain the attention of their partner and attain proximity to their part-
ner in times of stress (Shaver et al., 1988). Attachment behavior is also
engaged in times when the stability of the relationship is threatened, such as
divorce (Fraley & Shaver, 1998). Even though partners are divorced, divorc-
ing, or separated, their attachment styles and patterns of behavior toward
one another make redefinition of roles as coparents and not as romantic
partners difficult. In other words, internal working models drive coparents
to interact with one another even if that means that they do so in maladap-
tive ways. Attachment styles influence the partner’s ability to cope with the
absence of the ex-spouse and the ability to effectively problem solve about
their children. The authors theorize that individuals with secure attachment
are more likely to engage in stable coparenting behavior; that individuals
with anxious-ambivalent attachment are more likely to engage in conflict-
ual coparenting behavior; and that individuals with avoidant attachment are
more likely to engage in disengaged coparenting behavior.

Coping With Absence-Presence

Grieving the loss of a spouse via death is a difficult process. However,
death is terminal, unlike the divorce process. Ex-spouses, especially when
the former spouses have children, are continually present in the lives of
one another, which can make the grieving process more challenging. This
difficult process of mourning the loss of a romantic attachment figure,
while interacting with that individual regarding parenting issues, is termed
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194 P. N. E. Roberson et al.

“absence-presence” (Baum, 2004, p. 317). One of the challenges of divorce
is the redefinition of roles after separation. The ability to establish a postdi-
vorce achieved identity is made especially difficult because of the presence
of the former spouse and thus a reminder of the former spousal identity
(Baum, 2004).

Being unable to build a new postdivorce identity makes coping with
the crisis of divorce complicated (Baum, 2004). Conflict in the coparental
relationship serves as a reminder of the formal spousal role, thus activat-
ing a flood of negative and painful memories. A securely attached person
who experiences absence-presence is able to mitigate stress by employ-
ing internal coping resources, such as the ability to seek social support.
However, avoidant and anxious-ambivalent attachment styles become over-
whelmed with the stress of divorce because they tend to adapt ineffective
coping strategies that hinder the grieving process (Mikulincer & Florian,
1996; Vareschi & Bursik, 2005).

Conflict

According to Hazan and Shaver (1997), conflictual dynamics reflect an oper-
ation of the attachment system and functions to keep partners in close
proximity. In an attempt to remain close, some couples might create con-
flict. Conflict in marriage and divorce is a form of communication and an
expression of emotional dependency (Bader & Pearson, 1988; Emery, 1994;
Weiss, 1976). As it pertains to coparenting, the manner in which ex-spouses
manage the differences that are inevitable in childrearing is a reflection of
their attachment styles. Stable coparents are able to efficiently negotiate and
problem-solve when disagreements arise regarding their children and show
more characteristics of secure attachment. Partners in conflicted coparent
relationships are unable to cope effectively with the loss of the romantic
partner and seek to remain close through conflict. The behavioral patterns of
conflicted coparents demonstrate many characteristics of anxious-ambivalent
attachment styles. Disengaged coparents additionally are unable to cope effi-
ciently with the loss of the ex-spouse but choose to cut off from interaction,
displaying characteristics of avoidant attachment styles.

Stable Coparent Relationship and Secure Attachment

Individuals in stable coparent relationships show more characteristics of
secure internal working models. Direct and open communication is char-
acteristic of securely attached individuals and stable coparent relationships.
Consistent parenting between ex-spouses, knowledge of expectations from
one another, and the regular flow of information regarding the children
are products of open and direct communication. These ex-spouses are able
to see one another’s viewpoints, thus enabling disagreements to be more
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Internal Working Models: Attachment and Relationships 195

“constructive and coherent” and less disruptive and emotionally damaging
(Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996, p. 901).

Individuals with secure internal working models are overall more con-
fident in the long-term availability of their partner and other attachment
figures (Simpson et al., 1996). The authors hypothesize that long-term avail-
ability enables each partner to invest more into the relationship, trusting
that the coparent will consistently be there to support them as parents and
will be more likely to contribute to a stable environment for their children.
Additionally, individuals with secure attachment styles are characterized as
having a more positive view of themselves and others (Collins & Read,
1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). The positive view of others will allow one
parent to trust the other’s parenting skills and decisions regarding childrear-
ing. When faced with conflict, individuals with secure attachment styles are
more constructive and proactive in achieving a resolution than their less
secure peers (Kobak & Hazan, 1991; Pistole, 1989). Thus, coparents with
secure internal working models are able to have more stable coparental
relationships.

Conflicted Coparent Relationship and Anxious-Ambivalent
Attachment

Conflicted coparents are highly volatile and are unable to separate the roles
of spouse and parent, thus, they are unable to cope with absence-presence
(Baum, 2004; Carter & McGoldrick, 1999). Anxious-ambivalent individuals’
attachment systems have been shown to activate more readily and strongly
than those with other attachment styles, particularly in times of conflict
(Simpson & Rholes, 1994). This would mean that they are more likely to
continually engage in conflict with their coparent. Attachment behaviors
of anxious-ambivalent individuals are characterized by anger, anxiety, and
hostility (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).

Conflict among individuals with anxious-ambivalent attachment styles
appears to be a cyclical process. The conflict of divorce causes stress in
the coparental dyad, thus activating the attachment system. Attachment
behaviors are then triggered and serve to keep the former romantic part-
ner close, which causes more conflict in an attempt to keep the former
romantic partner close (Baum, 2004; Carter & McGoldrick, 1999; Kobak &
Duemmler, 1994). When attempting to resolve a major disagreement,
anxious-ambivalent adults tend to show more anger and anxiety overall
than do those with other forms of attachment styles. This causes the nature
of conflict to be more negative and result in poor or ineffective outcomes
(Simpson et al., 1996). Seemingly, individuals with anxious-ambivalent inter-
nal working models will have a propensity to engage in conflicted coparent
relationships.
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196 P. N. E. Roberson et al.

Disengaged Coparent Relationships and Avoidant Attachment

Avoidant individuals tend to have a bleak outlook of achieving intimacy with
partners (Simpson & Rholes, 1994). Individuals who are highly avoidant
divert their emotional attention away from conflict and other attachment-
related situations in an attempt to reduce anxiety. These attachment
behaviors result in less warmth and supportiveness toward the coparent,
which causes less positive and constructive interactions. Additionally, indi-
viduals with avoidant attachment styles do not perceive their coparental
partners as available and supportive. This leads to their assumption that
attempts to increase levels of constructive interaction would be ineffec-
tive (Simpson et al., 1996). Coparents who have avoidant internal working
models are more likely to have a disengaged coparent relationship.

THERAPEUTIC APPLICATION

Seeing coparents in therapy can be very difficult for the therapist due to
the simultaneous need to attend to the intense emotions associated with
the divorce process and the need to establish a stable environment for the
children at home. For this reason the authors have developed a dual-phase
therapeutic model that consists of individual sessions focusing on emotional
needs and joint coparenting sessions focusing on environmental stability and
effective communication.

Coparents will move between the phases as particular life events arise.
The therapist, as a secure base, must be sensitively attuned to clients’ emo-
tional needs and readiness to progress to the next phase or return to the
previous phase. The movement between the phases should not be inter-
preted as regression but as the coparents’ ability to explore and progress
through new challenges as coparents.

Phase I

The primary objective of Phase I is to promote emotional safety for both
ex-partners and for their families. The therapist creates an emotionally safe
environment inside and outside the therapy room by being sensitive to the
clients in individual therapy sessions and implementing effective coparenting
strategies in the joint coparenting therapy session.

Bowlby (1988) identified the importance of the therapist–client inter-
action being a securely attached relationship. As the client and therapist
develop a close working relationship in the individual sessions, the client
becomes more securely attached to the therapist, who is acting as a secure
base. Trust and security can be achieved by the therapist’s empathetic state-
ments, reflective listening, and maintenance of a nonjudgmental stance.
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Internal Working Models: Attachment and Relationships 197

As this becomes established, the client is then able to explore his or her
environment and past relationships mirroring that of a secure parent–child
attachment (Borelli & David, 2004). This model works most efficiently when
each parent works with the therapist on an individual basis to ensure a
secure attachment (Hughes, 2007). Once the therapist and client have estab-
lished a securely attached relationship, the hope is that this relationship style
with be replicated in other relationships, such as parent–child, romantic, and
family of origin relationships.

The second aspect of Phase I is creating an emotionally safe copar-
enting environment by implementing coparenting strategies that lessen the
anxieties outside the therapy room. While the individuals are working on
securely attaching to the therapist, they must still work together to coparent
their children. This is most effective if the therapist encourages a business-
like relationship. Joint coparenting sessions focus on effective coparenting
strategies brought about by behavior modification. These sessions are
primarily therapist directed to disrupt the coparents’ current ineffective
communication pattern, which might include developing a parenting time
calendar, psychoeducation about divorce and coparenting, and establishing
consistent rules and consequences for the children between the households.
In some highly conflictual or disengaged couples, the therapist might need
to enlist the help of a guardian ad litem or parenting time coordinator.

Phase II

The main focus of Phase II is for the individual clients to establish new
coparenting roles and for the coparents to take on the responsibility of
problem solving and effective communication regarding their children.

Once a secure base has been established between therapist and client,
the individual sessions in Phase II can focus on the grieving process and
exploring new roles. The divorce grieving process parallels that of the death
of a significant person except this involves the loss of a significant rela-
tionship. Baum (2006) stated the individuals have a difficult time grieving
through divorce and establishing a cooperative coparenting relationship due
to their inability to cope with absence-presence and establish new parenting
roles. In individual sessions, the therapist and client discuss the divorce
grieving process and explore the primary emotions associated with this
process. Once the client has reached acceptance, he or she can more effec-
tively cope with absence-presence and establish new parenting roles that
are differentiated from the spousal role.

Joint coparenting sessions in Phase II define a process of moving away
from therapist-directed interactions and toward client-directed problem solv-
ing. Coparents must work on effectively communicating about parenting
issues including but not limited to children’s education, health, and disci-
pline. The therapist’s role in this phase is to act as a mediator between
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the clients. When discussion becomes too tense and the coparents begin
to reenact their previous conflictual communication pattern, the therapist
must intervene and help the coparents reestablish an effective communi-
cation pattern. The therapist can further enhance coparents’ communication
by teaching conflict resolution skills such as reflective listening, compromise,
and “I” statements.

CONCLUSION

Individual internal working models of attachment, as stated earlier, have
a significant influence on the ex-spouses’ ability to cooperatively coparent
their children. More than the act of divorce, the ability of parents, both mar-
ried and divorced, to attain a stable coparenting relationship with limited
conflict affects the well-being of their children. Unique to this evaluation
of the literature, we note a distinct connection between the three attach-
ment styles and the three types of coparenting relationships postdivorce:
Individuals in stable coparent relationships are more likely to have a secure
internal working model; conflicted coparents are more likely to have an
anxious-ambivalent internal working model; and disengaged coparents are
more likely to have an avoidant internal working model.

Additionally, based on the literature on child outcome, postdivorce
children will fare better with parents in a stable coparent relationship.
Conversely, children with parents engaged in conflicted or disengaged
coparent relationships will have a higher probability to misadjust postdi-
vorce. These children will be more likely to show the characteristics put
forth by Kelly’s (2000) meta-analysis of the effects of divorce on children
postdivorce including that children of divorce are more likely to suffer from
economic, social, and health difficulties; more than twice as likely to drop
out of school; and more likely themselves to divorce.

Public policy, the judicial system, and the public at large are becoming
more aware of both the effects of divorce and the methods to counter-
act those effects. More families are attending therapy or mediation either
due to being mandated by a larger system or voluntarily seeking assistance.
With their expert knowledge in relational theories and child development,
marriage and family therapists are in a distinctive position to help in under-
standing the needs of the families that are now seeking assistance. Therefore,
it has become imperative for marriage and family therapists to seek out new
techniques and use existing theories in unique applications to work with
coparents postdivorce. The combination of attachment theory and coparent
relationships in postdivorce families is the unique application that allows
marriage and family therapists to respond to the increased demands for
their expertise of the social, cultural, and temporal juncture at which par-
ents, children, and divorce meet. Although statistical research is needed
to validate this application of theory, current research and family systems
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theory corroborate the relationship between attachment styles and coparent
relationships postdivorce.
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