
 

What type of relationship should I have with
my co-parent now we're divorced?
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The relationship might be over but the parenting isn’t. Credit: Brittany
Simuangco/Unsplash

When talking about separation and divorce, media and personal stories
often focus on relationships characterised by ongoing conflict or
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violence. In contrast, Australian research suggests low conflict or
cooperative post-separation relationships are common.

These are negotiated in contexts that require what British sociologist
Carol Smart described as an "indelible" joint-parenting contract. This
means people can end an intimate relationship but it's very difficult to
disengage from each other as parents.

We know very little about how people define and experience "good"
relationships after separation. So a recently-conducted and soon to be
published study sought to explore what this might look like.

Good relationships aren't all the same

The study found three types of good post-separation parental
relationships: allied, arm's length and autonomous. These differed in
their communication and family practices shared by parents.

Allied relationships

Allied relationships were the most common type of relationship. Parents
described emotionally close connections with their former partner. They
often used terms such as "family" or "friends". People liked their former
partner but recognised their children were the reason they remained
close.

Parents in allied relationships described a lot of practical support and
responsiveness to their former partner's needs. They were typically
flexible in their care arrangements to meet changes in the other parents'
work, personal and health situations. Parents also reported more
mundane supports such as feeding pets or sharing laundry duties.
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https://www.ag.gov.au/Publications/Documents/Post-SeparationParentingPropertyAndRelationshipDynamicsAfterFiveYears/post-separation-parenting-property-and-relationship-dynamics-after-five-years-full-document.PDF
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-social-policy/article/wishful-thinking-and-harmful-tinkering-sociological-reflections-on-family-policy/3B9CB0DA19DAD399A90C22D355632D68
https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/relationships/for-the-first-time-in-australia-flinders-uni-researchers-studying-how-parents-can-separate-well/news-story/556b09d7d94fcc1710284096f9f8b879
https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/relationships/for-the-first-time-in-australia-flinders-uni-researchers-studying-how-parents-can-separate-well/news-story/556b09d7d94fcc1710284096f9f8b879


 

They emphasised the importance of shared events such as regular family
dinners and birthday celebrations. They saw their approach as an
important way to signal to their children they were "still a family". This
helped balance children's and parents' needs so no-one missed out on
important events and relationships.

Arm's length relationships

Parents in arm's length relationships were present in their children's lives
and absent from their former partner's life. Their dealings were civil and
cooperative, but they did not look for emotional closeness or shared
activities. Any connection was built on and limited to their shared focus
on their children's wellbeing.

For example, one father in the study had almost no contact with his
former wife outside of their children. He said: "She rings me with issues,
if the kids have got, if she thinks the kids need anything she rings me
and asks me about it or whatever you know, so we've got a kind of
contact. It's probably, functional is the best thing I can say."

People imposed clear boundaries to limit interactions to child-specific
issues. There were none of the family rituals that were such an important
part of allied relationships. Parents were not particularly responsive to
the needs of their ex-partner and their care arrangements were fixed in
place. Parents described their relationship as good, because both parents
cared about their children and worked together to meet their children's
needs. As a result, their children were happy and thriving.

Autonomous relationships

Parents in autonomous relationships did not communicate with their
former partner beyond basic logistical information about children's
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routines. However, each parent loved and responded to their children's
needs in their individual ways.

This separate approach also created economic, emotional and logistical
freedoms for each parent. One mother in the study put it this way: "I
don't have to go into any negotiations, the playing field is clear, I have
clarity and my kids are unbelievably healthy, they're really, really
happy."

Parents did not interpret limited communication as an indication of their
former partner's lack of care or ability to parent. They recognised that
after separation, what counted were parents' emotional and practical
contributions to their children's lives—not to each other's lives.

Why do good post-separation relationships matter?

Interview studies such as the one we conducted can't show statistical
links between good post-separation relationships and children's
outcomes. But regardless of the type of relationship they had, parents
believed their child-centred focus was central to their children's
happiness and development. This focus was the basis for parents
defining their relationship as good.

Existing literature suggests it's the tenor and practice of relationships
rather than how much time children spend with each parent that makes
the most difference in children's post-separation lives. Yet debates
continue to centre on the importance of how much time children spend
with each parent.

Good post-separation relationships are hard work. They require constant
emotional thoughtfulness, careful negotiation and letting go of past
wrongs. But when the payoff is a happy and healthy child the hard work
is well worth the effort.
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This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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