EVIDENCE BRIEF

Why calmer co-parenting is
a health outcome

A plain-English and clinical summary of peer-reviewed research on
interparental conflict, custody arrangements, mediation, and children's
mental-health outcomes.

Thesis. Reducing conflict between separated parents is the single most modifiable factor for
children's mental health. Structured communication, mediation, and parenting coordination — the
practices the evidence keeps pointing to — measurably change the arc.

We didn't run these studies. We built the tool the studies keep pointing to.
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The evidence, in six findings

Conflict, not divorce, drives the harm.

In plain English. Kids do not fall apart because parents split up. They struggle when the fight
between parents keeps going. When the two adults talk in a calmer, more structured way, kids do
measurably better — even when they never see the change happen.

The evidence. Meta-analysis of 115 samples (N = 24,854 divorced families) found post-divorce
interparental conflict was significantly associated with internalizing and externalizing problems,
mediated through deteriorated parenting (hostility, intrusiveness, role diffusion). Effects hold
across a continuum from silence to violence, whether parents cohabit or are separated.
Persistently high-conflict trajectories over 6-8 years post-divorce produced the most deleterious
effects on psychopathology, substance use, and risky sexual behavior. [5, 6, 7, 8]

The mental-health cost is measurable.

In plain English. Compared to peers, children of divorce are more likely to face depression,
anxiety, suicidal thoughts, substance use, and psychological distress. The odds are not enormous
— but they are real, they are consistent across every study, and they persist into adulthood.

The evidence. Meta-analysis of 54 studies (N = 506,299) reports pooled odds ratios ranging
from 1.12 (anxiety) to 1.64 (smoking); see table below. The TRAILS longitudinal cohort confirms
adolescent mental-health problems rise after (not before) parental divorce and persist into
adulthood. [1, 2, 3, 4]

Shared arrangements outperform sole custody.

In plain English. Children with time in both homes tend to do as well as kids in intact families in
the majority of studies. Sole-custody kids tend to do worst. The reason is not magic: two engaged
parents means more resources, more relationships, more of everything a child needs.

The evidence. Systematic review of 39 studies (2010-2022): shared physical custody produced
outcomes comparable to nuclear families in 75% of studies; lone physical custody produced the
worst outcomes. The 'fewer resources' hypothesis best explained differences. Coparenting
support fully mediated better mental health in JPC vs. SPC for internalizing and externalizing
behaviors. [9, 10]
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Age at separation matters — middle childhood is the tender
window.

In plain English. The hardest window is roughly ages 7 to 10. Kids in that range show more
depressive symptoms and more internalizing behavior after a separation than either younger or
older children. It is worth planning around.

The evidence. Zhao et al. (2023) demonstrated more pronounced psychopathological outcomes
(internalizing behaviors, depressive symptoms) when parent-child separation occurred during
middle childhood (7-10) versus early childhood (4-6), across cognitive and behavioral measures.
[12]

Mediation beats litigation — and the effect lasts 12 years.

In plain English. In a randomized trial that followed families for over a decade, mediation kept
the non-residential parent more involved without adding conflict. Fathers who mediated stayed
more satisfied than those who went to court. Twelve years later, the difference was still there.

The evidence. Emery et al. (2001) RCT with 12-year follow-up. Nonresidential parents assigned
to mediation were significantly more involved, maintained more contact, and had greater
coparenting influence; increased involvement did not increase coparenting conflict; fathers who
mediated remained substantially more satisfied. [13]

The trajectory is modifiable.

In plain English. This is the hopeful part. Structured programs — parenting coordination,
coparenting skills, court-ordered communication tools — genuinely change the arc. In one JAMA
trial the benefits were still visible six years later. What families do after separation matters more
than the separation itself.

The evidence. Wolchik et al. (JAMA 2002) 6-year RCT follow-up: preventive programs for children
of divorce significantly reduced externalizing problems, mental-disorder symptoms, and
substance use. Parenting coordination (Demby 2016) is court-ordered, child-focused dispute
resolution designed to reduce children's exposure to parental conflict. APA Guidelines (2022)
emphasize coparenting quality. AAP (Pediatrics 2016) notes over 1 million U.S. children are
affected annually. [14, 15, 16, 17, 18]

Pooled odds ratios — offspring of divorced families

Meta-analysis of 54 studies, N = 506,299 (Auersperg et al., J. Psychiatric Research, 2019). OR = 1.00 means
no difference from peers.

Outcome OR 95% CI
Depression 1.29 1.23-1.35
Anxiety 1.12 1.04-1.12

CoParent Circle — Evidence Brief - thecoparentcircle.com Page 3



Suicide attempt
Suicidal ideation
Psychological distress
Alcohol use

Smoking

Drug use
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1.35

1.48

1.48

1.43

1.64

1.45

1.26-1.44

1.43-1.54

1.37-1.60

1.34-1.53

1.57-1.72

1.44-1.46
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Where CoParent Circle fits

Every core feature maps to a peer-reviewed recommendation. We describe what the research supports —
never what we haven't independently proven.

Structured messaging with tone review and a tamper-evident record

Supports the practice the research points to: reduce children's exposure to interparental conflict
by moving heated exchanges into a neutral, reviewable channel. [5, 6, 15]

Shared calendar, expense ledger, and safe-exchange logging

Aligns with the 'resources from both parents' finding: shared physical custody works when both
households can coordinate the practical infrastructure of a child's life without friction. [9, 10]

Court-ready exports, evidence chain, and parenting-coordinator access

Aligns with parenting-coordination practice and APA custody-evaluation guidelines: give courts
and neutrals a clean, verifiable record instead of screenshots and hearsay. [14, 15, 16]

Verified mediator and attorney directory with intake

Routes families toward the mediation pathway that Emery's 12-year RCT showed keeps both
parents involved without adding conflict. [13]

The numbers, in context
].M + U.S. children affected by divorce each year (AAP). [18]
1.35 OR — suicide attempt in offspring after parental divorce (meta, N=506,299). [1]
12 yr RCT follow-up: mediation kept parents more involved than litigation. [13]

JAMA RCT: preventive programs still reducing harm at 6-year follow-up. [17]

6 yr
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This brief summarizes peer-reviewed research on outcomes for children of separated families. It is not a
clinical guideline and does not constitute medical or legal advice. CoParent Circle is not an independently
validated therapeutic intervention.
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