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Executive Summary

Study synopsis

This study was funded by the Australian Governmert Attorney-GenreralOsDepartmert, ard
conducted through a collaboration between Family Trarsitions, Relationships Australia and

La Trobe Universty.

The study compared outcomes over one year for two groups of separaed parerts, who
attended medation over parerting disputes Thes parerts engaged eitherin a Child Focused
intervertion, or in a Child Inclusive intervertion, at one of three Relationships Australia

sernvices(Carberra, Melbourne and Adelaide).

Two hundred and seventy-five parerts took partin the study (142 familieg. They reportedon
364 children and 193 of those children, aged 5 to16 years also participated direcly in the
reearch. No significart differences were found between the two treaiment groups on
demayraphic variades A good retertion rate of 75% over the yearoccuredfor children and

83% for parerts.

The Child Focused intervertion prioritised the psychological and relational elemerts of
parerntsOseparaion, ard the making of parerting arrangemerts that would beg support the
developmertal need of the children Their children were not seenfor the purposes of the
medation. The averace length of time spert with both parerts in this intervertion, including

intake, was5.1 hours.

The Child Inclusive intervertion sharedthe same intert and approach but also involved a
brief direct assessmert of childrerOsexperiences of the separaton and of their relationships

with each parert. The childrenOsmatrial was carefully formulated and considered with
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parerts, and core themesincorporated into their negotiations. The averag duration of this
intervertion with parens, including intake and feedback of the childrenDsmaterial, was 6.2

hours, plus aseparat 1.5 hours with children

Extensive repeaed measuresdata were collected from parents and childrenprior to medation

commerting, and thenagain threearnd twelve months after the conclusion of medaton.
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Outcomes common to both groups

Entry into medation was a point of high risk for both groups of families Both parerts
reported high to very high currert acrimony with their former or soon-to-be-former partner
and a low rate of resolution of disputes Their children reported still higher rates of conflict
between parents. Of concern, one third of childrenaged5 to 16 werein the clinical range of

psychological symptomsat the time of intake, on parert report.

Significart and enduring reduction in levels of conflict occured for both groups in the year
since medation. The majority of parerts reported improved maragemert or resolution of the
initial disputes that had brought them to medation. Across all ages children in both
intervertions perceved less frequert and intense conflict between their parerts and better
reolution of it, with a significart lowering of their own distress in relation to parenal

discord.

QOutcomes unique to the Child Inclusive intervention

No isolated effects were evidert for the Child Focused intervertion at either the three or
twelve month follow up points. In contrad, the Child Inclusive intervertion was associated
with a number of effects not evident in the other treamert group. Thes effects were

stronged for fathers and for children

One yea post intervertion, repeaed measires aralyses showed significartly beter outcomes

for the Child Inclusive group in the following areas
* Lower acrimony in fathersin relation to their former spouses
* Greakerimprovement in the parertal alliancefor fathers

* ChildrerDsexperience of improved emdional availakility of their fathers and greaer

sense of closenessto him;

* Greaker contertmert by children with care and contact arrargemens, and les

inclination to wart to change them;

* Greakr satisfaction of fathers with care and contact arrargemerts of their children

degiteinitially lowerlevels of overnight contact thanthe Child Focused fathers
* Greakr stahlity of care and contact patterns over the year;

* Pregrvation or improvemert of the mother-child relationship, from the pergectvesof
both mother and child.
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Durability of agreements and litigation patterns

Agreamerts reacted in the Child Inclusive intervertion were signifi cartly more durabe and
workahle over a year, asrated by mothers and fathers. Of those cases with no prior Court
involvemen, Child Inclusive parerts were half as likely to instigate new litigation over

parerting maters in the yearafter medation thanwerethe Child Focused parerts.

Considering the difference in outcomes
Threeunique change mechanisms were idertifiedfor Child Inclusive parerts and children

1. The wake-up call. The immedacy and intimacy of material creaed by the child
consultation proces meart that parerts were frequertly OmeedOin a laging way by the
feedback they heardfrom and about their own children. The Gvake up calOto these parents,
to alter their behaviours around their children and their attitudesabout their previous partner,
was direct, compelling ard impacful. Although both intervertions acively focused parerts
on their childrenOsegonsesto their conflict and their needs in post-separaton re-structure of
the family, discussion about children and parenal cooperaion wasnecesarily gereric in the
Child Focused intervertion, becawse the childrenOdirect experienceswere not obtained for
medation purposes In this light, the power of parertal projecions and inaccuate
assumptions about their children and about their relationship with eachparert, had greater
licerse to continue unchecked through the Child Focused intervertion, and reaulting
arrangemerts in that group could be tailored, at bed, to what parerts OtelievedOtheir children
neectd

2. A level playing field for fathers. The perceved OfainesO of the Child Inclusive
intervertion was notable for fathers Through the fatherOseyes this intervertion often
functioned to remove the mother from the psychological role of OgtekeeperO of the
informaion about their children As such, in negotiations around his childrenDseeds, this
creatd the experience of a more level playing field for the Child Inclusive father thanfor the
Child Focused father. The Child Inclusive fathers and mothers appeaed able to listen to
views that sometimesdid not support their own argument, whenthes views came from their
children and were conveyed empathically by anindeperdert specialist. Fathersin particular
de<cribedthe feedback session about their childrenasvaluedand trarsformative.

3. Developmentally correct arrangements. Through a sharpened focus on each of their
childrenDsemdional ard stage specific need in the Child Inclusive treamert, parertsO
agreamerts tended to favour stahility of reddence, and improved attactmert relationships.

Fathers in the Child Focused treamert initially obtained significartly higher rates of
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overnight contact, which were then subsequently reduced over the course of the year, often
through litigation. Fatersin the Child Inclusive intervertion tended to agreeto mainternance
of overright contact rates rather than driving for their Oeqal shareD. Of interes is the
finding that these fathers were also substartially more conternt with the care and contact
arrargemerts than fathers in the Child Focused group, and that they reported closer
relationships with their children The findings sugged that the Child Inclusive intervertion
asisted parerts to creae Ocvelopmertally correaO ageemerts, tailored to the core
experiencesof their children and macke it easerto redst arrargements tailoredto any serse of

adult ertitlemen.

Children’s mental health outcomes

ChildrerDoveral mertal heath terded to improve over the yea after intervertion, although
21% of children remained in the clinical range, in contrag to about 15% in the genreral
population. The combination of factors that beg accounted for children@ poor mertal health
outcomesover the yearwere their fatherOdow education, high parertal conflict, sharedcare
and the experierce of poor emdional availahility in their mather. The findings suggeg that
the children whose emational heath suffered maost were those for whom shared care posed a
developmertal risk; namely younger children whose parens remained in high conflict, with
poor cooperafon ard regard for eachother, and where a poor relationship between mother

and child wasmutually reported

Characteristics of poor progress

Both treamerts had less succes with long-term high conflict cass and parerts with serious
mertal heath issues Findings support a cardul screenng of the ertrenched ard high conflict
spectrum, aiming to divert parerts in extremeconflict into tailored, longerterm therapeuic
intervertions with the family. The data sugged a strong need for close screering of
personality and prodromal mertal heakth symptoms at intake. Findings overal support
inclusion criteria for both intervertions that arecapacity based, i.e. based around the ahility of
a paren to usefully participate and consider altermate and at timesego-dystonic informaion,

rather than adhering to criteria based on the presence or absence of specifi ¢ issues.
Implications for targeting the Child Inclusive intervention

The Child Inclusive intervertion showed a differertial capacity to bring about more durake

and workalde agreemerts with parens preserting with low alliances or poor mutual regard

Children Beyond Dispute Final Report: October 2006

© Family Transitions Pty Ltd / LaTrobe University 2006



and cooperaton, than did the Child Focused intervertion. Parets presrting with

undamaged or adequate alliancesreported similar levels of progress aaoss the two groups.

Conclusion

While both the Child Focused and Child Inclusive dispute reolution intervertions led to
reduction in parental conflict, findings of this study sugges an enduring level of relationship

repair unigue to the Child Inclusive approach.

Significart changes in the quality of dyadc relationships were evident acress the year,
between former partners and betweeneachparert and their child/ren From the childrerOs
pergecive, the Child Inclusive intervertion was associated with closer relationships with
their fathers and more emdionally availabe care from their mothers In this light, the data
point to the potertial of the Child Inclusive intervertion to target the crucial public heath
issue of childrenDsemdional well-being post-separaion, through a consecuert effect of

improved parental relationships.

The data also point to the importance of the developmertal and relationship context around
careand contactarrangemerts. In keepng with other findings in this study, the data suggeg
that substartially sharedcareis an arrargemert beg determined by the capacity of parerts to
exerdse maturity, to cooperate and to emlracethe developmertal needs of their children, and

to provide each child with emationally available parerting in a climate of low conflict.

In all, thisresearch providesevidenceto support the further development and applicaton of
Child Inclusive, therapeuicaly oriented medation. This method off eredseparatedfamiliesa
significart level of repair to the parertal relationship, and to childrenOsense of their parertsO
availahility, and produceddevelopmentally sersitive agreemerts, with which parents and

childrenremained more contert, over the yearsince mediation.

It isimportant to note, however, tha thefindingsof this study cannotbe generalised
to other modds of Child Indusve mediation, and careful guiddines aroundtraining
and practice compeency are necessary to enaure the ongong fiddity of this

intervention.
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