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I’m excited to see "Connecticut's New Family Court Process" using a triage and pathways approach with 

goals of “timely and effective resolution,” to help families focus on “cooperative resolutions.”

Also, Connecticut’s domestic violence reform efforts recognizing “Coercive Controlling” behaviors as a 

form of Domestic Violence.   We tried to do this in Arizona, but misunderstandings prevented it.

A history of Coercive Control is the best predictor of false allegations, continuing frivolous court filings, lack of 

cooperative parenting, and attempts to alienate children from the other parent.

What’s the Remedy??  Coercive Control is a Personality Trait. Courts can’t change THAT! 

We can change BEHAVIOR – by using Reinforcement smartly.   Here are some suggestions:

1. Don’t reinforce CC by allowing them to “win” primary custody. 

2. Warn them from the beginning that CC will result in LOSS of Parenting Time.

3. Train your county Custody Evaluators to recognize a History of CC and present that evidence to the court.

4. Adopt a Rebuttable Presumption of Equal Parenting Time to deter CC fights over custody – and instead focus 

each parent from the beginning on their RESPONSIBILITY to provide a home for their children.



My presentation today is on the psychology research evidence that I have become 

convinced shows why equal parenting time is best in high conflict families and in 

families with a history of domestic violence.

We haven’t been able to study Coercive Control yet but I believe the principles and 

processes apply here as well.

How does witnessing domestic violence “work” to harm children, and what are the 

implications for equal parenting time?

In general, when divorce harms children, it does so by causing “Emotional Insecurity.”



1. Emotional insecurity causes physiological stress reactions involving the 

autonomic nervous system. This results in chronic release of stress hormones 

that affect many systems in the body, including the immune system.  Chronic 

stress leads to substantial physical health problems in later life.

2. Emotional insecurity also leads to substantial mental health problems 

in later life, such as  defensive hostility and destructive anger.

3. Emotional insecurity also contributes to self-medication by 

substance abuse.

Emotional Insecurity

affects children’s mental health and physical health. 

Repetti, R. L., Taylor, S. E., & Seeman, T. E. (2002). Risky families: Family social environments and the mental and physical health of 

offspring. Psychological Bulletin, 128, 330-366. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.128.2.33



Insecurity about 

Me and Mom
Insecurity about 

Me and Dad

Insecurity about 

Family Cohesion

Three Sources of 

Children’s Emotional Insecurity

1. Parent Conflict causes this 

Insecurity.

Do I matter to Mom? Do I matter to Dad?

Fear of Abandonment
2. Does Parent Violence also cause

this insecurity?

3. What do Conflict, and Violence,

mean for Parenting Time?

Insecurity about Family Cohesion 

is reflected in doubts about 

parents’ connection to each other, 

married or not, and their ability to 

work together “to care for me, or 

will my family fall apart, and I be 

left alone?” 



For children, it arouses these distressful feelings:

“When my parents argued …

… I got scared.” 

… I worried about what would happen to me.” 

… I worried that one of them would get hurt.” 

… I worried that they might get divorced.” 

Davies, P. T., Harold, G. T., Goeke-Morey, M. C., & Cummings, E. M. (2002). Child emotional security and interparental conflict. 

Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 67(3, Serial No. 270).

Emotional Insecurity about Family Cohesion

Note: These 

could be the 

same feelings 

in response to 

witnessing 

Parent 

Violence.



Laumann-Billings, L., & Emery, R. E. (2000). Distress among young adults from divorced families. Journal of Family Psychology, 14, 671–

687. doi 10.1037//0893-3200.14.4.671

“I had a harder childhood than most.” 

“A lot of my parents’ problems were because of me.”

“I worry about events where both parents will come.”

“I feel doomed to repeat my parents’ problems.”

For young adults, Emotional Insecurity about Family Cohesion  

lingers in these similar distressful feelings:

We study the long-term carry-over of Emotional Insecurity about Family Cohesion into young adulthood. 

This is very important because if they are still carrying the distress, it will affect their long-term health. 

We used this measure of Insecurity about Family Cohesion from Laumann-Billings & Emery (2000).

We recruited 1,030 College students to look at long-term outcomes. They reported on the Parent 

Conflict they witnessed, and separately on the Parent Violence they witnessed.         

We will first look at Parent Conflict, then at Parent Violence.



Laumann-Billings, L., & Emery, R. E. (2000). Distress among young adults from divorced families. Journal of Family Psychology, 14, 671–

687. doi 10.1037//0893-3200.14.4.671

High Severity of Parent Conflict Families (N=270): 

Adult Children’s Lingering Emotional Insecurity about Family Cohesion 

depending on the Amount of Parenting Time (PT) they had with Fathers

Common 

assumption is that 

in High Conflict 

families, Equal PT 

should produce the 

worst outcomes 

for children.

But in the past 

studies there were 

not enough families 

at Equal PT to 

analyze!

Insecurity about Family 

Cohesion PEAKS at 40% 

PT. Here children are 

really relying on Dad’s 

home, and they 

experience the most 

fear of abandonment 

because of the Conflict.

But at 50% PT, the two 

homes provided 

Emotional Security that 

neither parent was going 

to leave/abandon me 

because of the Conflict.

Laumann-Billings and 

Emery (2000) found the 

same thing in their 

college sample, and in 

their community sample.6 categories of PT in10% intervals from 0% to 50%.  



College Students’ Reports of Frequency of Witnessing 

“Physical Violence or Physical Abuse

(hitting, slapping, shaking, threatening to hit, etc.)”

by Father toward Mother, and 

by Mother toward Father

Before and After the Divorce

Not at all

Once

Two or three times

A few times 

per month

Once a week

A few times a week

Daily or almost daily

More than I can count

Average = .82

Average = .28 Average = .41
Average = .80

28% of Dads 

at least Once 

before Divorce 10% of Dads 

at least Once 

after Divorce

17% of Moms 

at least Once 

before Divorce

27% of Moms 

at least Once 

after Divorce



When Fathers committed ANY Domestic Violence toward Mothers before Divorce,

How much Emotional Insecurity did their children still carry as young adults?

We find the same pattern 

as witnessing Severe 

Conflict.  

Insecurity from witnessing 

Dad violence peaks at 40% 

PT, because the child has a 

lot to lose if he Dad 

abandons. But there is less 

anxiety about Family 

Cohesion if the child lives 

with Dad equal time.

What about when Mom 

was Violent to Dad before 

Divorce? 



When Mothers committed ANY Domestic Violence toward Fathers before Divorce,

How much Emotional Insecurity did their children still carry as young adults?
Red line = Mom committed any 

DV,  Blue line = no Mom DV.

Insecurity from Mom DV (red 

line) is higher at each level of PT 

with Dad from 0% to 40% 

because if Mom abandons, child 

has a lot to lose when I live with 

her most of the time,

EXCEPT at Equal PT -- there is 

no significant difference in young 

adults’ lingering Emotional 

Insecurity between those whose 

Moms were violent to Dad 

before the divorce and those 

who were not.

Child was less worried about 

threats to Family Cohesion if 

they lived with both equal time.



Conclusions
1. Parent Conflict and Parent Violence work the same way 

to threaten children’s Emotional Security about post-divorce family cohesion.

2. With high Parent Conflict, the threat to cohesion is greatest at 35%-45% 

parenting time with dads, because the potential disruption and loss of the 

family support system would be greater.  But Equal Parenting Time 

provides assurance of post-divorce family cohesion despite conflict.

3.  The same pattern holds for Violence by dad before the divorce.

4. With Violence by mom before the divorce, the threat to cohesion is high 

at all levels of parenting time, because they are living primarily with mom. 

But Equal Parenting Time again provides assurance of post-divorce family 

cohesion.



Important Caveat

This research is aimed at understanding the 

psychological processes by which exposure to 

Parent Violence affects children.

The findings should not be taken to imply that 

courts, family law professionals, and policy makers 

should ignore Parent Violence when making 

decisions about Equal Parenting Time. 
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