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Abstract

The quality of the coparental relationship after parental divorce significantly affects the parents-chil-
dren relationship and the child’s development. The objective of the study was to conduct a systematic
review on the relationship between coparenting and child behavior in divorced families. The systemat-
ic review was conducted according to the methodological recommendations of the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyzes (PRISMA). The searches were carried out in six na-
tional and international databases, using the words coparenting, divorce and child behavior, and sim-
ilar terms, in Portuguese, English and Spanish. Eleven articles published between 2010 and June 2020
were included. The main results of the studies showed that coparental support after divorce favors
more positive outcomes in child behavior. However, the existence of coparental conflict represents a
risk factor for child behavioral problems, including in families in which coparental support and com-
munication exist.

Keywords: coparenting, children, divorce, systematic review, family relationships

COPARENTALIDADE E COMPORTAMENTO DA CRIANCA NO
CONTEXTO DO DIVORCIO: UMA REVISAO SISTEMATICA
Resumo

A qualidade da relagdo coparental apds o divércio dos pais afeta significativamente a relagdo pais-filhos
e o desenvolvimento infantil. O objetivo do estudo foi realizar uma revisdo sistematica sobre as relagdes
entre coparentalidade e comportamento da crianga em familias divorciadas. A revisdo sistematica foi
conduzida de acordo com as recomendagdes metodoldgicas do Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA). As buscas foram realizadas em seis bases de dados, nacionais e
internacionais, com os termos coparentalidade, divércio e comportamento da crianga, e termos corre-
latos, em portugués, inglés e espanhol. Foram incluidos 11 artigos publicados entre 2010 e junho de
2020. Por meio da andlise dos resultados desses artigos, constatou-se que o apoio coparental apds o
divércio favorece desfechos positivos no comportamento infantil. Contudo, a existéncia de conflito
coparental representa fator de risco para problemas de comportamento na crianga, inclusive em fami-
lias em que ha apoio e comunicagdo coparental.

Palavras-chave: coparentalidade, criangas, divércio, revisdo sistematica, relagdes familiares

COPARENTALIDAD Y COMPORTAMIENTO INFANTIL EN EL CONTEXTO
DEL DIVORCIO: UNA REVISION SISTEMATICA
Resumen
La calidad de la relacién coparental después del divorcio de los padres afecta significativamente la re-
lacién entre padres e hijos y el desarrollo infantil. El objetivo del estudio fue realizar una revisién siste-
matica sobre la relacién entre coparentalidad y comportamiento del nifio en familias divorciadas. La

revision sistematica se realizé conforme las recomendaciones metodolégicas del Preferred Reporting
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Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA). Las blsquedas se realizaron en seis bases
de datos, nacionales e internacionales, con los términos coparentalidad, divorcio y comportamiento
infantil en portugués, inglés y espanol. Se incluyeron 11 articulos publicados entre 2010 y junio de 2020.
Los principales resultados de los estudios mostraron que el apoyo coparental después del divorcio fa-
vorece resultados mas positivos en el comportamiento infantil. Sin embargo, la existencia de conflicto
coparental representa factor de riesgo para problemas de comportamiento en nifos, incluso en familias
que existe el apoyo y la comunicacién coparental.

Palabras clave: coparentalidad, nifios, divorcio, revisidn sistematica, relaciones familiares
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The family is a dynamic and multifaceted social institution made up of those who
share a common history and life projects. Considered as one of the main development con-
texts of its members, particularly during childhood, the family is composed of a series of
complex and interdependent emotional relationships among its members that are influenced
by macro-social factors, e.g., the culture, history, and socioeconomic aspects (McGoldrick &
Shibusawa, 2016). Thus, several historical changes affect the structure and functions of a
family, with marital dissolution and/or divorce as one of the fastest-growing family events in
the 215t century in Western society (Greene et al., 2016; Raley & Sweeney, 2020).

According to data from the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (Instituto
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica — IBGE, 2019), divorce applications have increased year after
year; in 2018, one divorce was filed for every three civil marriage records in Brazil. Marital
dissolution is a family transition event responsible for numerous potentially stressful changes,
as it causes imbalances and reorganizations in the roles and functions of family members,
especially when the couple has children. In this context, one can argue that the experience of
parental divorce during childhood is a risk factor for children’s development and its impact will
vary according to each child’s protective factors and their parents’ conditions and abilities to
deal with this transition (Greene et al., 2016; Lamela & Figueiredo, 2016; Sands et al., 2017).

Parents’ divorce does not dissolve the family system as a whole, only the parents’
marital relationship. Thus, the parental dynamic and communication need to be reorganized
to continue to play their childrearing roles. While parenting is defined by a child’s relationship
with each of its parents, individually, and by the activities and behaviors of parents about their
children, coparenting refers to how two or more adults share these tasks in the interplay of
roles that relate to children’s overall care, involving shared responsibility for their well-being
(Feinberg, 2003; McHale et al., 2004). Given this definition, coparenting exists regardless of
family structure, as long as two or more people share the responsibility of looking after a child.

Feinberg (2003) proposed a theoretical model to explain the coparenting structure
through an ecological and multicomponent view, providing insights into how each component
influences parental adjustment, parenting, inter-parental relationship, and child behavior.
According to the author, coparenting includes four dimensions, namely: a) childrearing agree-
ment between the parents on parental practices; b) division of labor (household chores, child
care, and financial support); c) joint management of family interactions; d) support-under-
mining concerning the partner’s parental role.

Childrearing agreement between the parents is the dimension of coparenting associ-
ated with the degree of understanding between the parental dyad in child-related matters,
e.g., moral principles, discipline, forms of care, decisions about education, or children’s emo-
tional needs. In the division of labor dimension, the coparental dyad shares the obligations of

daily childcare routines, as well as the responsibilities for child-related financial, medical, and
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legal matters. This component of coparenting has a significant impact on satisfaction with the
coparental relationship and with levels of parental stress, i.e., the greater the division of labor,
the lower the stress on parental duties and the greater the satisfaction with the relationship
with the other (Feinberg, 2003).

The dimension ‘joint management of family interactions’ focuses on the interaction
between the parental figures and the quality of the structural functioning of the family that
depends on this coparenting component. This can be understood as encompassing three as-
pects: a) management by fathers and mothers of their own behaviors and the communication
with others within the family system; b) management of boundaries that are established by
parental behaviors and attitudes, which increase the engagement or exclusion of other fami-
ly members; and c) balanced family relationships, that is, the way in which one member of the
parental dyad takes the lead while the other steps back in a given situation. The support-un-
dermining dimension consists of the quality and degree of mutual support between the dyad.
Expressions of positive affection, reinforcement, emotional support, and respect for the au-
thority and contributions of the other member of the coparental pair are manifestations of the
expected support between parents (Feinberg, 2003).

The same dimensions proposed by Feinberg have correlates and overlaps in the theo-
retical-methodological proposals presented by Margolin et al. (2001). These authors developed
a questionnaire that measured three coparental dimensions: cooperation, conflict, and triangu-
lation. Furthermore, according to the meta-analytic review by Teubert and Pinquart (2010),
Feinberg’s (2003) model sufficiently contains the component elements by which coparenting
is investigated in empirical studies, namely cooperation, agreement, accord in child care and
education, conflict, and triangulation. A recent literature review on coparenting assessment
instruments argues that its dimensions tend to be located in two distinct groups: those relat-
ed to support and cooperation (including communication, respect, teamwork, alliance, trust,
among others) and others, and those related to coparenting conflict (such as triangulation,
misunderstanding, undermining, hostility, restrictive coparenting, among others), with factor
analysis indicating one to four-dimensional solutions to the phenomenon (Cusi et al., 2020).

Despite the heterogeneous definitions and conceptualizations of coparenting models,
evidence has supported the hypothesis that negative coparenting (also called competitive)
poses a risk to the development of psychopathologies in childhood, while cooperative copar-
enting is considered to be a protective factor for children (Cusi et al., 2020; Teubert & Pinquart,
2010). In this sense, coparenting is one of the main elements of the family context with
marked relevance for child development, regardless of family structure (Solmeyer et al., 2014;
Zemp et al., 2018).

When parents divorce, coparenting may represent the only relationship system main-

tained by the couple (Margolin et al., 2001). There is evidence that, when parents maintain a

Psicologia: Teoria e Prdtica, 24(1), 1—23. Sdo Paulo, SP, 2022. ISSN 1980-6906 (electronic version).
https://doi.org/10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPHD14268.en, 2022


https://doi.org/10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPHD14268.en

COPARENTING, CHILD, AND DIVORCE: SYSTEMATIC REVIEW 6

relationship on friendly terms and with sufficient communication after divorce, there are bet-
ter outcomes for both the child and the parents (Herrero et al., 2020). However, a recent lit-
erature review reported inconsistent results for the effects of changes in family structure
(such as divorce) on child development. It showed that other factors, such as stress, socioeco-
nomic impacts, and child’s characteristics might help explain these effects in the context of
the parents’ marital dissolution (Hadfield et al., 2018).

The systematic review carried out by Lamela and Figueiredo (2016), which included
studies published between 2000 and 2014 on the effects of coparenting in the post-divorce
period on child behavior, showed that coparenting conflict is associated with an increase in
psychopathological symptoms and behavioral problems in children. On the other hand, com-
parative studies of married and divorced families showed that children experience the effects
of negative or conflictual coparenting regardless of family structure. This finding highlights
the fact that divorce is just another context in which coparenting conflicts may arise.

In view of the continuous scientific updates on the topic, reviewing the recent litera-
ture can be relevant to identify how coparenting is related to child behavior after parents’
separation/divorce, including children’s academic performance, well-being, externalizing be-
haviors (related to impulsiveness, aggressiveness, and hyperactivity) and internalizing behav-
jors (related to isolation, withdrawal and emotional expression of sadness, depression and/or
anxiety) (Bolsoni-Silva et al., 2016). Therefore, this systematic literature review was carried
out aiming to analyze the relationships between coparenting and child behavior in divorced
families. Considering that coparenting is multidimensional (Feinberg, 2003), this review fur-
ther analyzes previous findings by looking into specific relationships between the coparenting
dimensions and child behavior in divorced families. In addition, it makes a detailed analysis of

possible methodological biases found in the retrieved articles.

Method

This is a systematic review based on the following research question: “What are the
relationships between coparenting and child behavior in divorced families?”. The components
of the research question followed the acronym PECOS: Population, Exposure, Comparator,
Outcome and Study. The participants were divorced heterosexual fathers and mothers, with
children aged between 0 and 12 years old, who responded to some measurement instrument
on coparenting (Exposure); with no comparison group (C is non-applicable); with child behav-
jor as an outcome measure (Outcome); and focusing on papers of quantitative and/or quali-
tative methods. This review used the description guidelines Preferred Reporting Items for Sys-
tematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) (Moher et al., 2009), but without prior registration

of the protocol (the study protocol can be made available by the corresponding author).
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Search criteria and inclusion of material in the review

A systematic search was carried out in June 2020 to include empirical articles pub-
lished between 2010 and 2020 (until the month of June), without language of publication
restrictions, in the Pubmed, Web of Science, PsycInfo, Scopus, and Scielo databases and in the
Virtual Health Library (VHL). This was the complete search strategy, including the Boolean
descriptors and operators used: (coparenting) AND (divorce OR divorced OR divorced OR mar-
ital dissolution OR separation) AND (child behavior OR child mental health OR child adjust-
ment) and their respective terms in Portuguese and Spanish.

The inclusion criteria were primary (empirical) studies that addressed the relationship
between coparenting and child behavior in the context of divorce/separation as a central
theme. Exclusion criteria were: a) studies that did not include instruments to measure copar-
enting or child behavior; b) studies in which the variable child was used as a predictor and not
as an outcome or in association with coparenting; ¢) duplicate or non-scientific articles (not
indexed in databases); and d) literature reviews, meta-analyses, editorials, letters, books or
book chapters, theses, dissertations, case reports, experience reports, and papers presented in

conferences.

Documentary data collection procedures

After the search step, two independent judges (to minimize selection bias) selected
the studies by reading the abstracts, based on the eligibility criteria, using the free-to-use
Rayyan® software (Ouzzani et al., 2016). A third judge participated in the discussion in cases
of doubt for consensual decision-making. In some cases, the judges had to read the full text
to determine whether the study should be included or excluded. Figure 1 shows the flowchart

of the steps of searching and selecting the articles.

Psicologia: Teoria e Prdtica, 24(1), 1—23. Sdo Paulo, SP, 2022. ISSN 1980-6906 (electronic version).
https://doi.org/10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPHD14268.en, 2022


https://doi.org/10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPHD14268.en

COPARENTING, CHILD, AND DIVORCE: SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

Figure 1

Flowchart of the steps article search and selection
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Data extraction and analysis procedures

Data extraction took place with the help of an Excel spreadsheet, and it was performed
independently by the two judges who selected the studies. The third judge reviewed the ex-
tracted data by checking the standardized table based on the publication characteristics of the
studies included (goals, design, participants, instruments, data collection, and analysis proce-
dures), including outcomes in child behavior and the recommendations and limitations de-
scribed in the studies.

The methodological quality of the articles was analyzed by applying two checklists of
the Joanna Briggs Institute — JBI (2020). The JBI Checklist for Analytical Cross-Sectional Studies
(which contains eight items) was used to assess the ten correlational articles, after adapting
items 5 and 6 to better identify biases in the studies, while considering their design. Thus,
these items were used to assess the presence or absence of intervening variables or control
variables (item 5) and whether adequate strategies were described and applied to deal with
such variables (item 6). The JBI Checklist for Quasi-Experimental Studies (which contains nine

items) was applied to the only quasi-experimental article retrieved, without adaptations.

Results
Characterization of studies

This review found studies from only six countries: United States (n = 5), Spain (n = 2),
Portugal (n = 1), India (n = 1), China (n = 1), and Australia (n = 1). The samples of the studies
consisted of families, including children and/or their respective fathers and mothers who were
separated or divorced. In most studies (n = 7), mothers were the major participating parent
(61% to 100%). Amato et al. (2011) did not indicate the respondents’ gender. Exceptions were
the studies by Dyer et al. (2018), who investigated only fathers’ perceptions; and the study by
Jiménez-Garcia et al. (2019) collected their data from court documents. In the study by Baxter
et al. (2011), teachers also provided information about children and two articles (Baxter
et al., 2011; Karberg & Cabrera, 2020); married parents were also included, in addition to the
separated ones. The investigation conducted by Jiménez-Garcia et al. (2019) used files from
divorce court proceedings as a data source, accessing the information indirectly.

In most studies, research was based on understanding the effects of divorce on child
behavior. Eight articles also included a priori definitions of coparenting, arguing that the phe-
nomenon is a relationship or a joint interaction between parents with the aim of coordinating
childrearing activities. There was a consensus that coparenting can be positive or negative
depending on the quality of the cooperation, the communication, and the degree of conflict
between parents.

The study by Dyer et al. (2018) included the development and validation of a copar-

enting scale for non-resident fathers with their children. Six articles did not use validated
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measures to assess coparenting by the participants; they referred the use of specific questions
about frequency of contact and/or the existence of cooperation or conflict between parents.
The main dimensions of coparenting measured by the studies were: coparenting support/co-
operation (n = 10), coparenting conflict/hostility (n = 7), and communication (n = 2). Other
dimensions include triangulation of the coparental relationship, exposure to conflict, under-
mining, and maternal gatekeeping. Of the 11 studies, seven measured coparenting through at
least two dimensions. Three studies used only positive dimensions of coparenting (support,
communication, or cooperation) and one only measured the conflict dimension.

Regarding the investigation of child behavior, three studies used one or more sub-
scales of the Child Behavior Checklist for Ages 6-18 (CBCL/6-18), version for children and
adolescents between 6 and 18 years old) to check for child behavior problems (Choi &
Becher, 2019; Herrero et al., 2020; Karberg & Cabrera, 2020). The Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ, version for children and adolescents between 4 and 16 years old) was
used in the study by Lau (2017) along with a self-esteem scale; and also in the study by
Lamela et al. (2015), who used only the four subscales for child difficulties. In addition, moth-
ers and teachers answered the SDQ emotional problems subscale in the study by Baxter et al.
(2011), together with a series of questions about the emotional state of children, according to
their self-report. Other instruments appeared only once in the other studies, such as the Be-
havior Problem Index (Dyer et al., 2018); a short version of the Social Skills Rating System
(SSRS; Beckmeyer et al., 2014); and scales on resilient behaviors (Pandya, 2017). In two stud-
ies, a questionnaire was specifically developed to assess child behavior (Amato et al., 20171,
Jiménez-Garcia et al., 2019).

Six of the ten correlational studies had high methodological quality; they contained
seven or eight items from the checklist (five were assigned “yes” to all items, while one was
assigned only one “no”). All studies included items 1 and 2 on the description of the sample
inclusion criteria, subjects, and study context. The lowest-scoring item was number 3 on the
validity of the instrument for assessment of coparenting. In this item, five studies did not
score any points. Of these, two also did not score in item 7 on the validity of the instrument
for measuring child behavior (Amato et al., 2011; Jiménez-Garcia et al., 2019); thus, they
showed lower methodological quality.

The study by Amato et al. (2011) also did not show all the data resulting from their
statistical analyses. In turn, the only study that did not include item 4, on the measure of
condition (divorce/separation), was the one by Baxter et al. (2011), which automatically in-
cluded in the group of separated mothers who did not live with the coparental pair. For the
only quasi-experimental study (Pandya, 2017), methodological weaknesses were the absence
of a follow-up study, the lack of information about the profile of the participants included in

the control group and about whether they were receiving any similar intervention, in addition
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to the intervention of interest (the protocols used to assess the methodological quality can be

made available by the corresponding author).

Relationship between coparenting and child behavior

Three studies identified different profiles (clusters) of post-divorce coparenting
among participants according to relationship characteristics between the divorced couple, and
they related these profiles to children’s behavioral outcomes (Table 1). Amato et al. (2011)
found significant differences in child behavior problems among the three profiles, being such
differences smaller among families with cooperative coparenting. It is noteworthy that par-
ents in the cooperative coparenting group had significantly higher income and education,
while those with lower income and education were in the solo parenting group.

Beckmeyer et al. (2014) also found three coparenting profiles, similar to those report-
ed by Amato et al. (2011). However, the children’s behavioral problems and social skills were
similar in all groups, without significant differences, which could be explained by the fact that
all participants in the sample had previously participated in a post-divorce educational pro-
gram. Lamela et al. (2015) identified three different coparenting profiles and called them
high-conflict coparenting, undermining coparenting, and cooperative coparenting. Fewer ex-
ternalizing behavior problems were found in the cooperative group compared to the other two
groups. Fewer internalizing behavior problems were found among parents who engaged in
cooperative coparenting compared to the undermining coparenting group, but not compared
to the high-conflict group.

Data from separated couples were compared to those from married and remarried
families in the longitudinal study by Baxter et al. (2011). The authors only measured the exis-
tence of coparental hostility and identified it as an important explanatory factor for children’s
emotional well-being. Hostile coparenting was associated with lower emotional well-being in
children, regardless of the type of family (married, separated, or remarried), in the perception
of mothers and children alike. However, among parents who had a hostile relationship, those
who were separated had children with worse emotional well-being scores, as reported by
teachers and children, but not by mothers.

The information provided by parents and children was also different in the study by
Lau (2017), who investigated relationships between the dimensions of support, conflict, trian-
gulation, and coparental communication. The practice of triangulation in the coparental rela-
tionship did not have any significant impact on the children’s well-being according to the
parents’ report; however, according to the responses provided by the children, experiencing
triangulation in the coparental conflict represented an important risk factor for their self-es-
teem. Furthermore, more communication between parents was associated with more emo-

tional symptoms in the child, both in the parents’ and children’s perception. In regression
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analyses, coparental support was a predictor of less hyperactivity and emotional symptoms in
children, while coparental conflict was a predictor of higher scores on these indicators.

Lau (2017) performed a path analysis through which she identified the indirect effect
of coparental support on the increase in child hyperactivity resulting from coparental conflict.
In addition, she also found an indirect effect of communication and coparental conflict on
children’s negative emotional symptoms through coparental support. The author also found
that there was more coparental support when the child was a girl. To explain these unexpect-
ed data, she found that the most supportive parents were the ones living with the child and
hypothesized that conflict may stem from a greater burden on one of the parents. As so, this
parent not only looks after the child more directly, because they live together, but also pro-
vides more support than he or she receives.

Choi and Becher (2019) found that the mother’s older age is a protective factor for
positive coparenting, while maternal depression is a risk factor. In their explanatory model,
positive coparenting was able to predict fewer child behavior problems and less harsh parent-
ing practices. Karberg and Cabrera (2020) developed a model that explained 28% of the vari-
ation in child aggression, emphasizing a significant relationship between marital instability
and children’s aggressiveness through less coparenting, which was even more pronounced for
divorced mothers than for separated mothers (who never got to marry their coparental pairs)
who were cohabiting with another partner.

The only study in which positive coparenting was used as a moderator investigated a
relationship between family phenomena and child outcomes (anxiety/depressive symptoms
and aggressiveness). Herrero et al. (2020) found that coparenting is a protective factor for
child behavior as long as parents do not face high levels of conflict. Thus, they demonstrated
that coparental support leads to greater negative outcomes for children whose parents are in
a high-conflict divorce, as it can increase the child’s exposure to an adverse and hostile fam-
ily system. Furthermore, the authors found that greater family communication was not asso-
ciated with less coparental conflict, which suggests that other factors maintain conflicts, de-
spite good communication. Such data must be interpreted with caution, as most participants
faced a litigious divorce at the time of collection.

In the ex post facto study conducted by Jiménez-Garcia et al. (2019), with 317 lawsuits,
a greater proportion of externalizing behavior problems, emotional symptoms, and academic
performance problems was found among children of parents who were not coparenting after
divorce. The logistic regression analysis performed by the authors showed that the high in-
tensity of conflicts over custody and financial issues between parents caused an eight-fold
increase in the negative outcomes in the child, and it was the greatest predictor. Mosmann
et al. (2018) investigated children and adolescents with and without clinical psychological

symptoms. The authors identified the variables coparental competition, intrusive parental
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practice, child exposure to coparental conflict, and marital conflict as discriminants of children
with clinical symptoms. Their findings also showed the coparenting variables with the greatest
power of discrimination between the groups, followed by the parenting and conjugality vari-
ables. Thus, coparenting acts as an important intervening factor between conjugality and
parenting, as it has consequences for the relationship between the parents and their child as
well as with their spouses.

In the regression analysis performed by Dyer et al. (2018), with data from 542 low-in-
come parents (men), among the three coparental factors analyzed (alliance, undermining, and
maternal gatekeeping), only undermining was positively related to child behavior problems.
Finally, the only experimental study retrieved in this review investigated the effect of copar-
enting arrangements on the effects of an intervention to promote spirituality among children
from high-income divorced families. Outcomes that are more positive were found in children
who lived with single parents or in cooperative coparenting arrangements than in children
whose parents often had conflicting coparenting arrangements or were remarried (Pandya,

2017). Table 1 shows details about the samples and the main results of the studies.

Discussion

This systematic review aimed to analyze the relationship between coparenting and
child behavior in divorced families based on studies conducted in the last ten years. It was
assumed that coparenting is a relevant factor for child development outcomes, especially after
separation or divorce, as a stressful event that implies changes in the family structure and
dynamics, as indicated by McGoldrick and Shibusawa (2016). However, the quality of copar-
enting is different for each member of the coparenting duo and is also perceived in a specific
way by each child (McHale & Sirotkin, 2019). Thus, it is important to highlight the sampling
characteristics of the eleven studies included in the review.

The predominance of mothers in the samples has been identified in other literature
reviews on phenomena in the family context (Coltro et al., 2020; Samdan et al., 2020), al-
though social changes point to a progressively greater paternal participation in household
chores and childcare activities (Gomes & Alvarenga, 2016). In addition, it is noteworthy that no
study investigated the perception of both members of the coparenting duo about coparenting
or about child behavior, which is a methodological limitation, because impressions about fam-
ily dynamics remain partial. With regard to divorced families, it may be even more important
to include both parents in the sample, which contributes to the identification of different per-

ceptions about coparenting and child behavior based on the time spent with children.
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Table 1

Summary of the results of studies included in the Systematic Review
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Author (Year)

Sample

Main results

Amato et
al. (2011)

Baxter et al. (2011)

Beckmeyer et
al. (2014)

Lamela et
al. (2015)

944 parent/child pairs; children aged between 7 and 19 years old.
Parents in the Cooperative Coparenting group had significantly
higher income and education, while those with lower income and
education were in the Solo Parenting group. The Cooperative
Coparenting group was divorced.

4,303 children, of whom 3640 lived with both biological parents,
663 (15%) lived with their mothers and stepfathers, and 560
(13%) lived with their mothers alone. Data collected between
2004 and 2006. Mothers’ responses were collected for 4,189
children. Teacher responses were collected for 3,487 children.
4,220 children provided answers in the second stage of collection
(the child was between 4 and 5 years old in the first stage and
between 6 and 7 years old in the second stage).

270 participants, most of whom were white mothers, with some
degree of higher education. All participants had already
participated in a post-divorce education program.

314 parents, 71.3% women; average of 5.19 years since the
divorce and high level of education.

Identification of three different coparenting profiles after parental divorce:
Cooperative Coparenting (CC; perception of high levels of coparental
involvement, communication, and cooperation with the non-resident
parent); Parallel Coparenting (PC; non-resident parents are involved in
their children’s lives, but hardly communicate with the resident parents
and are perceived by them as having limited participation in the children’s
lives); and Solo Parenting (SP; non-resident parents hardly ever saw their
children). There were significantly fewer child behavior problems in

the CC group.

Children aged 6-7 years old living with their biological parents have better
emotional well-being than those living with their mothers only, and
coparental hostility was significantly associated (and an important
explanatory factor) with children’s emotional well-being. Specifically,
regardless of the family type (married or separated), children whose
parents had a hostile coparental relationship had worse emotional
well-being than those whose parents were not hostile. Among parents
who had a hostile relationship, those who were separated had children
with the worst emotional well-being scores, as reported by teachers and
children, but not by mothers.

Three post-divorce coparenting profiles were identified, namely:
Cooperative and Involved Coparenting; Moderately engaged coparenting;
and Infrequent but Conflicting Coparenting.

Three coparenting profiles were identified: Overt-Conflict Coparenting
(OCC; low agreement, lowest score of all in division of labor, and high
undermining and conflict); Coparent Undermining (CU; high scores on
undermining and low/medium scores on agreement, division of labor, and
conflict); Cooperative Coparenting (CC; high scores on agreement, division
of labor, and low scores on undermining and conflict). The CC group
reported significantly fewer internalizing behavior problems in the children
than in the SC group. The CC group reported significantly lower scores on
externalizing behavioral problems than other groups.
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Author (Year)

Sample

Main results

Lau (2017)

Pandya (2017)

Dyer et al. (2018)

Jiménez-Garcia et
al. (2019)

Choi &
Becher (2019)

142 separated parents, 115 women. Only 8 participants were
remarried. The children’s average age was 10 years old; 47.2%
were aged between 12 and 17 years old.

1,893 upper middle class and elite children aged from 9 to 12
from 15 different countries. Measures were taken from the
children’s reports.

542 parents (only men) who did not live with the focal child and
had low income.

ex post facto study with 317 separation/divorce lawsuits between
the years 2009 to 2016.

1773 separated mothers. Data collected between 1998 and 2000
- longitudinal study. Most participants were relatively young
(mean age of 26 when the child was approximately 3 years old)

and black (64.2%). 44.7% had no contact with the child’s father.

Different regression analyses were conducted with data provided by
parents and data provided by children. According to the parents,
coparental support predicted fewer hyperactivity symptoms and emotional
symptoms. Coparental conflict predicted more hyperactivity symptoms
and emotional symptoms. Increased communication between parents was
associated with more emotional symptoms among children.

Children who lived with single parents or in cooperative coparenting
arrangements between their parents scored higher on the resilience and
strength scales than those who often had conflicting coparenting
arrangements or lived with remarried parents.

The study for development and validation of a coparenting scale identified
three factors: alliance, undermining and maternal gatekeeping (maternal
mediation). In correlation analyses, undermining, was moderately and
significantly related to child behavior problems. In the predictive validation
analysis (multiple regression), only undermining was positively and
significantly related to child behavior problems.

There was a greater proportion of sadness, aggressiveness, disobedience,
low self-esteem, self-injurious behavior, anxiety and irritation, and a
decrease in the academic performance of children whose parents did not
practice coparenting. In logistic regression analyses, the practice of
coparenting was not included. The strongest predictor was high conflict
intensity, indicating that there was an 8-fold increase in negative
outcomes for children when parents had high conflict intensity.

Supportive coparenting was used to mediate sociodemographic data and
maternal depressive symptoms and harsh parenting and child behavior
problems in a Structural Equation Modeling analysis. Younger mothers
showed less positive coparenting and harsher parenting. More depressive
symptoms in the mothers predicted less positive coparenting, and a higher
level of parental education was able to predict greater positive
coparenting. Positive coparenting was able to predict fewer child behavior
problems and less harsh parenting.
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Author (Year)

Sample

Main results

Karberg &
Cabrera (2020)

Herrero et
al. (2020)

3,387 children who lived with their biological mothers.
Coparenting was measured when children were 5 years old and
aggressiveness when children were 9 years old. Data collected
between 1998 and 2000. Representative sample for the
population of large US cities.

309 divorced fathers (39%) and mothers (61%). 71% had custody
of their children. The majority 79% were in litigious divorce with
62% in administrative/judicial dispute. 45% reported having a
“non-existent” relationship with the other parent.

A path analysis was conducted; the independent variable was marital
instability and the dependent variable was children’s aggressive behavior.
Positive coparenting, paternal involvement, maternal involvement, and
maternal responsiveness were included as mediating variables. Marital
status (married or not) was used as a moderator between the independent
variable and the mediators. The association between marital instability
and children’s aggression through coparental support was stronger for
divorced mothers than for mothers separated from former partners who
had a new partner.

Positive coparenting was used as a moderator in pathway analysis,
moderating the relationship between family phenomena (family
communication, parents’ psychological difficulties, conflict with the
coparenting couple, and socioeconomic consequences for the children) and
children’s anxiety/depressive symptoms and aggression. Greater family
communication was related to lower levels of anxiety/depressive
symptoms and aggression.
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Among the 11 studies analyzed here, eight included some measure of conflict, hostil-
ity, or undermining between parents, yielding consistent results about the negative effects of
a conflicting coparental relationship on child behavior. Teubert and Pinquart (2010) conduct-
ed a meta-analysis in which they also found a positive relationship between coparental con-
flict and children’s externalizing behaviors, while triangulation and low coparental cooperation
were more associated with internalizing behaviors. This difference was not found in the study
by Lamela et al. (2015), who found similar levels of internalizing and externalizing behaviors
between coparent undermining and high-conflict coparenting groups. Mosmann et al. (2017),
in their study with a Brazilian sample, found a predictive power of coparenting variables on
children’s internalizing and externalizing symptoms, predominant to the constructs of conju-
gality and parenthood, thus corroborating findings from research conducted in other countries
(Feinberg, 2003; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). Similarly, Lau (2017) found a positive relationship
between coparental conflict and hyperactivity and emotional symptoms, but not about con-
duct problems. However, she reported that coparental triangulation negatively and signifi-
cantly affected children’s self-esteem only according to their self-report, not in their mothers’
perception (Lau, 2017), converging with the analysis of Teubert and Pinquart (2010).

The findings of this review confirm those of Lamela and Figueiredo (2016) and Raposo
et al. (2011), sustaining the post-divorce conflict between parents as the most harmful for
children, even though conflict does not concern the coparental dimension. Although Baxter
et al. (2011) have reported the conflict measure as referring to coparental conflict, a detailed
analysis of the items used to build this indicator showed that the measured conflict did not
refer only to decisions about the child. Likewise, the different types and intensity of conflict
investigated by Jiménez-Garcia et al. (2019) showed that, in the context of litigious divorce,
disputes over financial aspects and child custody were the greatest predictors of negative
child outcomes.

Coparental support significantly promoted better levels of psychological adjustment in
children, leading to positive consequences in family relationships. Souza (2018) investigated
the repercussions of coparenting and paternal involvement in the behavior of children in Bra-
zil, and the results highlighted the importance of positive coparental relationships and pater-
nal involvement (basic care and child play) to understand the behavior of preschool children,
especially when considering their adaptive and maladaptive impacts on child development.
However, considering the complex interactions between coparenting dimensions, it seems to
be relevant to identify how and by whom coparenting support is provided. The analyses re-
ported by Lau (2017), for example, show that the coparental support provided by resident
caregivers, compared to that of non-resident caregivers, may indicate the presence of a uni-

lateral burden of childcare, which tends to produce negative outcomes on child behavior.
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Therefore, to better understand the impacts of coparenting support on children, the
analysis needs to include factors that characterize parents and children, as well as the context
of the families. In situations of higher socioeconomic status and education, for example, par-
ents are expected to be able to offer greater coparental support, as reported by Amato
et al. (2011).

Regarding coparental communication, the studies showed effects contrary to expec-
tations (Herrero et al., 2020; Lau, 2017). Thus, simply having more communication between
parents is not necessarily positive for children, nor does it help promote their development,
especially if higher levels of co-parental conflict accompany this communication. Feinberg
(2003) argued that it is the parents’ role to control their own behavior; they should be careful
about how they communicate with each other, avoid discussing marital issues, and refrain
from fighting and/or raising their voice in front of their children. In his understanding, parents
should wait for a time when their child is not present to resolve this kind of issue.

Furthermore, the author emphasizes that not all conflicts are harmful to children. In
cases in which parents are able to positively manage conflicts, the impacts can be beneficial
(or at least not harmful) to children, as they can observe models of how to resolve conflicts in
a desirable manner and learn from their parents’ example. Segrin (2006) demonstrated that
families that use positive communication strategies and seek harmonious interactions among
their members tend to be healthier than those that maintain conflicting relationships.

Divorce is not always a negative event; in many cases, it is the best solution when
conflicts between the couple have become a routine. The quality of coparenting can positive-
ly impact the behavior of children after a separation/divorce. Souza (2000) investigated how
children experience their parents’ separation and concluded that children have their mental
health associated with their parents’ well-being and the quality of the relationship established
between them. Children are, therefore, at risk when they grow up in a family in which the
couple is at constant conflict, regardless of whether their parents live together or apart. The
author argues that children of divorced parents can be competent and well-adjusted when
their parents can manage marital conflicts during the divorce, and when the mother or father
- whoever took custody of the child - is able to provide a positive care environment, despite
the stress associated with a single, more overloaded role.

When a couple’s separation is inevitable, the conflicts arising from such a choice need
to offer opportunities for negotiation and understanding for the sake of the children’s devel-
opment. A child’s satisfactory upbringing and healthy development involve a set of physical,
cognitive, emotional, affective, and instructive care practices for which both parents are re-
sponsible, regardless of whether they are married or separated (Goetz & Vieira, 2010). Thus,

the quality of coparenting and communication, together with coparenting support and low
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frequency of conflict, are some of the most important elements when families go through a

process of separation/divorce.

Final Considerations

Coparenting is an extremely important phenomenon for understanding the relation-
ships between parents and children and the impacts of shared childcare on child development.
In the context of divorce, coparenting is one of the subsystems most vulnerable to changes in
the family structure, requiring the definition of new agreements and commitments by parents
to/with their children and ex-spouses. Most of the studies included in this systematic review
had sufficient methodological quality for their data to contribute to the accumulation of em-
pirical evidence regarding the relationship between coparenting and child behavior in divorced
families. Their results provide further insights into coparenting as a multidimensional phe-
nomenon, in which different patterns of composition, based on their dimensions, tend to
produce different results on child behavior. Therefore, a more complex analysis of coparenting
can be made when at least two or more dimensions, as well as their interactions, are considered.

Furthermore, the present results and discussions demonstrate that, although copa-
rental support is beneficial for positive outcomes in child behavior, the characteristics of the
family and the family context need to be taken into account for these relationships to be
better understood. Likewise, parental conflict continues to be considered as a risk factor to
child development, as far as externalizing and/or internalizing behaviors are concerned.
However, this result is not unanimous, as it varies according to the context of the divorce.
Thus, they suggest that coparenting is determined by a wide range of different factors, as
defended by the Ecological Model of Coparenting proposed by Feinberg (2003).

Therefore, this review makes a contribution to other scientific studies on coparenting
by providing a rigorous analysis of the methodological aspects and results of the retrieved
articles. Some of the relevant contributions are the description of complex interactions of the
coparenting dimensions, not only with contextual elements but also with each other, in order
to produce effects on child behavior; as well as the indication of divorce as a one-of-a-kind
context of transformation of the coparenting relationship, based on the reconfiguration of the
family structure.

An analysis of the quality of evidence shows some limitations of the studies: for ex-
ample, the weakness of the measures used to assess the coparenting dimensions, in addition
to the fact that five studies did not indicate their psychometric validity (Amato et al., 2011;
Baxter et al., 2011; Choi & Becher, 2019; Jiménez-Garcia et al., 2019; Karberg et al., 2020).
This fact hinders the generalization of the results and reduces the possibility of replicating
the research designs used. Furthermore, the predominance of mothers as participants indi-

cates a relevant sampling bias. Thus, it is recommended that future studies should investi-
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gate coparenting from the perspective of both men (parents) and children and collect data
from both members of the coparenting pair, which will provide a more reliable picture of
family relationships. In addition, researchers should use instruments and measures previous-
ly validated for the study population and address a greater number of parenting dimensions.
In the context of divorce, above all, it seems important to include the time elapsed since the
divorce and other family and contextual factors as control variables in the analysis.

The present systematic review presents methodological limitations, e.g., the exclusion
of materials from the gray literature and the non-performance of the step of consultation
with experts, which could have reduced possible losses of relevant materials. Nevertheless, the
consultation step was performed for the reference list of the included studies, and the PRISMA
Guide and standardized protocols were used to assess the methodological quality of the in-
cluded studies. Another limitation was the fact that the investigation protocol was not regis-
tered; yet, it is available upon request to the corresponding author.

In summary, this systematic review provides consistent data that can support the
professional practice of psychologists involved with the psychosocial assessment of family
systems in the context of divorce and intervention procedures with families and children with
a view to promoting child development. For professionals involved with families in divorce
proceedings, particularly in the clinical, legal and social care context, this review offers support
for providing care to families, aiming at child protection and evidence-based decision-mak-
ing. Above all, it is scientifically and socially relevant to conduct research that can contribute
to the analysis of the complex interplay between individual, family, and contextual factors in

the Brazilian scenario.
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