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A Note Before We Begin
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This book was written for one kind of reader: a parent who is sharing the raising of a child with another adult who lives in a different home. You may be divorced, separated, or never married. You may have parted on friendly terms or after a long fight. You may be planning to raise a child with a close friend on purpose. Whatever brought you here, the challenge is the same: how do two households function as one team for the sake of a child?

How the book is organized. The chapters are grouped into four parts. Part One covers the foundations: what coparenting actually is, what decades of research tell us about children in two-home families, and the mindset shift that makes cooperation possible. Part Two builds the framework, including parenting plans, age-by-age guidance, communication, technology, and money. Part Three moves into everyday life: consistency between homes, holidays and travel, conflict, new partners, and your child’s emotional health. Part Four addresses the realities of modern coparenting, from long-distance and military families to LGBTQ+ and intentional coparents, and closes with your own well-being and the long view.

How to read it. You can read straight through or jump to the chapter that matches the problem in front of you this week. Each chapter follows the same pattern. You will find research and facts, a real-life example, practical scripts and steps you can try right away, and a short list of key takeaways. The appendices contain checklists, message templates, and worksheets you can copy, fill in, and share with the other parent.

A word about the examples. The families you will meet in these pages are composites. They are built from patterns that appear again and again in the research literature and in the experience of mediators, family court professionals, and parents themselves. Names and details have been changed or combined. Where I refer to actual studies, laws, public figures, or organizations, I have tried to describe them accurately, but laws and programs change, so please verify anything that affects a legal or financial decision.

A word about safety. Nearly everything in this book assumes that both parents are safe for the child to be around and that neither parent is being abused, threatened, or controlled by the other. If that is not true for you, cooperation is not the goal, safety is. Chapter 11 explains how coparenting changes when there is abuse or serious conflict, and the resources section lists organizations that can help.

A word about law. I am not a lawyer, and this book is not legal advice. Custody terminology, child support formulas, and tax rules vary from one place to another and shift over time. Use this book to understand the landscape and to ask better questions, then get advice specific to your jurisdiction.

Finally, a promise. You will not find perfection in these pages, and you will not be asked to like your child’s other parent. You will find a way of working together that is calmer, clearer, and kinder to your child, and quite often, kinder to you.

Roy Moses
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A Different Kind of Family Team

It is 6:40 on a Tuesday evening, and a nine-year-old named Theo is standing in a driveway holding a backpack, a violin case, and a plastic bag containing one shoe. His mother is handing him off to his father. They exchange perhaps twelve words: “Violin lesson Thursday. He has a spelling test. His other shoe is at your place.” “Got it. Thanks.” Theo climbs into his father’s car. No one raises a voice. No one looks at a lawyer. To a passerby, it looks like nothing at all.

It is, in fact, one of the most important things that will happen in Theo’s childhood. Repeated hundreds of times over the years, this ordinary, unremarkable exchange tells him something that no speech could: the adults who run my life are still on the same team.

That is what this book is about. Not perfection, not friendship, not pretending that a relationship did not end. It is about the daily, practical, learnable skills that allow two parents in two homes to raise one child well.

Why This Book, and Why Now

COPARENTING IS NOT a niche concern. According to Pew Research Center analysis published in 2019, about 23 percent of U.S. children under 18 live with just one parent, the highest share of any of the 130 countries and territories examined, compared with a global average of roughly 7 percent. Many of those children have a second parent who is actively involved from another household. Add the children of parents who are divorced and share time equally, the children of parents who never married, and the growing number of children raised by parents who chose to coparent without ever being a couple, and it becomes clear that “two homes” is now an ordinary way to grow up.

At the same time, the world around these families has changed in ways earlier generations of parents did not face.

Fathers are more involved than ever. Pew Research Center has reported that the average time fathers spend on child care roughly tripled between 1965 and the early 2010s. Children in two-home families increasingly have two parents who know the pediatrician’s name, the teacher’s name, and the name of the kid who was mean at recess. That is good news for children, and it means both parents expect a real voice in decisions.

The law is moving toward shared parenting. In 2018, Kentucky became the first U.S. state to establish a rebuttable presumption of joint custody and equal parenting time in custody cases. Arkansas followed in 2021, West Virginia in 2022, and Florida in 2023, and other states have debated or adopted similar measures since. Whatever you think of these laws, they signal a broad shift in expectations: courts and legislatures increasingly assume that children benefit from substantial time and involvement with both parents, absent safety concerns.

Technology has changed everything about logistics. Shared calendars, coparenting apps, video calls, and online school portals mean that two households can stay in sync in ways that were impossible a generation ago. They have also created new hazards: the 11 p.m. text argument, the social media post that cannot be unread, the temptation to track an ex through a child’s phone.

Families are more varied than ever. Coparents today include divorced couples, unmarried parents, same-sex parents, military families separated by deployment, parents of children with special needs, and friends who decided to raise a child together without romance. The old script of “every other weekend and a check” does not fit most of them.

What the Evidence Says, in One Paragraph

HERE IS THE CORE FINDING that runs through decades of research, and it will echo through this book. Children can and do thrive in two-home families. What harms them most is not the separation itself but prolonged, intense conflict between their parents, especially conflict that puts them in the middle, and the loss of a stable, loving relationship with a parent. Reduce the conflict, protect the relationships, keep the routines steady, and most children do well. That is not a promise; some children struggle, and some situations are unsafe. But it is the direction the evidence points, and it means that you, the parent, have far more influence over your child’s outcome than you may fear.

What This Book Will Do

YOU WILL LEARN HOW to build a workable parenting plan and how to adjust it as your child grows. You will learn how to write messages that lower the temperature instead of raising it, how to set up money and technology so that they run on autopilot, and how to keep two households consistent on the things that matter while allowing them to differ on the things that do not. You will learn what to do when the other parent is difficult, when a new partner enters the picture, when a holiday approaches, when a child is struggling, or when life changes the plan entirely.

What This Book Will Not Do

IT WILL NOT TELL YOU that your ex is right, or that you were wrong, or that you must forgive anything. It will not ask you to stay in an unsafe situation for the sake of “cooperation.” And it will not pretend that this is easy. Some days it is a grind. Some weeks, you will do everything right and still get a hostile reply. The goal is not to control the other parent. The goal is to control your half of the system, consistently, for the sake of your child. In the vast majority of cases, that half turns out to be enough to change the weather in both homes.

A Guiding Principle

IF YOU REMEMBER ONLY one sentence from this book, let it be this one: your child does not need perfect parents or a perfect family structure; your child needs safe, steady, loving parents who keep the crossfire out of childhood.

Every strategy in the chapters that follow is a way of doing exactly that. Let’s begin.

PART ONE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Foundation
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Understanding what coparenting is, what the research really says about children in two-home families, and the mindset that makes everything else possible.

CHAPTER 1
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What Coparenting Really Is (and Isn’t)
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Redefining the job before you start doing it

Ask ten parents what “coparenting” means and you will get ten answers. One will say it is a polite word for sharing custody. Another will say it means being friends with your ex. A third will say it is a nice idea that works only for other people. All three are partly wrong, and the confusion matters, because the way you define the job shapes every decision you make about it.

This chapter sets a clear definition, introduces the three most common styles of coparenting, and helps you figure out where you are today and where you are realistically headed.

A Working Definition

COPARENTING IS THE shared, ongoing work of raising a child by two adults who do not live together as a household. That definition has four parts worth unpacking.

Shared means both adults carry real responsibility, not merely one who “helps.” Ongoing means the work continues for years, well past the legal paperwork. Two adults leaves room for many arrangements, including former spouses, unmarried parents, and intentional coparents who were never a couple. And do not live together as a household is the reason coparenting requires deliberate systems: you cannot rely on the hallway conversation, the overheard phone call, or the quick glance across the dinner table to keep each other informed.

Notice what the definition leaves out. It does not say the parents must be friendly, agree on everything, split time exactly fifty-fifty, or even like each other. Coparenting is a working relationship organized around a child, and it can be excellent without warmth.

The Vocabulary You Need

FAMILY LAW USES TERMS that trip up nearly everyone, and they vary by place, so learn the basics now.


•  Legal custody refers to the right to make major decisions about a child’s life, typically education, health care, and religion. It may be joint (decisions shared) or sole (one parent decides).

•  Physical custody refers to where the child lives and how time is divided. It may also be joint or sole, and “joint physical custody” does not always mean equal time.

•  Parenting time (also called visitation, access, or contact in some places) is the schedule of when the child is with each parent.

•  Parenting plan (or parenting agreement) is the written document that sets out schedules, decision-making, and rules for communication.

•  Best interests of the child is the legal standard courts in the United States and many other countries use when making custody decisions.


Some jurisdictions have moved away from the word “custody” altogether. Canada’s amended Divorce Act, in force since March 2021, uses “parenting time” and “decision-making responsibility.” England and Wales use “parental responsibility” and “child arrangements orders.” If your local terms differ, the concepts underneath are the same.

Three Styles of Coparenting

IN THE EARLY 1990S, Stanford researchers Eleanor Maccoby and Robert Mnookin published Dividing the Child, one of the largest studies of post-divorce families, following about 1,100 California families for years after separation. They found that parents tended to settle into recognizable patterns. Around the same time, sociologist Constance Ahrons, who followed a group of divorced families in Wisconsin, described a similar spectrum in The Good Divorce. Researchers and family professionals have since refined these ideas, and today most describe three broad styles.

Cooperative coparenting

PARENTS COMMUNICATE regularly, share information freely, make decisions together, and are flexible about schedules. They may not be close, but they can sit in the same room at a graduation. Ahrons’s research found that roughly half of the divorced couples she followed achieved some form of cooperative or friendly relationship. Cooperative coparenting is the most flexible style and the easiest on children, but it requires both adults to be willing and able.

Parallel parenting

PARENTS KEEP CONTACT minimal, communicate mostly in writing, and run their households independently, with detailed written rules to prevent friction. Each parent is in charge when the child is in their care. Maccoby and Mnookin found that disengaged, parallel-style arrangements were common, and many family professionals now treat parallel parenting as a legitimate, healthy model, not a failure, particularly when conflict is high. Done well, it protects the child from crossfire while preserving both relationships.

Conflicted coparenting

PARENTS FIGHT OFTEN, use the child as a messenger or a weapon, undermine each other’s authority, or refuse to communicate at all. This is the style linked to the poorest outcomes for children, and it is the one the rest of this book helps you avoid or move away from.

––––––––
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WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

What the Research Says About Styles

Ahrons’s typology, developed from her long-term study of divorced families, gave names to the patterns many parents recognize: perfect pals (friendly, sometimes still socializing), cooperative colleagues (businesslike but respectful), angry associates (frequent friction but still functioning), and fiery foes (persistent hostility). She found about half of her sample fell into the first two groups. Importantly, she reported that many parents moved between styles over time, particularly in the first few years, and that the relationship was often shaped by how each parent handled the first year after separation. In other words, the pattern is not a life sentence.
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What Coparenting Is Not

MISCONCEPTIONS CAUSE more trouble than actual disagreements. Here are the most common ones.

Coparenting is not friendship. You are not required to socialize, share holidays, or confide in each other. Many excellent coparents have a relationship best described as “polite and boring,” and that is a compliment.

Coparenting is not reconciliation. Working well with a former partner does not signal a hidden desire to get back together, and a new partner has no reason to feel threatened by civil communication. Clear boundaries make it easier.

Coparenting is not fifty-fifty or nothing. Equal time works well for many families, but it is not the only healthy schedule. What matters is that each parent has enough time to be a real parent, not a visitor, and that the schedule fits the child’s age, the parents’ work, and the distance between homes.

Coparenting is not scorekeeping. If every exchange becomes a ledger of who did more, someone loses, and it is



The Four Pillars of Effective Coparenting


	Predictability. Children feel secure when they know where they will be, who will pick them up, and what to expect. A clear schedule, consistent routines, and reliable follow-through are the foundation.

	Respectful communication. Courtesy, brevity, and a focus on the child. No sarcasm, no old grievances, no using the children to carry messages.

	Consistency on the essentials. Similar expectations around sleep, safety, school, and discipline, with freedom to differ on style.

	Protected relationships. Each parent actively supports the child’s bond with the other, refrains from criticizing the other in front of the child, and treats that bond as an asset, not a threat.













Where Are You Now? A Quick Self-Assessment












You Only Control Half the System
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