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Summary
One of the most effective ways to safeguard children’s mental health through separation 
is to support their parents in the process. Yet many separating parents receive support 
from health and welfare practitioners who have limited training in working with separating 
families. Evidence-based programs for separating families can provide practitioners in diverse 
sectors with information about ‘what works’. This paper identifies the common elements of 
evidence‑based parenting programs that support children’s (aged 0–12 years) mental health 
through parental separation to inform the decisions practitioners make in their practice.

Key messages
	l Prolonged parental conflict can have enduring, negative effects on children’s social and 

emotional wellbeing.

	l Supporting parents to understand the impact of parental separation on children, to 
engage in effective parenting practices throughout separation, and to develop functional 
co‑parenting relationships can mitigate the negative effects of separation and contribute 
to better outcomes for children and the family.

	l Evaluations of parenting programs repeatedly show positive impacts on parental and child 
wellbeing. However, large, manualised programs are impractical for delivery by practitioners 
working outside of group settings.

	l The ‘common elements’ approach adopted in this review identifies 15 techniques, strategies 
and routines that are shared by numerous programs for separating parents.

	— Four of the common elements related to the content presented to parents in programs, 
specifically the topics of emotional management in separation, parenting in separation, 
co-parenting in separation, and the impact of separation on children.

	— The remaining 11 common elements involved specific techniques used in programs, 
including skills practice, personalising content, assigning and reviewing homework, 
and normalising difficulties.

	l A common elements approach does not indicate whether particular elements of programs 
are necessary or sufficient for clinical change.
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Introduction
Children can experience multiple and complex reactions to family separation or divorce. For 
some children, especially those exposed to family violence or child abuse and neglect, separation 
can be a positive change (Amato, Kane, & James, 2011). For others, the initial period of separation is 
disruptive but their social and emotional wellbeing gradually returns to states comparable to those 
of their peers from intact families (Amato, 2010). However, for some children, family separation has 
enduring negative consequences, particularly in cases of prolonged interparental conflict. There is 
strong evidence to show that in comparison to children from intact families, children of separated 
parents are at greater risk of a range of poor outcomes, including academic difficulties, behaviour 
problems, substance misuse, and severe and persistent mental health difficulties (Amato, 2010; 
D’Onofrio & Emery, 2019).

In Australia, approximately one in four Australian children experience parental separation before the 
age of 18 (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2010). Research has consistently demonstrated that 
most of the negative consequences of parental separation for children are not due to the separation 
per se but rather due to factors that can accompany separation, especially parental acrimony and 
conflict (Amato, 2010). Therefore, a common and effective way to safeguard children’s wellbeing 
through separation is to support parents in the process (Schramm & Becher, 2020).

The Australian Government provides a range of targeted services for families who are in 
dispute, separating or separated, including family dispute resolution, family counselling, divorce 
education programs, co-parenting programs, children’s programs and children’s contact services 
(Attorney‑General’s Department, n.d.). Most of these services are provided through Australia’s 
65 Family Relationship Centres (FRCs), which are delivered by community-based organisations 
(e.g. Relationships Australia, Centacare) (Relationships Australia, 2020). Research has demonstrated 
FRCs’ broad effectiveness in reducing the number of referrals to the family courts (Kaspiew et al., 2009). 
However, many separating families do not access FRCs and there is scope for a broader range of health 
and welfare practitioners to increase their knowledge and skills in ‘what works’ in this area of practice.

One challenge to this approach is that practitioners working outside of the family relationships 
sector have limited formal training in, or organisational support for, working with separating families 
(Levkovich & Eyal, 2020; Mahony, Walsh, Lunn, & Petriwskyj, 2015). These practitioners potentially 
play an important role in supporting children’s wellbeing through family separation; therefore, training 
and support are likely to enhance their capacities to work effectively in this complex area.

Since many of the programs offered by FRCs are tailored to the individual needs of families and have 
not been evaluated, it is useful to consider the peer-reviewed literature on evidence-based programs to 
identify ‘what works’. A program is considered ‘evidence-based’ when it has been rigorously evaluated, 
typically by randomised controlled trial (RCT) or quasi-experimental design, and has been found to 
have a positive effect on one or more relevant outcomes (Axford & Morpeth, 2013). Evidence-based 
programs are normally manualised, which means that each family receives a broadly consistent 
intervention. This makes it easier to identify the practices and strategies that they are comprised of.

The common elements analysis conducted as part of this rapid review examines the components 
of evaluated programs that have been found to work across various settings. It is impractical for 
practitioners to use large, manualised programs in individual practice settings. A common elements 
approach gets around this by customising aspects of large programs to individual practice to ensure 
evidence-informed strategies are used. The rapid review was conducted to inform the design and 
delivery of resources for professionals and organisations who work with children (aged 0–12 years 
old) and/or parents/families to have the skills to identify, assess and support children at risk of 
mental health conditions.
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Evidence-based programs for family separation

Evidence-based programs for separating families can be divided into three broad categories that 
focus on the family members involved: child-focused programs, child and parent focused programs, 
and parent-focused programs. In most cases these programs are intended to improve outcomes for 
the children of separating parents.

Research has generally shown positive and fairly long-lasting results for child-focused programs. 
These often take the form of preventative group programs implemented in schools (for reviews, 
see Pedro-Carroll, 2005; Poli, Molgora, Marzotto, Facchin, & Cyr, 2017; Rose, 2009) but they are 
also increasingly being conducted online (e.g. the Children of Divorce–Coping with Divorce program; 
Boring, Sandler, Tein, Horan, & Vélez, 2015). Evidence-based child and parent focused programs 
are less common, and often have more of a therapeutic focus. The small body of existing research 
on these programs suggests they show effectiveness in supporting parent–child relationships and 
child wellbeing during and after separation (e.g. Child–Parent Relationship Therapy; Dillman Taylor, 
Purswell, Lindo, Jayne, & Fernando, 2011).

Parent-focused programs, which are the most common form of program for separating families, 
come in two main forms. The first is divorce education programs. Almost all of the research evidence 
in this area comes from the United States, where 46 states have policies or legislation requiring 
separating and divorcing parents of children under 18 years of age to attend a divorce education 
program that promotes positive parenting, co-parenting and child adjustment (Bowers, Ogolsky, 
Hughes Jr, & Kanter, 2014). Most of these programs are court-affiliated, universal, didactic and 
brief, normally lasting between four and 10 hours over one or two sessions (Schramm & Becher, 
2020). Evaluations of US-based divorce education programs have demonstrated generally positive 
outcomes for families, with online and in-person programs showing comparable results (Schramm 
& McCaulley, 2012).

The second form of parent-focused program is parenting programs designed for separating 
parents. While these parenting programs may share some similar content with divorce education 
programs, they are usually longer in duration (commonly spanning multiple sessions over weeks 
or months), are generally not affiliated with the court system (although in some jurisdictions legal 
professionals may refer families to them), and have stronger emphases on group work, skills training 
and therapeutic processes. Again, such programs have generally led to positive outcomes for 
families (see Appendix B for an overview of the evidence base).

The literature on evidence-based programs for separating families provides Australian health and 
welfare practitioners with important information about ‘what works’ to support children’s mental 
health through family separation. However, implementing manualised programs can be challenging 
for many reasons, including the time required for training, the high costs of program materials, the 
resource requirements of delivering programs, and a lack of fit between program characteristics and 
local circumstances (Chorpita, Daleiden, & Weisz, 2005; Mitchell, 2017). Implementing an intensive 
evidence-based program is simply beyond the scope of many practitioners’ professional roles.

The common elements approach

The common elements approach aims to address the challenges of implementing evidence-based 
programs by isolating the program elements – specific techniques, practices, strategies, and routines 
– that are shared by numerous interventions in a particular area of practice (Chorpita et al., 2005; 
Garland, Hawley, Brookman-Frazee, & Hurlburt, 2008). The approach has been likened to ‘opening 
the black box’ of evidence-based programs, allowing one to ‘see inside’ multiple programs to gain a 
sense of their most important features (Evenboer, Huyghen, Tuinstra, Reijneveld, & Knorth, 2016). It is 
an approach that has the potential to provide practitioners with a set of evidence-informed strategies 
to use in their daily practice as an alternative to implementing a complete manualised program.
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To date, a common elements approach has not been applied to programs for separating families. 
However, Schramm, Kanter, Brotherson, and Kranzler (2018) used a somewhat similar approach in 
a systematic review designed to categorise the common content of divorce education programs, 
with the aim of providing program developers with a framework for selecting content. Their 
framework identifies three tiers of potential content in divorce education programs (See Table 1).

Schramm and colleagues (2018) offer an important synthesis of divorce education programs, yet it 
is unclear whether parenting programs for separating parents would cover the same content areas. 
Such parenting programs arguably have more relevance to the Australian context, given that divorce 
education programs are much less common in Australia than in the US, as they are not mandated 
for Australian divorcing couples (unless the couple is planning on going through mediation or if 
there are concerns about family violence or child abuse and neglect) (Parkinson, 2013). Schramm 
and colleagues’ review also focused solely on the content of divorce education programs and did 
not cover other parameters such as the delivery format of the program or the therapeutic and 
educational techniques used by facilitators.

An important feature of the common elements approach is that it aims to identify commonalities 
across numerous program dimensions. For example, in an analysis of treatment programs for 
children’s behaviour problems, Garland and colleagues (2008) identified common elements across 
four dimensions. Such a multidimensional approach is likely to offer practitioners a more complete 
understanding of the common elements in particular areas of practice, enabling them to identify 
whether and how such elements can be applied in their own practice circumstances. Table 1 outlines 
the three-tiered framework of content in divorce education programs developed by Schramm and 
colleagues (2018) and the four dimensions of common elements identified by Garland and colleagues 
(2008) in their analysis of treatment programs for children’s behaviour problems.

Table 1: Common elements approach

Schramm, Kanter, Brotherson, & Kranzler (2018) Garland et al. (2008)

1.	 Core content: child-centred information, designed 
to educate parents about promoting children’s 
wellbeing during and after separation (e.g. the impact 
of divorce on children, reducing interparental conflict, 
and co‑parenting strategies)

2.	 Strategic content: adult-centred information, 
designed to promote parents’ wellbeing 
(e.g. self‑care strategies, managing divorce issues, 
and moving forward in life)

3.	 Supplemental content: speciality content areas 
(e.g. domestic violence and divorce, children with 
special needs, long-distance parenting), which may 
be covered as necessary

1.	 Therapeutic content (e.g. information on parent–child 
relationship building)

2.	 Treatment techniques (e.g. role playing)

3.	 Aspects of the working alliance (e.g. consensual 
goal setting) 

4.	 Other parameters (e.g. treatment duration)

This rapid review was conducted to answer the following research question: What are the common 
elements of evidence-based parenting programs that support children’s mental health through 
parental separation? It was conducted to inform the design and delivery of resources for the 
National Centre for Child Mental Health (Emerging Minds). Emerging Minds assists professionals and 
organisations who work with children (aged 0-12 years old) and/or parents/families to have the skills 
to identify, assess and support children at risk of mental health conditions.

We chose to concentrate on parent-focused programs because research suggests that supporting 
parents is one of the most effective ways to safeguard children’s wellbeing through separation 
(Jeong, Franchett, Ramos de Oliveira, Rehmani, & Yousafzai, 2021; Kaspiew et al., 2015; McIntosh 
& Tan, 2017), and because many practitioners who work with adults have limited training in, or 
organisational support for, keeping children’s mental health in mind. More specifically, we focused 
on parenting programs (rather than divorce education programs) because the common elements 
of such programs are likely to have greater salience in the Australian context, where most separating 
parents are not mandated to attend divorce education programs.
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Methodology
This evidence review involved three stages: (1) a rapid literature search to identify evidence-based 
parenting programs for separating parents; (2) an analysis of program materials to identify common 
elements; and (3) consultation with experts to gather feedback on the identified common elements.

The rapid review was undertaken using the methodology of King and colleagues (2017). 
Peer‑reviewed, English language articles published between 2000 and 2020 were identified through 
Scopus, MEDLINE and PsycArticles. The date limit was chosen to ensure that the identified program 
reflected contemporary practice, and the databases were chosen for their relevancy to the topic. 
Additional peer-reviewed literature was sourced by searching the reference lists of identified articles, 
relevant reviews and meta-analyses, searching relevant websites and databases of evidence-based 
programs (e.g. California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare), and hand searching the 
Journal of Divorce & Remarriage for the years 2000–20. See Appendix A for details of the search 
strategy and inclusion criteria.

Articles were included if they: (a) were an evaluation demonstrating positive effects of a parenting 
program for separating or separated parents; (b) in which child (0–12 years old) mental health or 
wellbeing was a key concern or target outcome; (c) and that were published in a peer-reviewed 
publication. Programs that focused on the outcomes of both children and teenagers (e.g. a program 
for parents of 8–15 year olds) were included.

Potential articles were excluded for any of the following reasons: (a) they evaluated a child-focused 
program; (b) they evaluated a child and parent focused program; (c) they evaluated an adult-focused 
program in which child mental health or wellbeing was not a key concern or target outcome; (d) they 
evaluated a divorce education program (as described in the introduction); (e) they were published in 
a non-peer-reviewed publication; and (f) the quality of evaluative evidence was assessed as ‘poor’.

The database search identified a total of 2,710 articles. The hand search of reference lists, reviews 
and metanalyses, websites and the Journal of Divorce & Remarriage identified another 22 potentially 
eligible articles. A total of 2,732 articles was reduced to 2,287 after duplications were removed. 
Following an analysis of article titles and abstracts, the number of potentially eligible articles was 
reduced to 41. Application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria resulted in the final inclusion of 
nine articles (which were associated with six programs). For a PRISMA flow diagram of the literature 
search, see Appendix B.

Data management

The quality of evidence in each identified article was assessed using a framework, adapted from 
Evans (2003) that provides a hierarchical guide to evaluating the quality of different forms of 
evidence. To ensure that included programs could be described as ‘evidence-based’, articles were 
included if their methodology was assessed as ‘excellent’, ‘good’ or ‘fair’, and excluded if assessed 
as ‘poor’ (see Table A1 in Appendix A).

The majority of article exclusions were because programs were child-focused, child and parent 
focused, adult-focused (where child mental health or wellbeing was not a key concern or target 
outcome), or divorce education programs. Some well-known programs were excluded from 
this review for these reasons, including Children of Divorce–Coping with Divorce (Boring et al., 
2015), Children of Divorce Intervention Program (e.g. Pedro-Carroll & Cowen, 1985), Child–Parent 
Relationship Therapy (Dillman Taylor et al., 2011), and Kids in Divorce Situations (Pelleboer-Gunnink, 
van der Valk, Branje, van Doorn, & Dekovic, 2015).
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Common elements analysis

This component of the research used the common elements methodologies of Chorpita and colleagues 
(2005) and Garland and colleagues (2008). These involve: (1) reviewing all program materials 
(e.g. program manuals, websites); (2) coding the program elements of each program; (3) determining 
which program elements were common to at least 50% (three out of six) of the programs.

The materials for each program were independently analysed and thematically coded by both 
authors. The authors compared their coding for each program, revising and adapting the coding 
until consensus was reached for each program.

Expert consultation

Seven invited content experts completed an online survey to confirm the validity of the identified 
common elements (Chorpita et al., 2005; Garland et al., 2008; King et al., 2017). This level of 
consultation was similar to other published studies. Content experts included program developers, 
evaluators and key authors of included programs.

For each common element, the content experts were asked whether or not they thought the element 
should be included in the final list and were prompted to comment on the working definition. The 
content experts had free-text space to make general comments about the list of common elements, or 
to make suggestions about additional elements that may have been missed. A common element was 
only considered for inclusion in the final list if it was endorsed by at least 50% of the content experts.

What does the evidence tell us?
Six evidence-based parenting programs for separating parents were identified in this review 
(see Appendix C for further details on each program):

1.	 Dads for Life (DFL; Braver, Griffin, & Cookston, 2005) 

2.	 Egokitzen (EK; Martínez-Pampliega et al., 2015)

3.	 Family Transitions Triple P (FTTP; Stallman & Sanders, 2014) 

4.	 New Beginnings Program (NBP; Sandler et al., 2020; Wolchik et al., 2000; Wolchik et al., 2002; 
Wolchik et al., 2013)

5.	 New Beginnings Program – Dads (NBP-D; Sandler et al., 2018)

6.	 Parenting Through Change (PTC; DeGarmo & Forgatch, 2005). 

All six programs were in-person, group-based programs. Two of the programs were delivered to 
mothers only (PTC, NBP), while two programs focused on fathers (DFL, NBP-D), with DFL focusing 
specifically on fathers who did not have primary parental responsibility of their children. The other 
two programs were for both mothers and fathers (EK, FTTP), with the latter focusing on parents 
who had divorced in the previous two years. The programs ran for between eight and 11 sessions, 
with some programs also involving concurrent individual elements such as telephone check‑ins. 
Most programs involved weekly sessions, with the average session duration being 1–2 hours. 
Program facilitators had various professional backgrounds (e.g. psychologists, counsellors, clinicians). 
Some programs required facilitators to have a minimum-level skillset (e.g. a Masters qualification), 
and most required facilitators to attend pre-program training in delivering the program. Ongoing 
supervision for program facilitators was also provided and required in a number of programs.

Four of the included programs were developed and evaluated in the United States (DFL, NBP, NBP-D, 
PTC), while one was developed and evaluated in Spain (EK) and another in Australia (FTTP). Four 
programs were evaluated using randomised controlled trials (DFL, NBP, NBP-D, FTTP), with the 
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remaining programs using mixed methods (PTC) and quasi-experimental (EK) methodologies. NBP was 
the only program with evaluative evidence rated as ‘excellent’, as it had been subject to multiple RCTs.

Table 2 provides the names and definitions of the common elements found across the six programs, 
as well as which programs featured each common element. The common elements are sorted 
according to:

	l program content: the specific topics that were covered in the programs

	l program techniques: the particular techniques and strategies that were used to engage parents 
and convey the program content.

Fifteen common elements were identified across the six programs. Four of the common elements 
related to program content (i.e. emotional management in separation, parenting in separation, 
co-parenting in separation, and the impact of separation on children), while 11 involved program 
techniques (i.e. psychoeducation, group participation, skills practice, personalising content, problem 
solving, assigning and reviewing homework, normalising difficulties, encouraging, video content, 
attending to group process, and providing materials).

Many of the common elements received endorsement from all of the content experts, and all were 
endorsed by at least 50% (or four out of seven) of the experts. The content experts’ comments led 
to improvements in the reporting of results, including revised titles and definitions for numerous 
common elements.

Table 2: Common elements of parenting programs for separating parents

Program content 

Element Definition Programs with element

Emotional management in 
separation

Information on managing or modulating emotions throughout 
separation, including anger management, resilience, coping 
skills, relaxation, and cognitive‑behavioural techniques

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D, PTC

Parenting in separation Information on providing effective parenting throughout 
separation, including communicating with children about 
separation, responding to children’s adjustment concerns, 
and appropriate visitation behaviours

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D, PTC

Co-parenting in separation Information on improving the quality of the co‑parental 
relationship throughout separation, including 
communication skills between co-parents, reducing 
interparental conflict, and developing co-parenting plans

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D

The impact of separation 
on children

Information on the impact of separation on children’s 
wellbeing, including the negative impacts of interparental 
conflict, the warning signs of adjustment concerns, and 
strategies for encouraging positive child adjustment 
throughout separation

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D

Program techniques

Element Definition Programs with technique

Psychoeducation Teaching through didactic instruction, or through providing 
written materials or media-based aides, on topics such as 
emotional management, parenting, co-parenting and the 
impact of separation on children

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D, PTC

Group participation Parents’ active participation in group sessions, including 
their contribution to positive group dynamics, provision 
of positive feedback to other participants and sharing of 
relevant personal experiences

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D, PTC

Skills practice Practising parenting and relationship skills using techniques 
such as behavioural rehearsal and role play. Skills may 
include appropriate discipline, talking to children about 
divorce and conflict resolution.

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D, PTC

Table continued over page
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Program techniques

Element Definition Programs with technique

Personalising content Tailoring the content of group programs to individual 
participants for greater relevance and increased chance of 
uptake. This may be achieved through personalised feedback, 
phone calls to participants, individual sessions concurrent 
with group process and personalised goal setting.

DFL, EK, FTTP, NBP, 
NBP-D, PTC

Problem solving Coaching and educating parents to generate alternative 
solutions, evaluate different options and consider consequences

DFL, FTTP, NBP, NBP-D, 
PTC

Assigning and reviewing 
homework

Assigning and/or reviewing activities to complete between 
sessions, most commonly skills practice with family members

DFL, EK, NBP, NBP-D, PTC

Encouraging Encouraging parents to stay motivated and engaged in 
the program by recognising and positively reinforcing their 
efforts and progress and encouraging them to remain hopeful

DFL, FTTP, NBP, NBP-D, 
PTC

Normalising difficulties Using direct interventions or group processes to reassure 
parents that their difficulties with separation, parenting 
and other life circumstances are shared by others going 
through separation

DFL, NBP, NBP-D, PTC

Video content Delivering educational material using video and related 
media. Examples of video use may include vignettes, peer 
testimonials and skill modelling. Video may also be used as a 
technique for feedback on skills practice, such as when parents 
record themselves practising a play technique with their child.

DFL, NBP, NBP-D, PTC

Attending to group 
process

Attending to group processes and dynamics using strategies 
such as role modelling group behaviour, establishing group 
norms, encouraging involvement and building trust

EK, NBP, NBP-D, PTC

Providing materials Providing written material that serves an educative purpose, 
including relevant literature and media aides, worksheets 
and behaviour change plans

FTTP, NBP, NBP-D

Evidence-informed implications 
for practice
Most Australian families undergoing separation do not receive support from family dispute resolution 
services (Kaspiew et al., 2015). Some manage separation and co-parenting without any assistance 
from health and welfare professionals. Others receive support from practitioners who work 
outside of family relationship services, such as teachers, social workers, psychologists and general 
practitioners (Mahony et al., 2015). The extent to which the interventions made by these practitioners 
are evidence-informed is unknown as individual practice is rarely evaluated.

The common elements approach used in this review provides an opportunity to make individual 
practice more informed by evidence. By breaking up large, evaluated programs into smaller 
components, the common elements identified in this review could be used by individual practitioners 
working with separating families to make their practice more rigorous. Psychologists and counsellors, 
for instance, could be provided with examples of parenting skills practices and homework tasks to 
use with clients undergoing separation. Similarly, practitioners could be provided with information on 
each of the four major content areas covered in parenting programs for separating parents, which 
could be used to inform the advice or interventions they offer to parents, or which could be directly 
shared with parents in the form of information sheets or online resources.

Managers and other leaders in organisations could develop processes that encourage the uptake 
of common elements among their staff, such as ‘packaging’ information on common elements 
into toolkits for practitioners. Ultimately, common elements can be embedded into system-wide 

Table continued from previous page
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practice frameworks with ‘strong implementation support, involving managers and practitioners 
assessing, planning, embedding and maintaining processes and practices that support their uptake’ 
(Centre for Evidence and Implementation, n.d.). Such system-wide integration of common elements 
could be expected to improve efforts to safeguard children’s mental health across the health and 
welfare service system.

The evidence gathered in this review could be further conveyed through practice resources that 
provide detailed guidance for specific practitioners about ‘when, where, who with, and how to use 
them’ (Mitchell, 2017, p. 21). For an example of a resource discussing how to apply the common 
elements identified in this rapid review in practice, see Paterson, Price-Robertson, and Hervatin (2021).

Supporting parents through separation is key to ensuring more favourable outcomes for their 
children and the family. With so many parents receiving support outside of parenting programs 
and from practitioners who work outside of family dispute resolution altogether, it is important that 
practice in a range of health and welfare roles is guided by evidence on ‘what works’. The common 
elements approach is a useful approach to using evidence from evaluated programs for separating 
parents in other practice settings.

While the programs reviewed in this paper were often designed for and accessed by parents currently 
going through parental separation, some of them could be accessed at any stage post‑separation 
(even years later). Parenting demands and parental relationships continue to evolve post-separation 
and the common elements of parenting programs to support parents and, through them, the mental 
health of their children continue to be relevant.

Limitations when using these findings
The common elements approach provides a frequency count of the practice elements that show 
up across multiple programs. While such frequency counts offer important information about the 
practices that are commonly used in particular contexts, they cannot indicate whether particular 
elements are necessary or sufficient for clinical change. In order to establish the causal effects of 
various practice elements, experimental methodology would be required (Chorpita et al., 2005).

There are multiple possible levels for analysing the activities that take place in parenting programs, 
and different researchers may have identified different common elements even when analysing 
the same set of programs. Following Garland and colleagues (2008), we selected the therapeutic 
strategy level of analysis, which represents a middle ground between macro-level analyses, where 
programs are characterised by broad theoretical orientation, and micro-level analyses, which focuses 
on discrete verbal and nonverbal behaviours.

Our decision to focus on programs that had been evaluated and published in peer-reviewed literature 
ensured the literature search was appropriately scoped; however, some popular (but less rigorously 
evaluated) programs may have been excluded. If the search included non-peer-reviewed literature, it 
is possible that different or additional common elements would have been identified.

Other limitations relate to the relevance and scope of the evaluated programs. It could be argued 
that the programs identified in the current research are largely Anglocentric, conveying Westernised 
understandings of parenting and family life. It is therefore unclear to what extent they would be 
acceptable to, and appropriate for, culturally, racially and linguistically diverse parents. The programs 
also convey limited information about other forms of diversity in family structure and circumstance, 
including non-heterosexual family structures. As more evidence-based programs for separating 
parents are developed – including those focusing on the needs of culturally, racially and linguistically 
diverse families – it is likely the common elements associated with such programs will increase 
and/or change. It is also worth noting that common elements already allow for flexible adaption 
of evidence‑based practice to varied and shifting practice circumstances. For example, the list of 

https://emergingminds.com.au/resources/working-with-separating-parents-to-support-childrens-wellbeing-what-can-we-learn-from-evidence-based-programs/


11Parenting programs that support children’s mental health through family separation

common elements above could be used alongside various other culturally sensitive practices by 
practitioners working with separating families in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.

It could also be argued that content on topics such as domestic violence and child protection should 
have a place in most parenting programs for separating parents. All of the programs identified in 
this review explicitly focus on reducing parental conflict, which helps insulate children from the 
potential negative consequences of parental separation. However, the programs did not consistently 
offer detailed information on topics such as domestic violence, coercive control and child abuse 
and neglect, which are all common throughout Australian society (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare [AIHW], 2021). In their synthesis of divorce education programs, Schramm and colleagues 
(2018) suggested that information on topics such as domestic violence should be considered 
‘supplemental content’, to be provided as necessary. Australian parenting programs for separating 
parents may benefit from including such ‘supplemental content’ as part of their program, and by 
providing separate targeted specialist interventions (or referrals to such interventions) as necessary.

Conclusion
This rapid review identified 15 common elements of evidence-based parenting programs that 
support children’s mental health through parental separation. It provides an understanding of the 
contents and processes used in evidence-based parenting programs for separating parents as an 
initial step in assisting practitioners in diverse health and welfare sectors to develop their skills in 
working with parents experiencing separation. It allows practitioners working with separating families 
to use and customise elements that have been found to work across several evaluated programs 
to ensure their practice is informed by evidence. Additional resources for practitioners need to be 
developed to facilitate the use of the evidence from this review in practice.
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Appendix A: Search strategy and 
inclusion criteria
Databases were searched using ‘keywords’, ‘abstract’, and ‘title’ domains (when domain-limiting was 
available on the database). The following search strategy was used: ((child* OR parent* OR family) 
AND (‘mental health’ OR ‘mental illness’) AND (divorce* OR separat* OR seperat*) AND (program 
OR intervention)). In order to identify relevant reviews and meta-analyses of evidence-based 
programs, a second search was conducted using the above search strategy with ‘AND (review OR 
‘meta‑analysis’)’ added.

The quality of evidence in each article was assessed using the hierarchical guide to evaluating the 
quality of different forms of evidence adapted from Evans (2003) (see Table A1). 

Table A1: Guide to evaluating quality of evidence

Quality of evidence identified in studies

Excellent Good Fair Poor

Systematic reviews

Meta-analyses

Multi-centre studies

Multiple RCTs

RCT

Observational studies

Uncontrolled trials with 
dramatic results

Pre-post studies

Non-randomised 
controlled trials

Descriptive studies

Case studies 

Expert opinion

Studies with poor 
methodological quality

Table A2: Inclusion criteria

Parameters Inclusion

Location Australia or countries with comparable social care systems

Language English

Publication date January 2000 – June 2020

Publication focus Common elements of parenting programs to support child mental health through separation

Intervention type Evidence-based programs

Publication type Peer-reviewed

Study type Evaluation research and evidence reviews

Examples of keyword 
searches

Child/ren’s; parent/s; family/ies; mental health; mental illness; divorce; separation; 
program; intervention 
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Appendix B: PRISMA flow diagram 
of the literature search
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