An evaluation of a new
post-separation and
divorce parenting program
COUNSELLING

Parenting children post-separation and divorce is a relatively new family task, and many parents experience
problems with this challenge. Moreover, they confront these problems at a time when they are also
struggling with the loss of their former partner and the lifestyle they had established together. One of the first challenges they
encounter is the change they must make from a family form where parents and children live together in the same household to one
where one parent must share living with the children on a turn-and-turn-about basis with the other parent. Usually these arrangements
mean the residential parent has more time with the children than the other non-residential or contact parent.

THEA BROWN

Maintaining contact post-separation
and divorce
Many issues arise for families making the transition
to a new post-separation lifestyle, but few services
have been created to support parents and children
with this change. One of the most important issues
is that of children maintaining contact with both
their residential and non-residential parents. Children are thought to achieve better when contact
with both parents is maintained (Birnbaum & Alaggia, 2006), but just over one-fifth of Australian
children lose contact permanently with their
non-resident parent post-separation and divorce
(Smyth, 2004), and this loss has become a matter of
increasing concern.
Not all of these parents lose contact willingly. Many
report that obtaining and/or maintaining contact
becomes such an acrimonious process that they have
difficulty achieving it, despite court orders putting
contact arrangements in place. In the United States,
it has been calculated that this group ranges from
some 10% to 25% of all separating families with children, an alarmingly large group (Goodman, Bonds,
Sandler, & Braver, 2004). These parents seek to
resolve the problem through repeated use of the services of the family law socio-legal system, including
the courts, but find little success. Such problems
have been shown to continue for long periods of time
(Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992).
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Reasons for loss of contact
Many reasons have been advanced for the postseparation conflict that erupts in the form of residence and/or contact disputes between separated
and divorced parents. The major reason put forward
suggests that ongoing parental hostility within
the adversarial model of divorce causes an inability
of parents to negotiate contact arrangements
(Hawthorn, 2005; Nichols & Pike, 2002; Smyth,
Caruana, & Ferro, 2004). Failure to resolve grief at
the loss of the partnership has been thought to contribute greatly to that hostility (Freeman & Freeman,
2003). Men are seen as remaining hostile for a longer
time (Campbell & Pike, 2002; Nichols & Pike, 2002;
Smyth, 2005), possibly because they are more often
the partner who is left behind and because of the less
satisfying nature of the role of non-residential parent
that fathers typically take. Fathers also have the burden of the loss of their customary daily contact with
their children (Killeen & Lehmann, 2004) and they
find they have little input into decisions affecting
their children, leaving them feeling marginalised,
even stigmatised (Hawthorn, 2003; Smyth, 2004).
Nevertheless, family problems have been seen as
important too. Family violence has been thought to
lead to post-separation conflict, as separation does
not necessarily resolve the violence (Brown &
Alexander, 2007; Brown, Sheehan, Frederico, &
Hewitt, 2001). The inability of the parents to deal
with the violence, matched by a similar inability of
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the service system to do so (Brown & Alexander,
2007), can result in long-term parental conflict over
contact with the children. Many studies of residence
and contact disputes in Australia and overseas have
shown this to be so (Bala & Schuman, 1999; Brown,
Frederico, Hewitt, & Sheehan, 1998; Hume, 1997;
Moloney, Smyth, Weston, Richardson, Qu, & Gray,
2007; Thoennes & Pearson, 1988). While the Family
Court of Australia and the Family Court of Western
Australia have introduced special court programs to
manage the violence of child abuse, they have not yet
introduced programs to deal with domestic violence
(Brown & Alexander, 2007). This is a problem, since
allegations of domestic violence are brought to the
courts with considerable frequency (Brown et al.,
1998; Moloney et al., 2007).
Other problems thought to affect the post-separation
child and parent relationship include one or both parents establishing a new family, one parent living a
long way from the other, one or both parents having
long working hours or work that takes them a long
way from home, and one or both parents having a
drug or alcohol abuse problem or suffering from a
mental illness (Le Bourdais, Juby, & Marcil-Gratton,
2001; Nichols & Pike, 2002; Killeen & Lehmann,
2004; Smyth, 2004; Smyth et al., 2004). The children
themselves may affect the relationship. Some stages
in children’s lives more readily allow for contact
(Freeman & Freeman, 2003) and all children prefer
consultation over contact and do not achieve as well
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when it does not occur (Sheehan et al., 2005). It is
important to note that very few children reject all
contact with one parent (Sheehan et al., 2005).

Development of services to support contact
A small number of services to support contact have
been introduced internationally. The first such
services were the contact centre services that
emerged some twenty years ago. The centres took
different forms in different countries, ranging
from the informal and volunteer-staffed centres in
France to the formal community service agency
programs in the US, the United Kingdom and
Australia (Birnbaum & Alaggia, 2006; Renouf,
1999). The new contact centre services provided
a safe and secure place for the children for
changeover and contact. At the more formal services, professional staff also encouraged and
supported the development of a better parent–child
relationship. The services of the centres were
available for short periods of time, such as three to
six months, as it was hoped that the centres would
move the families to self-managed contact in this
time (Sheehan et al., 2005). However, the shortterm nature of the assistance, the conflict within
the dual role of serving parents and children equally
well, and an absence of further supporting services
soon led to demands for more programs to fully
meet the needs of these families (Birnbaum & Alaggia, 2006; Sheehan et al., 2005).
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The Parenting Orders Program
A new program extending services around contact
was introduced in Australia in 1999. The program
was the first of its kind to be developed internationally, although a few similar but less well developed
services were emerging in the US at the same time. In
the US, the services grew from the post-separation
and divorce parent education programs, rather than
from contact centre services, as in Australia (Goodman et al., 2004). All the programs targeted so-called
“high-conflict” couples, who had long and costly histories of contact disputes (Goodman et al., 2004).
Originally, the new program in Australia was
termed the Contact Orders Pilot Program, and it
was funded by the Commonwealth Government in
only three trial locations nationwide. Three different community service organisations, each in a
different state, sponsored the new program. It
comprised the following components: rigorous
assessment of the families, overall case management and coordinating functions, parent and family
member educational groups, child educational
groups, therapeutic mediation, and individual
counselling for all family members.
Some three years later, the programs at each of the
three locations were formally reviewed, with
favourable results (Attorney General’s Department,
2003). Consequently, the program was extended by
the Commonwealth Government, which provided
funding for the program in a few more locations in
2004. Subsequently, in 2006, the government
entrenched the program in the family law sociolegal services by increasing client numbers in
existing program locations and announcing that the
program would be established in twenty more locations over the next four years. The transformed
program was named the Parenting Orders Program.

Evaluation of the Parenting Orders
Program in Victoria
The first of the Parenting Orders Programs to be
established in Victoria was introduced by Gordoncare, a Melbourne child and family welfare agency
founded well over a century ago. In the 1990s, Gordoncare had already developed services for
separating parents and their children through several contact centres that provided supervised
contact for children post-separation and divorce.
The agency saw the Parenting Orders Program as a
welcome supplement to its contact centres and,
more broadly, as an addition to its range of services
for separating families. From the outset, Gordoncare wished to evaluate their implementation of the
new program, for they knew there was no evaluative
research about such programs in Australia or overseas. Consequently, the agency sought to underpin
their pioneering venture with the acquisition of
research-based knowledge for the further development of program policies and professional practice.
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The Gordoncare Parenting Orders Program
The Gordoncare Parenting Orders Program followed
the model as conceived and implemented earlier
(Hulett, 2004; Hunt & Roberts, 2005). Indeed, it
relied on a mentoring relationship with the Perth
Anglicare Parenting Orders Program, one of the three
original Parenting Orders Programs established in
1999. The program was available to separated or
divorced parents, grandparents, step-parents or
other relevant family members where there were
court orders for contact but where contact had broken down. Adult family members were referred to
the program by the Family Court of Australia or the
Federal Magistrate’s Court, with the referral becoming a consent-based element of the residence and
contact orders. The program was also available on a
voluntary basis through referral from a solicitor,
another agency or from the family themselves.
The program included several components. The first
was the assessment process for the parents and other
relevant family members, in which the worker sought
information from the family about their past relationship, their past parenting and their residence and
contact experiences. The workers sought agreement
to obtain information from other agencies and to
conclude a contract of service with each parent and
relevant family member. The core of the program was
participation by all adult family members in a twohour educational group meeting once a week over six
weeks. The group tackled a new topic each week,
which took members from their grief at the breakdown of the partnership, to focusing on their children
and leaving the grief behind, and then to learning
didactically and experientially new ways of parenting
post-separation, including the notion of cooperative
or collaborative parenting. The parents’ group comprised mothers, fathers and other family members
but, in order to avoid continuing the unresolved conflict in each family, no adult attended a group with
any members of their own family. Limiting the group’s
composition to parents and other family members, all
of whom were from different families, meant that the
group members could be assisted to learn new ways of
managing post-separation parenting in a less emotional and adversarial way. The children were given
the opportunity to participate in their own group as
well. Their group ran in the school holidays for six
meetings and covered their family changes and the
impact of the changes on them. They were also
assured that they were still loved and had a place in
the new family arrangements. Parents, children and
other family members were offered individual counselling and/or mediation where relevant. The contact
centre services were also made available to the families in the Parenting Orders Program.

The research study design
The evaluation of the Gordoncare Parenting Orders
Program, lead by Professor Thea Brown, used an
outcome program evaluation design (Rubin & Babbie, 1997) that aimed at investigating the extent to
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which the program’s goal or goals were being met.
The only previous study, that of the three sites for
the Contact Orders Pilot Program (Attorney General’s Department, 2003), had not used a goal or
outcome focus but rather a descriptive or monitoring one that described the program and also
assessed parental satisfaction. However, this study
sought to focus on the achievement of the program’s
goal of overcoming contact problems and to do this
by using the indicators of returns to court over residence and contact disputes, and parents making
changes in contact arrangements themselves, as
well as by looking at family members’ and staff’s
views and experiences in the program.
The choice of design was confirmed by critiques of
the earlier US programs, which had been attacked
for their scanty research and lack of information
as to program outcomes (Goodman et al., 2004).
Subsequently, the current study acquired
some additional goals that arose from

that it had accepted 234 parents and 187 children
from 127 families into the program, and the research
team decided data collection could begin.
There were four types of data collection. The first
was a survey of all parents and other family members who were categorised by the agency as having
taken part in the program, as requiring no further
service from the program, and as having been written off as finished cases. The survey was tested for
validity through discussion with the program’s staff
and with a pilot used on five families who were then
excluded from the study. The survey was then
amended slightly. The survey sought to capture
the family members’ experiences and views of the
program for themselves and their children.
The second data collection was a review of the
files of one half of the client families. The files of

Australia’s recent changes in family law can be
interpreted as a move to a new model of marital
separation and divorce, a model where the postseparation and divorce processes are to be
collaborative rather than adversarial and where
both parents must accept jointly an ongoing
responsibility for parenting their children.
staff’s experiences in the program. The
staff wanted to learn more about the
client group, who they were and what
problems they had, and to assess the
impact of the program’s strong child-focused
philosophy.
The study was funded for the Gordoncare program
only and so had some limitations. It was not able to
compare programs sponsored by other agencies, or
to assess the achievements of the program by comparing clients who used the program with those who
did not. Evaluation of ongoing programs has always
presented challenges to the model of extremely rigorous research (Grinnell, 1997). However, it was
possible to ascertain program outcomes by comparing clients’ positions before they received the
services of the program with their positions after
the program. And, in view of the paucity of knowledge of Parenting Orders Programs, the study was
seen as offering an opportunity to begin research in
this area and suggest directions, issues and questions for policy, program and professional practice
development as well as for further research.

Data collection
This study was discussed when the program began
in late 2004, but data collection could not begin
until the program had served enough clients to provide sufficient numbers for a reliable program
evaluation. By early 2006, the program reported
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only one half of the total client group were reviewed
because of funding limits. The files were reviewed
using an instrument the study developed to examine all the files. That instrument was tested on the
files of five families who were not to be included
in the study. The instrument sought to learn
about the clients’ backgrounds, problems and
achievements.
The third data collection was a review of the data
already collected from the children by the agency
as to their experiences in and satisfaction with the
children’s groups.
The fourth was interviews with all staff working in
the program.

What family members thought
about the program
Surveys were sent to the 200 family members for
whom current addresses were held. However, some
11 replies were returned as unknown at that address.
A further 18 replies came from family members who
said they were still proceeding through the program
and so these were discarded. This left a total of 171
family members, from whom 83 people replied, a
return rate of slightly under 50%.
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Most of the replies to the surveys came quickly,
within one month of posting out, but four arrived too
late to be included in the report to the agency (Brown
& Smale, 2007), but are included in this article. The
additional replies made little difference to the results,
but including them gave the researchers the satisfaction of tabling all available information and also
indicated that their original timeline of data analysis
three months after posting was too limited.

benefit” or “great benefit”, rather than “some benefit”. This finding was similar to that of the Contact
Orders Pilot Program study, although slightly less
than the 57.5% who obtained benefits in that program (Attorney General’s Department, 2003), and
similar to the high levels of parental satisfaction
found overseas (Bacon & Mackenzie, 2004; Goodman et al., 2004).

Table 1 shows the distribution of replies from the
various family members and highlights a family
membership type that the research team had not
anticipated meeting.

While client satisfaction is not a measure of a program’s goal achievements, it does give information
about some of the factors influencing parent and
grandparent satisfaction and it can provide some ideas
for program designers as to who thought they gained
more or fewer benefits from the program and why.

Factors influencing views of benefits of the program

The replies were almost evenly divided between
non-residential parents and residential parents,
indicating good representation from both groups. In
addition, there were a small proportion of grandparents, all of whom were non-residential, and a
group of parents who were both residential and
non-residential. The existence of this latter group
was a surprise, and it was found that they represented parents who were the residential parent for
some but not all of their own children, as well as
parents who were living with new partners and who
were the residential parent for their own children
and the non-residential parent for their partners’
children. Parents were not asked their gender, only
their residential or non-residential status, but most
of the residential parents would be mothers and the
non-residential parents fathers.

As can be seen from Table 2, the status of the family
member was an important factor affecting their
views about the benefits of the program for themselves. Those reporting most often that there were
benefits to themselves (and also for their children)
were those who were simultaneously residential
and non-residential parents, followed by residential
parents and then non-residential parents. Of interest
was the fact that those reporting the least benefits for
themselves were grandparents, although those
grandparents who did report benefits reported a high
level of benefits.
Attending all the meetings of the group series also
affected the reporting of benefits, with those who
attended most of the meetings in the program
reporting most benefits. Thus, all of the both residential and non-residential parents attended all the
groups and all reported benefits. Most residential
parents (87%) attended all of the group meetings
and most (69%) reported benefits. Fewer nonresidential parents attended all of the educational
group meetings (65%) and fewer (56%) reported
benefits. However, in contradiction to this trend, all
non-residential grandparents completed the program, with only half of them reporting benefits to

Views about benefits of the program
The vast majority of the respondents thought the
program benefited them and their children or
grandchildren. Table 2 shows the range of views
about benefits to the respondents.
Some 82.5% of all who replied saw benefits for
themselves. Furthermore, most of the respondents
found the program delivered a high level of benefits,
with 52% of total respondents reporting “much
Table 1

Table 2

Distribution of replies between various types of family members
Residential
parents

Non-residential
parents

Both residential and
non-residential parents

Grandparents
(non-residential)

Total (N = 83)

46%

42%

5%

7%

100%

Range of views about benefits of the program for respondents

Benefits
No benefit to respondent

48

Residential
parents

Non-residential
parents

Both residential
and non-residential
parents

Grandparents
(non-residential)

Total

6.0%

12.0%

0.0%

3.5%

21.5%

Some benefit to respondent

12.0%

12.0%

2.5%

0.0%

26.5%

Much benefit to respondent

7.0%

6.0%

2.5%

0.0%

21.5%

Great benefit to respondent

21.0%

12.0%

0.0%

3.5%

30.5%

Total

46.0%

42.0%

5.0%

7.0%

100.0%
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themselves, but all reporting considerable benefits
to the grandchildren.

Past contact pattern
Court orders were a requirement for eligibility to the
program and so all the families had contact orders in
place at the start of the program. The review of the
case files showed that the contact problems the families experienced were not those of no contact at all
after separation, but rather contact following separation that dwindled over the years to less contact and
then no contact at all. Some 25% of the non-residential parents were having contact at the start of the
program. The problems around contact were most
commonly expressed as the children not wishing to
go, followed by the residential parent not bringing
the child for contact and followed by the contact parent not attending contact as arranged.

Contact problems
However, the problems around contact concealed
more substantial family problems, some of which
were extremely difficult to resolve. For example,
how does a father (non-residential) resolve his son’s
wish to spend more contact time with him on
account of the mother’s deteriorating mental
health, when the mother, terrified of losing the son
who helped ameliorate her mental health problems,
would not discuss the issue? How does a mother
(residential) persuade her former husband that her
deception at the start of the marriage over her past
marital history did not warrant him severing contact with their only child after their separation?
A review of the case files showed many underlying
family problems. The reasons given for partnership
breakdown included domestic violence, drug and
alcohol abuse, gambling, other relationships and, most
commonly, a combination of several of these causes.
Thus, about 55% of fathers and some 9% of mothers
had a history of domestic violence. Some 16% of
fathers and some 3% of mothers had drug abuse problems and about 25% of fathers had alcohol problems,
whereas no mothers did. Some 39% of fathers said
they had mental health problems, compared with
about 15% of mothers, with fathers being more likely
to be admitted to hospital and to be attending a psychiatrist and on medication than mothers were. Some
10% of fathers had criminal convictions, most often for
violence, but also for drug offences and theft, with the
latter two possibly being related. About 35% of fathers
had had allegations made against them for child abuse,
as did some 10% of mothers and some 9% of other family members.

Profiles of the families
This profile of the families, requested by the staff of
the program, suggested that any Parenting Order
Programs based on the notion that these families
are just high-conflict or entrenched-conflict families oversimplifies their situation. Instead, they
appear to be separating families with problems—
serious problems that include family violence,
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mental ill health and drug and alcohol abuse.
Recent research has acknowledged this reality and
suggested that assistance must take these problems
into account (Birnbaum & Alaggia, 2006). The profile of the client group explains why staff found
difficulties in managing these clients. This picture
of the families confirms the desirability of locating
this program, and others like it, in child and family
welfare agencies, where a range of services can be
offered to these families and where staff have considerable professional expertise, so that they can
gain much needed support.

Families’ efforts to resolve problems
All the families had been extremely active in attempting to resolve the contact problems before attending
the program. All had sought services from community
service agencies and had received services including
counselling, mediation, post-separation parenting
education and anger management groups. Some had
been referred to child protection.

Contact negotiations post-program
Despite the family’s histories of difficulties over
contact before they joined the program, many
respondents reported that during or after the program they were able to negotiate contact changes.
Some 45% of all family members reported they had
been able to make changes themselves to contact.
All of the both residential and non-residential parents reported that they were able to make changes,
and just under half of the residential parents and
non-residential parents were able to make changes,
but less than one-third of grandparents were able to
make changes. All of those respondents who were
able to make changes saw the program as benefiting
them and their children. As a result of the changes
made, the proportion of non-residential parents
having contact rose from 25% to 48%.

Return to court post-program
The families had a history of repeated returns to
court to settle residence and contact disputes. The
average number of returns to court prior to the
family entering the program was 10, with one family having returned 25 times. Some two-thirds used
the Family Court and one-third the Federal Magistrate’s Court. However, after the program, only 3%
of families reported a return to court. This was verified using the case files and it represented a
considerable reduction. Considering that many
non-residential parents still had no contact after
they finished the program, the very low rate of family members reporting returning to court was
surprising. Most of the respondents to the survey
and those reviewed in the case files analysis had
completed the program between six to nine months
prior to completing the survey. This period of time
had left them a real opportunity to consider their
situation after the program and to return to court if
they wished.
The points of view expressed by those few respondents who were returning to court indicated an
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unexpected view of the program. They stated that
they saw the program as a support while court proceedings were still ongoing, but they did not see the
program as an alternative to court. Although the proportion of those returning to court was so small that
no conclusions can be drawn from the make-up of
that group, nevertheless it should be noted that
grandparents were disproportionately represented
among these families, being 33% of this small group.
Another unexpected result was that all of those
respondents who reported returning to court thought
the program had been beneficial, possibly because
they thought the program supported them through
their difficulties.
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No progress with seeing children.
My kids are still suffering and being used.
Another impact of the child-focused approach was
that parents said they learned more about their own
parenting. They saw this as a great benefit. As parents said:

Good progress with both of us … mainly with self … I can
actually change things myself.
Improved my understanding of my children’s needs.

The use of the groups
The program was based around the use of the parents and family member group series. Each parent
and family member group series had information
components about loss
and grief and parenting,
One group whose difficulties
but focused more on
were not much assisted were
skills than on information, and concentrated
grandparents—a small
most on cooperative
but noticeable group.
parenting. Skills-based
They attended the program
groups with experiential learning that run
without fail, and hoped
for more than six hours
for good outcomes for
have been found to be
themselves, but achieved
more effective than
them less often than other
groups running for a
shorter time and those
family members.
that use only information sharing (Bacon &
McKenzie, 2004). The groups were singled out for
special praise, with comments like:

The groups were really helpful.

The impact of the child-focused philosophy
Gordoncare saw the child-focused approach to their
work as vital to its success; they saw it as the underpinning of all their strategies for overcoming the
polarisation of the parents in their relationship over
their children. The staff found that holding to this philosophy was difficult at times because parents tended
to present their problems in a way that diverted attention from the children. Nevertheless, the parents who
reported they had benefited from the program
expressed a common theme in their comments on
the program, that the child-focused philosophy in the
discussions in the groups and in the use of the strategy
of being asked to consider the position of the child was
very helpful. For example, parents said:

We can now focus on the child … we learned the skills to not
let conflict be such a problem.
Learned to put the needs of children first … an amazing
resource.
The comments of those who did not feel any benefits from the program showed that they had not
accepted this approach. They made comments like:
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Groups helpful gave me alternative ways of communicating
with my ex partner and my children.
One issue raised was that of group members who
did not make as much progress as other parents,
with respondents saying they found this frustrating,
but that they did not like making public comments
about it.

Children’s views
A major disappointment of the evaluation was that
children’s views could not be investigated directly
due to budget constraints. Some might think that
asking the children about their views and their
experiences would not be possible, but the study
showed that this was not so.
The modal age for the first and the second children in
each family was 10 and 12; some 65% of the children
were 8 or above, the age that most agree is suitable
for interviewing. Also, enough children participated
directly in the program to provide a large enough
group for interviewing. Some 33% of the children
attended the children’s group, about 25% attended
individual counselling and some 25% used one of the
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agency’s contact centres. Thus, these children could
have commented on the children’s groups, individual
counselling and their participation in contact
centres. To gain some idea of the children’s views,
the research team reviewed the agency’s own
summations of the children’s views of their group
experiences. Of the 58 children who gave an evaluation of their group, 94% gave a favourable review,
with only 6% indicating an unfavourable view.

Conclusions
This study was the first to look in depth at this new
post-separation Parenting Orders Program, which is
designed especially for families with long and troubled
histories of conflict over contact arrangements and
where contact has often ceased. The study showed
that, although these families had many problems—
often problems of considerable severity—the program
was successful. The program assisted families to learn
to negotiate their own arrangements for contact and
to do this without repeating the past pattern of repeatedly returning to the courts for these negotiations.
Although the research did not look at the costs of the
program versus the cost of court proceedings, it is
quite obvious the program is far less financially and
socially expensive, both to the individual family members and to the government funding the socio-legal
services, than are repeated court proceedings
Australia’s recent changes in family law can be interpreted as a move to a new model of marital separation
and divorce, a model where the post-separation and
divorce processes are to be collaborative rather than
adversarial and where both parents must accept
jointly an ongoing responsibility for parenting their
children. The study shows that families with substantial post-separation and divorce family problems can
be accommodated within this model if, but only if,
they are provided with appropriate supporting services. One group whose difficulties were not much
assisted were grandparents—a small but noticeable
group. They attended the program without fail, and
hoped for good outcomes for themselves, but
achieved them less often than other family members.
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