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ABSTRACT

Children may experience high-conflict divorces as a traumatic event. High-conflict divorces, which can
be characterized by two or more years of hostility, difficulty communicating, and litigation, can contrib-
ute to emotional and physiological dysregulation as well as an increase in maladaptive cognitions and
behaviors. Additionally, high-conflict divorce can lead to ruptured relational attachments and discon-
nection between parent and child. This chapter informs readers how the use of trauma-focused cognitive
behavioral therapy, which includes sessions for parent and child, can mitigate the dysregulation and
disconnection resulting from the trauma of high-conflict divorce. A case illustration is included to detail
the therapeutic application. Implications are offered for mental health providers and researchers to expand
the use of trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy with children experiencing high-conflict divorce.
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Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy With High-Conflict Divorce

INTRODUCTION

The impact of divorce on children received significant attention from scholars in the later part of the
20th century given the dramatic rise in divorce rates after the introduction of the no-fault divorce bill
in 1969 (e.g., Wilcox, 2009). In the past two decades, divorce has had limited attention in the mental
health scholarship; however, recent research on trauma and its impact on psycho-social and neurobiologi-
cal development leads us to reexamine mental health intervention for children of high-conflict divorce
with an awareness of trauma-informed practices. Trauma by definition is a result of an event or set of
circumstances experienced as physically or emotionally harmful and with lasting adverse effects on
functioning or well-being (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA],
2014). Childhood experiences of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse; physical or emotional neglect; or
household dysfunction (parental divorce or separation, mental illness, domestic violence, substance abuse,
death, or incarceration) are considered adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), which have the potential
to cause trauma (Felitti et al., 1998). Childhood trauma from multiple and cumulative ACEs has been
linked to more problems for children’s well-being and brain development and greater health risks for
adults (e.g., substance abuse, depression, obesity, heart disease) (Anda et al., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998).
Parental divorce or separation is the second most common ACE for children (Sacks & Murphy, 2018).

High-conflict divorce by definition is a divorce that lasts longer than two years and is characterized
by a high degree of anger, hostility, and distrust, ongoing difficulty in communicating about the care of
the children, intensive custody litigation, and higher-than-usual rates of nonpayment of child support
(Haddad et al., 2016). Domestic violence may be present in high-conflict divorces (Fotheringham et
al., 2013), and there are likely to be higher rates of child abuse and neglect allegations within custody
disputes of high-conflict divorces (O’Donohue et al., 2018). Children of high-conflict divorce may
experience post-traumatic stress or trauma (Deutsch et al., 2020; Lange et al., 2022). In fact, children
in high-conflict divorces with more traumatic impact have lower post-divorce adjustment rates (van der
Wal et al., 2019).

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), in 2019 the divorce rate was 2.7
per 1,000 population in the United States of America. That equates to about 747,000 divorces in 2019
alone. Approximately 10 to 20 percent of all divorces in the United States are classified as high-conflict
divorces (Haddad et al., 2016). One major impact of high-conflict divorces is the change in the familial
structure. While in 1968 about 60 million (85%) children in the United States under 18 lived with two
parents, by 2020 this number changed to 51.3 million (70%) (Hemez & Washington, 2021). In fact,
fewer than two-fifths of Black children living in the United States were living with two married parents
in 2020, with nearly half of these children living with their mother only (Hemez & Washington, 2021).
Further, Hispanic children were half as likely to live with their mothers only, with almost a fourth living
with their mothers only (Hemez & Washington, 2021). While the research on high-conflict divorces in
other countries is limited, there are statistics that show that divorce is prevalent all over the world. For
example, reported divorce rates in 2021 were 3.7% in Belarus, 2.3% in Sweden, 1.2% in New Zealand,
2.9% in Georgia, and 2.7% in the Dominican Republic (United Nations [UN], 2022). The average world-
wide crude divorce rate in 2021 was 1.8 (UN, 2022). Divorce rates vary around the world, and changes in
divorce rates have been linked with variances in marriage rates and religious and cultural values. While
these statistics point to the global prevalence of divorce in developed and developing countries, behind
the numbers are changes in family structures for many children whose parents separate or divorce.
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