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Abstract
Instruments that assess parenting behavior after divorce have largely focused on the domains of general support of and
conflict in co-parenting. This paper introduces and validates a measurement tool that provides a more nuanced perspective of
the quality of co-parenting behaviors, the Multidimensional Co-Parenting Scale for Dissolved Relationships (MCS-DR).
Participants were divorced or currently divorcing parents recruited through a Qualtrics panel (N= 569) to take a university-
sponsored, state-approved curriculum, “Successful Co-Parenting After Divorce” and respond to a series of surveys about
their experiences in the divorce process. Exploratory factor analysis was used to identify the underlying factor structure of
the initial measurement item pool, which consisted of 48 items. From this, a four factor model emerged, consisting of 23
items; one additional item was removed following tests of measurement equivalence as a function of gender suggesting a
final measure which consisted of 22 items across the four subscales. Those subscales include: Overt Conflict, Support, Self-
Controlled Covert Conflict, and Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict. Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the four
factor structure of the MCS-DR. The dimensions of Support and Overt Conflict demonstrate concurrent validity with an
existing measure used in the literature on post-divorce co-parenting. Educators and clinicians may find this newly developed
scale useful in helping parents identify their strengths and challenges in post-divorce functioning for the well-being of their
children. Implications for the field are also discussed in relation to legislatively and judicially mandated divorce classes in
many states.
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Introduction

The notion of post-divorce co-parenting can be traced back
to the Bohannon’s (1971) stations of divorce. Under this
conceptualization, the co-parental divorce refers to divor-
cing parents’ continued, joint obligation toward raising their
child despite the dissolution of their marital/romantic rela-
tionship. The nature and quality of co-parenting

relationships can impact children after divorce: co-parenting
conflict has been tied to children’s economic, emotional,
psychological, and social well-being (Grych 2005; Lamb
2010), as well as the long-term quality of their relationship
with their parents decades following the divorce (Ahrons
2007). Divorce education programs that are able to decrease
co-parenting conflict and increase co-parenting support
have been found to facilitate better post-divorce adjustment
for children (Bacon and McKenzie 2004), suggesting that
the nature and quality of the co-parenting relationship may
be a particularly salient point of intervention for divorcing
families. Furthermore, research indicates that the co-
parenting relationship can serve as a more proximal indi-
cator of adjustment for both parents and children than other
frequently assessed aspects of the interpersonal relationship
(Feinberg 2003; Margolin et al. 2001).

By its nature, the experience of divorce forces a series of
transitions; family transitions centered around the dissolu-
tion of a marital relationship introduce substantial ambi-
guity as “uncoupling is disorganizing, unsettling, and
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extremely stressful” (Ahrons 1994, p. 75). During this time,
familial roles and responsibilities are reconfigured to
accommodate the changing structure of the family unit
across households (Emery 2012). Family systems theory
(Minuchin 1974) suggests that the reconfiguration of roles
and responsibilities in this way disrupts established
boundaries within the family system and the functioning of
individuals within the system. A healthy co-parenting
relationship is a critical component to the maintenance of
the family system and ultimately the functioning of indi-
viduals within the system; conflictual co-parenting rela-
tionships that lack cooperation introduce added stress and
volatility to the family system (Cox and Paley 1997). The
phenomenon of co-parenting is applicable across family
contexts, yet research is often divided in assessment and
conceptualization. However, regardless of the context, the
extant literature suggests co-parenting quality as a complex,
multidimensional construct (Feinberg 2003). The review
that follows details six primary dimensions of co-parenting
that are often theoretically and/or empirically considered:
(1) support; (2) cohesion; (3) overt conflict; (4) under-
mining; (5) disparagement; and (6) triangulation.

Support, or mutual support as it is sometimes referred to
as, reflects a parent’s aid, assistance, or otherwise coop-
erative exchanges as they relate to childrearing (Masheter
1997). Support is frequently considered in the assessment of
co-parenting behaviors both within the divorce literature
(e.g., Goldsmith 1981) as well as in the broader intact co-
parenting literature (e.g., Feinberg et al. 2012). Cohesion
conceptually involves the ways in which families demon-
strate togetherness, are intertwined, or are engaged in col-
lective behaviors that reflect coordination and consistency
in childrearing (Olson 2000). Frequently the con-
ceptualization for co-parenting cohesion is situated within
the context of parental alliance (e.g., Morrill et al. 2010) or
more broadly considered as positive co-parenting (e.g.,
McDaniel et al. 2017) within the intact literature. However,
applied to the divorce literature, cohesion can reflect
behaviors that demonstrate consistency and agreement
across households whereas rigidity in the co-parenting
relationship often is suggestive of larger dysfunction
(Ahrons and Rodgers 1987; Whiteside 1989).

Overt co-parenting conflict, although often noted as
simply conflict, considers direct, openly aggressive, or
negative exchanges between parents (Buehler et al. 1998).
These behaviors are frequently assessed in both the divorce
(e.g., Ahrons 1981) and intact (e.g., McHale 1997) litera-
ture. Distinguishing from overt behaviors are covert forms
of co-parenting conflict, which are conflictual parenting
behaviors that present through more indirect methods,
including undermining, disparagement, and triangulation.
These covert or furtive behaviors among co-parents typi-
cally involve “putting the child in the middle of their

parenting disagreements or jockeying for the child’s favor”
(Murphy et al. 2016, p. 1685). Undermining is a type of
covert behavior that often manifests in the form of non-
support or behaviors that interfere with cooperative child-
rearing. Although lack of support is sometimes subsumed
within other more frequently tapped dimensions of co-
parenting (e.g., conflict; Margolin et al. 2001), evidence
from the intact and post-divorce literatures suggests
undermining is a distinct co-parenting construct with unique
predictive ability (e.g., Feinberg et al. 2012; Merrifield and
Gamble 2012).

Disparagement manifests in the forms of name calling,
making negative remarks, or otherwise creating a negative
affect for the child as it relates to their other parent. Similar
to undermining, engaging in disparagement reflects a par-
enting relationship that lacks healthy cooperation (e.g.,
cohesion; Favez et al. 2015). This form of covert co-
parenting conflict is primarily assessed within the intact
literature (e.g., McHale 1997) but also demonstrates rele-
vance for divorced families; disparagement is considered an
important behavior for programs to target to facilitate better
post-divorce adjustment for these families (Gallagher et al.
2014). Triangulation is among the most commonly assessed
forms of covert co-parenting conflict. It involves behaviors
that circumvent direct interaction among parents utilizing
the child as a messenger. It can also involve coalition or
alliance formation or other behaviors that blur parent–child
and parent–parent boundaries. Triangulation is commonly
assessed in both the divorce (e.g., Mullett and Stolberg
1999) and intact (e.g., Margolin et al. 2001) literature.
However, in the divorce literature, it has been primarily
assessed using child-report measures.

As described, the conceptualization of co-parenting
quality varies across contexts and from study to study.
Within the divorce literature, one of the earliest and most
widely used measures is the Quality of Coparental Com-
munication Scale (QCCS; Ahrons 1981). The measure
captures two dimensions of co-parenting behaviors: (1)
support and (2) conflict. Some evidence suggests that the
subscales can be aggregated to form a single indicator of co-
parenting quality (Ahrons 1983). This scale has been used
extensively, with numerous iterations and adaptions that
constrain the assessment of co-parenting behaviors to iso-
lated dimensions of general support and/or general conflict
(e.g., Toews and McKenry 2001) or conceptualize support
and conflict as polar ends of a continuum (e.g., Baum 2004;
Bonach 2005). A general assessment of co-parenting con-
flict may be problematic as it is likely tapping into other
forms of interpersonal conflict that operate independently of
the co-parenting relationship. For example, the Conflict
subscale of the QCCS has consistently been found to cor-
relate highly with the Verbal Aggression subscale of the
Conflict Tactics Scale (Madden-Derdich et al. 2002;
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Vareschi and Bursik 2005). This Verbal Aggression sub-
scale is conceptualized to measure, “verbal and nonverbal
acts which symbolically hurt the other, or the use of threats
to hurt the other” (Straus 1979, p. 77). This could suggest a
measure of conflict which operates independent of the scope
and responsibilities of parenting, yet a primary premise of
co-parenting is that it requires both a child and a partner for
whom the target parent will interact in relation to or with
(Van Egeren and Hawkins 2004). An assessment of general
conflict would not meet this assumption, suggesting it may
not capture the full range of behaviors expected to comprise
co-parenting conflict. Although these general conflict pro-
cesses may be intertwined with more overt co-parenting
behaviors, these behaviors would fundamental differ from
the range of covert behaviors described herein (i.e., dis-
paragement, triangulation, and undermining).

Another consideration is that co-parental interactions
may exist across multiple levels in the family. Many co-
parenting measures do not make this distinction and only
focus on a single actor or only the family as a whole.
However, there have been attempts at assessing aspects of
relationships that are specific to subsystems of a family or
the family unit as a whole within a single measure. For
example, McHale’s (1997) Co-Parenting Scale (CS) asses-
sed both dyadic and triadic processes across three subscales
in the interest of exploring behaviors that involve all family
members (triadic), as well as behaviors constrained to direct
actions between a subset of individuals (dyadic). Assess-
ments, such as the CS, featuring dyadic and triadic pro-
cesses that ask parents to evaluate their own behavior and
the behaviors of their former partners, may be particularly
informative in understanding motivations for certain beha-
viors and ideation towards future co-parenting behaviors.
Some research indicates that mothers who have more
positive assessments of co-parenting in general and more
favorable evaluations of their former partners as co-parents
are more likely to engage regularly in co-parenting with
their former partners (Ganong et al. 2011). However, this
nuance is lacking in the literature on post-divorce co-par-
enting. In addition, attempts to apply existing measures
designed for the assessment of intact families have been
problematic when applied to other populations. For exam-
ple, use of the CS in a sample that included parents with
intact marriages, as well as parents who had been separated,
divorced, remarried, or widowed, demonstrated inconsistent
internal reliability across subscales (α ranging from .34 to
.81; Bögels et al. 2014). For these reasons, there is concern
about the generalizability of some of these more nuanced
measures of co-parenting from the intact literature across
more complex family structures.

The measurement of co-parenting behaviors across
family contexts may be complicated by a number of issues,
including changing relationship dynamics, roles, and

responsibilities that accompany relationship dissolution.
Despite this limitation, there have been numerous studies
finding utility in understanding these more nuanced aspects
of the co-parenting relationship. For example, the Co-
Parenting Questionnaire (CQ; Margolin et al. 2001), a
measure developed for use with intact families, parses co-
parenting conflict into two separate dimensions of triangu-
lation and conflict. There have been studies which utilized
this measure to assess co-parenting behaviors among
divorced samples (e.g., Beckmeyer et al. 2014; Russell et al.
2016). However, the utility of this measure also presents
some limitations when applied to a divorced sample. The
CQ in particular only assesses a parent’s perceptions of the
other co-parent’s behaviors and, in turn, there is no
assessment of a parents’ perceptions of their own behaviors,
unlike measures such as the CS which purposefully assess
both dyadic and triadic processes.

Additionally, the content of these measures often lacks
generalizability across diverse contexts. For example, the
CQ contains items that assess agreement on specific child-
rearing tasks such as “food, chores, bedtime, and home-
work” and reflect consistent and regular communication
about “what happens during this child’s day” (Margolin
et al. 2001, p. 9). Although these behaviors are relevant to
many co-parenting relationships, the content currently
assessed does not capture the range of interactions and
challenges that may be experienced by parents following
the dissolution of a relationship (e.g., agreement and con-
sistency in routines or rules across households; asking your
child about your former partner’s personal life). As such,
questions remain whether the phenomenon of co-parenting
after relationship dissolution can be fully measured by
scales which have been designed to capture this concept for
a fundamentally different group of parents (i.e., those in
continuously coupled relationships). Despite these limita-
tions, measures such as the CQ do provide valuable insight
into the study of co-parenting conflict. This parsing of co-
parenting conflict is reflective of literature which suggests
that post-divorce co-parenting conflict includes both overt,
direct forms of conflict, and covert, indirect or otherwise
passive forms of conflict; the former has been the primary
subject of research on post-divorce co-parenting (see
Buehler and Trotter 1990). Assessments of covert co-
parenting conflict that have been utilized in the post-divorce
literature have primarily been child-report measures (e.g.,
Buchanan et al. 1991; Mullett and Stolberg 1999). The
reliance on child-report measures highlights the dilemma of
assessing covert co-parenting conflict within this popula-
tion: parents may not be aware of their former partner’s
covert behaviors in a way that children may be. Some
conceptualizations of co-parenting processes suggest that
self-reported co-parenting behaviors that an individual is
able to control or regulate may be conceptually distinct from
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the observed or perceived co-parenting behaviors of their
former partners (Van Egeren 2001; Van Egeren and Haw-
kins 2004), which may reflect a differentiation between
behaviors that fall within the control of oneself and those
that are external to their control.

This conceptualization, that includes a parsing of overt
and covert conflict, with consideration to both perceptions
of one’s own behaviors and perceptions of others’ beha-
viors, is supported by emerging research in the study of
post-divorce co-parenting and linked with various indicators
of adjustment post-divorce. Indications are that overt forms
of co-parenting conflict and perceptions of one’s own covert
behaviors are linked to the experience of stress (Petren et al.
2017), while satisfaction with the divorce decree has been
linked with both perceptions of the former spouse’s covert
behaviors, overt conflict and support (Ferraro and Pasley
2014). Consideration of these alternative forms of co-
parenting conflict are important as the limited research
which has examined multiple forms of co-parenting conflict
post-divorce has suggested that covert forms of co-
parenting conflict are moderately correlated, yet con-
ceptually distinct to overt forms of co-parenting conflict
(Buchanan et al. 1991; Henley and Pasley 2005). These
issues in measurement are further compounded by research
suggesting that the experience of co-parenting may be
gendered. Not only do parents’ perceptions of the rates of
co-parenting communication and cooperation vary among
men and women (Finzi-Dottan and Cohen 2014), but it is
also important to “recognize that men and women will
experience the divorce transition differently” (Bonach et al.
2005, p. 21) altogether. These differences have been
exhibited in the ways that co-parenting behaviors are per-
ceived, with some research suggesting that men make
greater distinction between dyadic and triadic processes
than women (McHale 1997) and other research suggesting
that women make greater distinction between covert forms
of co-parenting conflict (Pasley et al. 2016). Thus, con-
sideration of these potential differences is an important
component of measurement.

In the current study, a new measure of co-parenting
quality, the Multidimensional Co-Parenting Scale for Dis-
solved Relationships (MCS-DR), was assessed with a
sample of recently divorced parents. Item development was
purposeful with attention given to the limitations described
in the extant literature on post-divorce co-parenting, to both
capture a more complete picture of co-parenting relation-
ships post-divorce and to ensure that each of the hypothe-
sized constructs contained items which captured a range of
behaviors inclusive of multiple actors. Items were designed
to reflect concepts of support, cohesion, undermining, dis-
paragement, triangulation, and overt conflict. Attention was
also given to include behaviors which may be experienced
by parents across multiple contexts, include dyadic and

triadic processes where applicable, and include both self-
and externally-controlled behaviors. Following the devel-
opment of items, an evaluation of the item pool was con-
ducted, including Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA),
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), tests for measurement
equivalence across genders, and tests for validity. In addi-
tion, this study will extend previous literature which sug-
gests that co-parenting processes may vary as a function of
gender (e.g. Bonach et al. 2005; Ferraro and Pasley 2014)
by assessing the MCS-DR for measurement equivalence on
the basis of gender.

Method

Participants

Study participants (N= 569) were drawn from parents who
participated in an online divorce education program (Suc-
cessful Co-parenting After Divorce; coparenting.fsu.edu) and
agreed to participate in a research study attached to the cur-
riculum. Inclusion criteria required that participants (1) were
over the age of 18, (2) had been married at least one time, (3)
had divorced within the prior 18 months or were in the pro-
cess of getting a divorce, and (4) had at least one minor child
with the former spouse referenced in the previous criterion; if
participants had more than one minor child with that partner
they were directed to reference their youngest child (target
child). Participants were recruited via a Qualtrics panel and
included participants from 39 states within the U.S.

Parents electing to begin the training were directed to an
online survey with a set of pre-test measures. Post-test
measures were administered at the conclusion of the train-
ing. Data used in this study were collected from only one
member of the co-parenting dyads. To validate the MCS-
DR, two sets of participant responses were drawn from the
pre-test survey; due to a disproportionate number of men
and women the first sample (Group 1) consisted of only
mothers, while the second sample (Group 2) consisted of
mothers and fathers. The Group 1 sample consisted of 250
mothers and was used to evaluate the initial item pool using
EFA. The Group 2 sample consisted of 319 parents (74.0%
female) and was used to confirm the emergent factor
structure using CFA. Group 1 participants were on average
36.16 (SD= 7.71) years of age, with target children who
were on average 6.39 (SD= 4.64) years of age. These
parents were predominately White (82.6%), highly educated
(70.9% had at least some college), employed (72.5%), and
had primary physical custody of the target child (77.9%).
Group 2 participants were on average 35.91 (SD= 8.27)
years of age, with target children who were on average 6.72
(SD= 4.28) years of age. These parents were predominately
White (85.3%), highly educated (68.5% had at least some
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college), employed (78.1%), and had primary physical
custody of the target child (68.0%).

Procedure

Item development for the MCS-DR

Theory and reviews of the literature were used to develop
conceptual definitions for the six hypothesized constructs,
including support, cohesion, overt conflict, undermining,
disparagement, and triangulation. All six dimensions were
anticipated to comprise an overall latent trait of the quality
of co-parenting behaviors. Item construction first involved a
review of existing measures from both the divorce and
intact literatures (e.g., Ahrons 1981; Feinberg et al. 2012);
items were adapted where appropriate and new items were
developed to create an item pool that reflected the six
conceptual definitions. Although some items were modified
from existing measures, all items were constructed based
upon theory and research with EFA utilized to rigorously
test the hypothesized constructs. Eight items were derived
to represent each construct (48 items total), with items
designed to assess both dyadic (between one parent and the
child; between parents only) and triadic (involving both
parents and the child) processes where applicable (e.g.,
triangulating behaviors intrinsically do not include triadic
processes). The strategy to assess dyadic and triadic pro-
cesses within a single construct is common (e.g., McHale
1997); however, when considering a divorced sample, as
assessed herein, triadic processes may not translate in the
same way as with parents from intact two parent house-
holds. Consideration was given to the specific content of the
behaviors described by each item to ensure that they were
relevant to the population being assessed.

Following item construction, 14 subject matter experts,
including three experts with experience specifically in the
design of co-parenting measures, were identified based
upon their experience in scale development and/or co-
parenting processes and asked to review the initial item
pool. All of the subject matter experts held doctoral degrees
in their respective fields, and, at the time of the review, were
employed at academic institutions. Suggestions pertaining
to item difficulty, response pattern, conceptualization of
factors, and content validity were received and implemented
prior to the distribution of the scale to the participants. For
example, during the initial construction of items, the
hypothesized cohesion subscale was originally con-
ceptualized as agreement in co-parenting, a dimension of
co-parenting frequently described in the intact family lit-
erature as a distinct construct (e.g., Feinberg et al. 2012) or
subsumed within another form of co-parenting behavior
(e.g., conflict; Margolin et al. 2001). However, through this
review process it was suggested that with the target

population these items may be reflective of continuity and
closeness that is more aptly conceptualized as the construct
of cohesion. Other content level alterations included parsing
apart items that were originally triadic in nature (e.g., we
support each other’s parenting decisions and discipline even
if we may not agree) to represent dyadic exchanges (e.g., I
respect my former partner’s parenting decisions even if I do
not agree with them). Structural alterations included the
rephrasing of items to reduce the reading difficulty to an
eighth-grade level, consistent with best practices for parent
education (Duncan and Goddard 2011). A final set of 48
items was utilized (8 items per scale), with responses on
each item ranging from never (1) to always (6). In reference
to their target child, participants were asked “how often
does each of these statements describe your relationship
and/or interactions with your former partner?” Scores of
each emergent subscale consist of the mean of all included
items with higher scores reflecting higher levels of each co-
parenting dimension respectively. Additional information
about the subscales is provided in the results section.

Measures

QCCS support

For comparison to a widely used existing measure, co-
parenting support was measured with six items from the
QCCS (Ahrons 1981). Sample items included “does your
former spouse go out of the way to accommodate any
changes you need to make” and “when you need help
regarding the child, do you seek it from your former
spouse?” Responses ranged from never (1) to always (5).
Mean scores were taken with higher scores indicating
higher levels of co-parenting support (M= 2.98, SD= 1.02;
α= .87).

QCCS conflict

For comparison to a widely used existing measure, co-
parenting conflict was measured with four items from the
QCCS (Ahrons 1981). Sample items included “when you
and your former spouse discuss parenting issues how often
does an argument result” and “do you and your former
spouse have differences of opinion about issues related to
child rearing?” Responses ranged from never (1) to always
(5). Mean scores were taken with higher scores indicating
higher levels of co-parenting conflict (M= 2.93, SD=
1.10; α= .94).

Stress

To assess criterion validity, stress was measured using the
seven-item subscale of Perceived Distress from the
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Table 1 Hypothesized six factors of the multidimensional co-parenting scale for dissolved relationships

Construct Items

Support I am willing to make schedule changes if my former partner has a special need

I am a resource to my former partner in raising our child

My former partner is a resource to me in raising our child

My former partner is willing to make schedule changes if I have a special need

I can rely on my former partner to support my parenting needs

We ask each other for advice and/or help in childrearing decisions

My former partner can rely on me to support his/her parenting needs

We support each other during difficult parenting decisions

Cohesion We have similar goals and expectations for our child

We agree on general standards for our child’s behavior

We have similar rules for our child

We disagree about our child’s routines, curfews, or sleep schedules*

I disagree with the ways in which my former partner raises our child*

My former partner disagrees with the ways in which I raise our child*

We have similar methods of discipline for our child

We agree on what is best for our child and what our child needs

Triangulation When we argue, our child takes sides

Rather than expressing his/her opinions with me directly, my former partner shares his/her
frustrations about me with our child

I send messages to my former partner through our child

My former partner sends messages to me through our child

I ask our child about my former partner’s personal life

My former partner asks our child about my personal life

Rather than expressing my opinions with him/her directly, I share my frustrations about
my former partner with our child

Our child joins in or takes sides when my former partner and I disagree

Undermining I respect my former partner’s parenting decisions even if I do not agree with them*

My former partner respects my parenting decisions even if he/she does not agree with
them*

I question or disregard my former partner’s rules and/or discipline for our child

My former partner questions or disregards my rules and/or discipline for our child

I do not trust my former partner’s ability to make parenting decisions

My former partner does not trust my ability to make parenting decisions

My former partner tries to show that he/she is better than me with our child

I try to show that I am better than my former partner with our child

Disparagement I am careful not to talk badly about or insult my former partner in front of our child*

My former partner is sarcastic or makes jokes about my parenting

My former partner criticizes or belittles me

We say hurtful or mean things about each other in front of our child

My former partner is careful not to talk badly about or insult me in front of our child*

I am sarcastic or make jokes about my former partner’s parenting

We express contempt or dislike for each other

I criticize or belittle my former partner

Overt Conflict Our child is aware that we argue over parenting issues

We yell at each other in front of our child

Conversations between us are tense and/or sarcastic

Disagreements with my former partner become hostile and/or aggressive
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Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al. 1983; Hewitt et al.
1992). Sample items included “in the last month, how often
have you felt nervous or stressed” and “in the last month,
how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high
that you could not overcome them?” Responses ranged
from never (1) to always (5). Higher scores indicated higher
levels of stress (M= 2.79, SD= 0.96; α= .89).

Satisfaction with the divorce decree

To assess criterion validity, satisfaction with the divorce
decree was measured using five items designed to assess
satisfaction with specific aspects of the decree (Sheets and
Braver 1996). Sample items included “financial arrange-
ment” and “visitation arrangement.” Responses ranged from
not at all satisfied (1) to extremely satisfied (5). Mean scores
were taken with higher scores indicating higher levels of
satisfaction (M= 3.40, SD= 1.15; α= .87).

Data Analyses

Before evaluating the factor structure of the MCS-DR,
dimensionality was assessed to ensure that factor analysis
was appropriate. The EFA was then conducted with the
initial item pool using the Group 1 sample; analyses were
conducted with SPSS 23. Missing data was minimal (0.53%
across all items; no more than 2% on any single item). An
iterative missing data procedure was preferred given the
nature of EFA and thus an estimation maximization pro-
cedure was utilized. This procedure allows for estimation of
“the peak of the log-likelihood functioning where the
maximum likelihood estimates are located” (Enders 2010,
p. 104). Next, principal axis factoring using promax rotation
with a default kappa value of four was utilized. Principal
axis factoring was chosen as the extraction method as it is
not constrained by distribution assumptions (Fabrigar et al.
1999). As extracted factors were anticipated to be related,
an oblique rotation method was preferred; among oblique
rotation methods, promax rotation is suggested (Thompson
2004) and thus was utilized in these analyses. To determine
the correct number of factors to extract, eigenvalues, the
proportion of the variance explained by each factor, and
scree tests were used in combination. Consideration was

also given to the overdetermination of factors and the
relative factor loadings of items on their respective factors;
factor loadings of .50 or higher are recommended when
factors contain five or more items (Osborne and Costello
2004).

Next, CFA was conducted using AMOS 21. Full infor-
mation likelihood estimations were used and four goodness-
of-fit statistics were examined: the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), the Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and χ2/df ratio.
CFI and TLI greater than or equal to .90 indicate acceptable
model fit (Little 2013). RMSEA values of 0.08 or less and a
χ2/df ratio between 3 and 1 indicate reasonable fit (Browne
and Cudeck 1993; Carmines and McIver 1981). After
confirming the factor structure, a number of post-hoc tests
of the emergent factors were conducted. First, tests for
measurement equivalence (otherwise referred to as factorial
invariance) as a function of gender were conducted. Testing
measurement equivalence serves to provide researchers
more confidence in the utility of the measure while avoid-
ing, “erroneous conclusions that come from assuming
equivalence when there is none” (Dyer 2015, p. 419).
Previous literature has suggested that gender differences in
the assessment of co-parenting behaviors may exist (e.g.,
Bonach et al. 2005; Ferraro and Pasley 2014). As such,
measurement equivalence was assessed using a series of
models, each imposing additional constraints. Models were
tested in ascending order, and rated as configural, weak,
strong, or strict. When comparing each model to the sub-
sequent model, two indicators of change in model fit were
used: (1) change in CFI; and (2) χ2 difference test. A change
in CFI of > .01 indicates that the new model fits sig-
nificantly worse when additional constraints are imposed; a
change in CFI of < .01 would suggest that it is appropriate
to accept the model with added constraints (Cheung and
Rensvold 2002). Nonsignificant χ2 difference tests would
also suggest that it is appropriate to accept the subsequent
model. RMSEA and the Bentler-Bonett Nonnormed Fit
Index (NFI) were also reported, as these can be useful
indicators of model fit (Dyer 2015). NFI below .90 indicates
inadequate model fit (Bentler and Bonnett 1980). Then,
bivariate correlations were used to examine concurrent,
discriminant, and criterion validity of the factors with the

Table 1 (continued)

Construct Items

Interactions with my former partner are unpleasant and/or uncomfortable
During disagreements, I yell or scream at my former partner

During disagreements, my former partner yells or screams at me

I can discuss parenting concerns with my former partner without arguing*

*Indicates reverse scoring of the item.
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well-established QCCS (concurrent and discriminant), and
measures of perceived distress (criterion) and satisfaction
with the divorce decree (criterion).

Results

Initial Factor Structure

Initial testing of sampling adequacy and homoscedasticity
suggested that the data were appropriate for factor analysis,
given a significant χ2 on Bartlett’s test for sphericity and a
Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) coefficient of .90. Next, EFA
was conducted using the Group 1 sample. The initial 48
items and the associated six factors these items were
anticipated to comprise are detailed in Table 1. Items with

low factor loadings, high cross-loadings, and/or low com-
munalities were marked as candidates for removal. Pro-
blematic items were then removed sequentially until a four-
factor model, consisting of 23 items, emerged (see Table 2).
Each of the emergent factors had a minimum of 5 items
with factor loadings for each item greater than .50, con-
sistent with suggestions by Osborne and Costello (2004).
Cross-loadings were minimal with only two of the 23
extracted items having cross-loadings that exceeded .30,
and none exceeding .40. The four-factor solution explained
64.70% of the variance in the latent trait of quality of co-
parenting behaviors. Item-total correlations indicated that
all items were significantly associated with the overall latent
trait (magnitude ranging from r= .21, p= .01 to r= .81, p
< .001); factor loadings of all items to the first factor ranged
in magnitude from .03 to .81.

Table 2 Four-factor solution from the exploratory factor analysis of the multidimensional co-parenting scale for dissolved relationships

Factor
Loadings

Item α Eigenvalue Subscale F1 ITC M (SD)

Factor 1: Overt Conflict .92 8.83

Conversations between us are tense and/or sarcastic .86 .86 .70*** 3.43 1.63

My former partner criticizes or belittles me .85 .85 .81*** 3.62 1.79

Disagreements with my former partner become hostile and/or aggressive .85 .85 .74*** 2.97 1.72

Interactions with my former partner are unpleasant and/or uncomfortable .76 .76 .72*** 3.63 1.68

During disagreements, my former partner yells or screams at me .80 .80 .69*** 3.22 1.79

We express contempt or dislike for each other .69 .69 .77*** 2.94 1.57

My former partner is sarcastic or makes jokes about my parenting .55 .55 .79*** 2.99 1.80

Factor 2: Support .91 3.45

We have similar goals and expectations for our child .84 .10 −.64*** 4.32 1.53

We agree on general standards for our child’s behavior .84 .07 −.62*** 4.30 1.51

My former partner is a resource to me in raising our child .75 −.03 −.56*** 3.00 1.78

We have similar rules for our child .89 .12 −.61*** 4.07 1.56

We ask each other for advice and/or help in childrearing decisions .72 −.10 −.59*** 2.92 1.68

We support each other during difficult parenting decisions .77 −.11 −.65*** 3.62 1.70

Factor 3: Self-Controlled Covert Conflict .77 1.82

I try to show that I am better than my former partner with our child .65 .04 .51*** 2.24 1.61

I ask our child about my former partner’s personal life .60 −.13 .21** 1.68 1.04

I am sarcastic or make jokes about my former partner’s parenting .70 .10 .53*** 2.18 1.36

Rather than expressing my opinions with him/her directly, I share my frustrations
about my former partner with our child

.65 −.05 .34*** 1.53 1.08

I criticize or belittle my former partner .52 .25 .51*** 2.27 1.36

Factor 4: Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict .83 1.43

When we argue, our child takes sides .65 −.05 .53*** 2.16 1.44

Rather than expressing his/her opinions with me directly, my former partner shares
his/her frustrations about me with our child

.53 .38 .69*** 3.03 1.73

My former partner sends messages to me through our child .67 .05 .53*** 2.43 1.59

My former partner asks our child about my personal life .52 .34 .64*** 2.98 1.74

Our child joins in or takes sides when my former partner and I disagree .70 −.12 .51*** 2.05 1.45

F1 Loadings of all items onto Factor 1, ITC Item-total correlations. **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Factor 1, termed Overt Conflict, consisted of seven items
with factor loadings ranging from .55 to .86 (α= .92).
These behaviors consisted of openly conflictual or directly
confrontational actions originally anticipated to comprise
dimensions of disparagement and overt conflict. Items
reflect assessments of the reporter’s behavior, their former
partner’s behavior, and the interactional conflict between
the co-parents. Factor 2, Support, consisted of six items
with factor loadings ranging from .72 to .89 (α= .91).
These indicators include acts of assistance, consistency, or
cooperation and reflect shared meaning regarding parenting

and child-rearing expectations. Items were originally
anticipated to comprise dimensions of cohesion and sup-
port, and they reflect assessments of the co-parenting part-
nership. Factor 3, Self-Controlled Covert Conflict, consisted
of five items with factor loadings ranging from .52 to .70 (α
= .77). Factor 4, Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict,
consisted of five items with factor loadings ranging from .53
to .70 (α= .83). Factors 3 and 4 included behaviors that
were conflictual by nature but either communicated pas-
sively or through non-direct methods (including through the
target child), and were originally anticipated to comprise

Fig. 1 CFA results for the 23-item, four factor solution of the MCS-DR, with a second-order factor. ***p < .001. Standardized coefficients are
presented. All factor loadings are significant
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dimensions of disparagement, triangulation, and under-
mining. The defining characteristic which differentiates
Factor 3 and Factor 4 is whether participants are engaging
in the behaviors themselves (self-controlled) or whether
they perceive the behaviors to fall outside of their own
control (externally-controlled).

Confirmed Factor Structure

Next, a CFA was conducted using the Group 2 sample (n=
319). The CFA tested the emergent 23-item, four factor
structure determined from the EFA, with a second-order
factor of global co-parenting quality. Model fit was ade-
quate (CFI= .91; TLI= .89; RMSEA= .08, p < .001; χ2/df
ratio= 2.85), with factor loadings between .47 and .87 (see
Fig. 1). However, given the TLI fit statistic below .90 and
the p-value associated with RMSEA falling below .05, the
second-order factor of co-parenting was removed from the
CFA model and each of the four factors were examined
separately. Each of the subscales independently demon-
strated acceptable model fit (Overt Conflict: CFI= .99; TLI
= .97; RMSEA= .08, p= .13; χ2/df ratio= 2.96; Support:
CFI= .99; TLI= .98; RMSEA= .07, p= .16; χ2/df ratio
= 2.70; Self-Controlled Covert Conflict: CFI= .98; TLI
= .95; RMSEA= .07, p= .24; χ2/df ratio= 2.47;
Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict: CFI= .99; TLI
= .98; RMSEA= .07, p= .22; χ2/df ratio= 2.48) with
factor loadings between .51 and .84.

Equivalence Across Genders

Each of the four subscales were then assessed for mea-
surement equivalence to determine which, if any, dimen-
sions of co-parenting were equivalent across genders (see
Table 3). All subscales demonstrated configural equiva-
lence. Factors loadings were then constrained, with Overt
Conflict, Support, and Externally-Controlled Covert Con-
flict exhibiting weak equivalence due to nonsignificant χ2

difference tests and changes in CFI of less than .01 (.000;
.000; .003, respectively). Self-Controlled Covert Conflict
had a significant χ2 difference test and a change in CFI of
.029. However, tests of partial equivalence suggested that
the majority of items exhibited minimal change (Δχ2= .011
to .085); thus, the weak equivalence model was accepted.
Next, intercepts were constrained, with Support and
Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict both demonstrating
strong equivalence due to nonsignificant χ2 difference tests
and changes in CFI of less than .01 (.003; .001, respec-
tively). Overt Conflict had a significant χ2 difference test
and a change in CFI of .011 providing support for weak
equivalence. Finally, variances were constrained, with both
Support and Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict demon-
strating strict equivalence due to nonsignificant χ2 differ-
ence tests and changes in CFI of less than .01 (.003; .000,
respectively). To further examine the emergent constructs
given the inequivalence exhibited, independent samples t-
tests using 5000 bias-corrected bootstrapped samples and

Table 3 Tests for measurement
equivalence by subscale

Model χ2 df Δχ2 CFI ΔCFI NFI RMSEA

Overt Conflicta Configural 25.14** 10 – .989 – .982 .069

Weak 31.85** 16 6.71 .989 .000 .978 .056

Strong 52.72*** 23 20.87** .978 .011 .963 .064

Strict 53.30** 30 0.58 .983 .005 .963 .049

Support Configural 21.71* 12 – .992 – .983 .051

Weak 26.68 17 4.97 .992 .000 .979 .042

Strong 37.11* 23 10.43 .989 .003 .971 .044

Strict 46.61* 29 9.50 .986 .003 .963 .044

Self-Controlled Configural 24.10** 8 – .948 – .926 .080

Covert Conflict Weak 36.89*** 12 12.79* .919 .029 .887 .081

Strong 43.84*** 17 6.95 .913 .006 .866 .071

Strict 49.94*** 22 6.10 .909 .004 .847 .063

Externally-Controlled Configural 21.88* 10 – .981 – .966 .061

Covert Conflict Weak 24.05* 14 2.17 .984 .003 .962 .048

Strong 28.16 19 4.11 .985 .001 .956 .039

Strict 33.39 24 5.23 .985 .000 .948 .035

Overt Conflictb Configural 15.40* 6 – .992 – .987 .070

Weak 16.17 11 0.77 .995 .003 .986 .039

Strong 23.62 17 7.45 .994 .001 .980 .035

Strict 26.61 23 2.99 .997 .003 .977 .022

aInitial 7-item subscale. bRevised 6-item subscale. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Fig. 2 CFA results for the final 22-item, four factor solution of the MCS-DR. ***p < .001. Standardized coefficients are presented. All factor
loadings are significant. Each subscale was fit separately with respective fit statistics for each model provided
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95% confidence intervals (CI) were tested to compare items
as a function of gender. One item from the Overt Conflict
subscale demonstrated significant variation across genders
(CI .09–.81). As the interpretation of the subscale would not
be altered by it, the item was dropped and the subscale was
refit using the remaining six items (CFI= .93; TLI= .99;
RMSEA= .07, p= .43; χ2/df ratio= 2.54; factor loadings
ranging from .66 to .75). The revised 6-item version of the
Overt Conflict subscale was then examined for measure-
ment equivalence as a function of gender using the same
process described previously, ultimately demonstrating
strict equivalence across genders. The final 22-item, 4-fac-
tor, version of the MCS-DR is presented in Fig. 2.

The Association between the MCS-DR and Other
Divorce Indicators

Following tests of measurement equivalence, a series of
bivariate correlations were used to assess the relationship
between each of the emergent factors with subscales from
the well-established QCCS, as well as indicators of stress
and satisfaction with the divorce decree (see Table 4). As
expected, the QCCS subscale of Conflict exhibited a large
correlation coefficient with the emergent factor of Overt
Conflict (r= .79, p < .001). Similarly, the QCCS subscale
of Support exhibited a large correlation coefficient with the
emergent factor of Support (r= .77, p < .001). The rela-
tionship between both QCCS subscales and each of the
emergent indicators of covert conflict demonstrated low to
moderate correlation coefficients (r=−.11 to .45) sug-
gesting related yet distinct constructs. In addition, the
emergent factor of Overt Conflict was significantly related
to indicators of both Stress (r= .25, p < .001) and Satis-
faction with the Divorce Decree (r=−.51, p < .001).

Support was significantly related to Satisfaction with the
Divorce Decree (r= .39, p < .001) but not Stress (r=−.10,
p= .13). Both Self-Controlled Covert Conflict and
Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict were significantly
related to Satisfaction with the Divorce Decree (r=−.22,
p < .001; r=−.37, p < .001) but only Self-Controlled
Covert Conflict was significantly related to Stress (r= .12,
p= .05). These findings were consistent with expectations
given previous literature and support the concurrent, dis-
criminant, and criterion validity of the MCS-DR.

Discussion

The findings of this study support a four-factor structure for
the MCS-DR with constructs of Support, Overt Conflict,
Self-Controlled Covert Conflict, and Externally-Controlled
Covert Conflict. The dimensions of Support and Overt
Conflict demonstrate concurrent validity with existing
subscales of the QCCS, which has been used extensively in
the literature on post-divorce co-parenting (e.g., Baum
2004; Toews and McKenry 2001), providing support for the
construct validity of the subscales. The other emergent
subscales, Self-Controlled Covert Conflict and Externally-
Controlled Covert Conflict reflect the passive-aggressive,
circumlocutory, or otherwise indirect forms of co-parenting
conflict distinguished by the actor perpetrating the behavior.
Self-Controlled Covert Conflict involves behaviors that fall
within the control of the respondent whereas Externally-
Controlled Covert Conflict involves the respondents’ per-
ceptions of their former partners’ behaviors and behaviors
that manifest through the actions of the target child. The
factor structure that emerged was somewhat unexpected
considering the hypothesized six subscale factor structure.

Table 4 Bivariate correlations
for subscales of the MCS-DR,
QCCS, and two indicators of
divorce adjustment

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. MCS-DR – Overt
Conflict

–

2. MCS-DR – Support −.59*** –

3. MCS-DR – Self-
Controlled Covert Conflict

.37*** −.16** –

4. MCS-DR – Externally-
Controlled Covert Conflict

.57*** −.28*** .45*** –

5. QCCS – Support −.50*** .77*** −.11† −.14* –

6. QCCS – Conflict .79*** −.62*** .29*** .45*** −.46*** –

7. Stress .25*** −.10 .12* .10 −.09 .21** –

8. Satisfaction with the
Divorce Decree

−.51*** .39*** −.22*** −.37*** .31*** −.48*** −.20** –

Mean 3.15 3.86 1.91 2.53 2.98 2.93 2.79 3.40

SD 1.23 1.31 0.81 1.16 1.02 1.10 0.96 1.15

α .90 .90 .72 .81 .87 .94 .89 .87

†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .001, ***p < .001.
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Self-Controlled Covert Conflict and Externally-Controlled
Covert Conflict contained items that were originally
anticipated to represent subscales of undermining, dis-
paragement, and triangulation. It may be that in assessment
of covert behaviors grouping occurs based upon the actor
from whom the behavior is perceived to originate, rather
than distinguishing based upon differences in the nature of
the behavior. Hypothesized dimensions of cohesion and
support factored together (the subscale of Support) which
was somewhat unexpected. It may be that consistency,
agreement, and similarity in actions across households are
viewed as a form of support for parents experiencing a
divorce. Although the four-factor solution was not antici-
pated, each of the emergent dimensions represents an
important component to the experience of co-parenting for
these parents.

Another important consideration in the structure of the
MCS-DR was the fit (or lack thereof) of the second order
factor. Support for measures of global co-parenting
quality have been found for some measures of post-
divorce co-parenting (e.g., QCCS; Ahrons 1981, 1983).
However, for the MCS-DR, model fit statistics did not
uniformly meet standards of fit; thus, the second order
factor model (i.e., a global rating of the quality of co-
parenting behaviors) was not supported. There may be
utility in its use as a global indicator, but the improved fit
at a subscale level would indicate that subscales of the
MCS-DR may be better applied as distinct constructs,
which when considered in relation to each other reflect the
phenomenon of the quality of co-parenting behaviors.
This is consistent theoretically as researchers suggest
applying a contextual lens to understand the multi-faceted
nature of the co-parenting relationship following the dis-
solution of a romantic relationship (Adamsons and Pasley
2006). In considering the MCS-DR across genders, the
Overt Conflict, Support, and Externally-Controlled Covert
Conflict subscales demonstrated strict equivalence. The
omnibus test of the Self-Controlled Covert Conflict sub-
scale demonstrated configural equivalence; in addition, in
examining partial equivalence the majority of items
demonstrated weak equivalence and thus this model was
deemed acceptable (see Little 2013). With some sugges-
tion of inequivalence, researchers should be cautious of
the impact of gender in assessing the covert conflictual
behaviors parents engage in; this finding does present an
opportunity for future research to explore.

Understanding of the emergent factors from a cognitive
perspective is important given the self-report nature of the
scale, particularly in discerning the meaning that is attrib-
uted to each of the conflict-related subscales. Self-
Controlled Covert Conflict includes behaviors that fall
within the control of the reporter, including indirect com-
munication methods (e.g., through the child) or more

passive-aggressive forms of conflict that can occur in the
presence of the other parent (e.g., trying to show up the
other parent). Externally-Controlled Covert Conflict distin-
guishes itself in that these behaviors are perceived by the
reporter to originate from sources outside of their own
control, both from the former partner specifically (e.g., “my
former partner asks our child about my personal life”) or as
manifesting through the behaviors of the child (e.g., “when
we argue, our child takes sides”). Perception is also a key
factor in discerning differences between overt and covert
forms of conflict. Specifically, the meaning associated to
certain actions that the reporter engages in themselves may
be viewed differently from similar behaviors engaged in by
the former partner. For example, in considering the set of
mirror items “I am sarcastic or make jokes about my former
partner’s parenting” and “my former partner is sarcastic or
makes jokes about my parenting” the way that parents view
their own behaviors may be reflective of more passive-
aggressive behaviors, whereas when parents view or hear
indirectly about their former partner engaging in these
behaviors it may be seen as outwardly conflictual in a
substantively different way. This dynamic is evident as the
former item loads strongly on the Self-Controlled Covert
Conflict subscale whereas the latter loads strongly on the
Overt Conflict subscale (both with minimally cross-load-
ings). Future research should explore how these subscales
reflect the perceptions of parents and the implications of
these constructs for communication patterns among parents
following divorce.

Implications

Compared with existing measures, the MCS-DR offers
researchers a tool to explore more nuanced forms of co-
parenting conflict among parents that have experienced a
divorce. This represents an important advancement in the
study of post-divorce co-parenting as covert forms of co-
parenting conflict are often understudied, and when studied,
are consistently found to be salient predictors of the emo-
tional and psychological well-being of parents and children
(Buchanan et al. 1991; Buehler et al. 1998; Henley and
Pasley 2005). The scale assesses four integral aspects of the
co-parenting relationship, and has been designed to capture
a range of behaviors that are relevant and applicable to the
complexities of a post-divorce relationship. Although the
scale does not specifically include assessments of satisfac-
tion with the co-parenting relationship (e.g., Experiences
with Co-Parenting Scale; Beckmeyer et al. 2017) or the
content of co-parental communication (e.g., Coparental
Interaction Scale; Ahrons 1981), it is suggested that future
research could use the MCS-DR in combination with these
measures to assess such aspects of the post-divorce
relationship.
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Practical applications for a measure that is able to capture
the nuance of post-divorce co-parenting relationships may
be particularly relevant in divorce education programming.
There has been an effort for such programs to target specific
dimensions of the co-parenting relationship. For example,
Bacon and McKenzie (2004) reported varying degrees of
divorce education program effectiveness across dimensions
of co-parenting including support, cooperation (which
functionally operated similarly to our hypothesized con-
struct of cohesion), and both overt and covert forms of co-
parenting conflict. As such, a measure that is purposefully
designed for parents experiencing the phenomenon of
divorce can be invaluable to the assessment and evaluation
of divorce education programming. Many states require
completion of an approved divorce education course by
either all divorcing parents or certain groups of divorcing
parents (for a comprehensive review see Pollet and Lom-
breglia 2008). Despite these mandates which acknowledge
that divorcing parents need guidance and support, there are
few tools available to determine what targeted help parents
need. Instead, many programs utilize a one-size-fits-all
approach, focusing on the child’s emotional development
and the local legal process. This approach stands in contrast
to research on engagement in parent education (Mytton
et al. 2014) and the content of many courses may be
inappropriate for some parents (e.g., families with domestic
violence). Furthermore, these classes typically are not
required to accommodate parents’ individual differences,
which is one issue the MCS-DR was specifically created to
address. Using a nuanced assessment of co-parenting
quality, such as the MCS-DR, in conjunction with divorce
education has the potential to enhance the experience of
divorce education by further identifying sources of familial
and relational strength as well as areas for targeted
improvement.

There are a variety of potential options for administering
the scale in a divorce education setting. It could be incor-
porated into in-person or online divorce education classes as
a self-test that parents would take before receiving stan-
dardized content (Anonymous Information Model). Speci-
fically, when included as part of an online course, a parent
could complete the instrument online and immediately
receive an automated response that offers targeted assis-
tance. Use of the scale could also be tailored to local
resources. Some areas may have a full range of divorce
education options available locally: short term classes and
longer-term interventions that are geared to families that are
considered “high conflict.” Local mental health profes-
sionals may find the scale useful for making recommenda-
tions about matching individual family needs to existing
resources. In addition, online divorce education programs
could be expanded to provide new modules to which par-
ents are directed, based upon their responses to the MCS-

DR. Using an online system with an Anonymous Infor-
mation Model could help parents gain insight into their own
behavior without adding to the documentation often used in
litigation in contested divorces. As long as parents take the
surveys online anonymously, there will not be a paper trail
that could be discoverable in litigation, a notoriously
negative, protracted, and damaging process. Although this
model does have utility, particularly given concerns with
litigation, a more directed approach (Open Information
Model) could allow for even greater benefits to parents and
educators by providing statutory protection from discovery
and protecting parents’ responses. In doing so, parents
would have greater freedom to ask trained instructors
directly about specific resources and information to help
them cope with the challenges of co-parenting. This model
is not clinical but educational, and could help parents
receive referrals to community agencies to help address
problems and heal from a divorce.

There has been some suggestion that the effectiveness of
certain interventions post-divorce or during the divorce
process may be tied to the quality of co-parenting rela-
tionships that exist prior to the dissolution of a relationship
(Geasler and Blaisure 1998). As such, evaluation of the
MCS-DR in alternative samples, including a currently
married sample, could provide valuable next steps in
advancing understanding of co-parenting processes and
changes in co-parenting processes during periods of sys-
temic change within the family. Further, dyadic assessment
of co-parenting relationships, with attention to the con-
gruence of parents’ responses, has been previously recom-
mended (e.g., Ganong et al. 2011) and would be a
worthwhile next step.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study does have some limitations that are worth
acknowledging and should be considered in the interpreta-
tion of results. First, the sample was predominately female;
as such our Group 1 analyses utilized an entirely female
sample. However, this strategy did allow for Group 2 ana-
lyses, where the four-factor structure was confirmed, to
utilize a sample of both mothers and fathers. Other limita-
tions related to the sample included minimal diversity in the
sample characteristics with respect to education level, race/
ethnicity, employment level and resident status. This
homogamy limits the generalizability of results and war-
rants consideration in the design of future studies, which
may capture a sample more representative of the divorcing
population. In addition, the cross-sectional nature of this
study did not allow for the testing of stability in reliability
over time; furthermore, it is currently unknown if the MCS-
DR acts as a dynamic or enduring assessment of the
behaviors. Future research may consider how co-parenting
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behaviors may transform over time or as a function of
divorce education programming.

Also noteworthy is that the sample includes both parents
who are currently divorcing and those who have divorced
within the prior 18 months. Although this represents an
empirically determined and meaningful segment of the
population, it is possible that there may be subsamples
worth exploring. Additional research could consider tests of
measurement equivalence across other demographic indi-
cators that prior literature has suggested can impact the co-
parenting relationship (e.g., resident status, legal custody
status, target child’s age, initiator status, time since divorce/
separation). Researchers consistently note the importance of
considering these tests, yet the extant literature on mea-
surement development largely neglects this level of analysis
(Parent and Forehand 2017). This study provides a first step
in examining demographic indicators by considering parent
gender but further exploration is warranted.

Finally, the nature of self-report data and the content of the
behaviors inquired about with the MCS-DR introduces the
potential for reporter bias. There is the potential for social
desirability bias, as many of the items included in the MCS-
DR ask participants to consider their own conflictual beha-
viors. There exists the possibility that when responding to
these items parents will make greater generalizations to their
relationships and post-divorce interactions that extend beyond
the scope of the prompt. Parents may respond in reference to
interactions involving all children (not just the youngest child
from relationship that has been dissolved), to general conflict
independent of childrearing issues and co-parenting alto-
gether, or may respond based upon the intensity of the
behavior rather than the frequency of the behavior. Future
research may consider further testing of the measure through
comparative analyses with slight modifications to the meth-
odology and administration of the measure. In addition,
qualitative research could be used to complement adminis-
tration of the scale to better understand the meaning that
parents assign to particular behaviors and how exhaustive
these items are in tapping the desired constructs.
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