
Good Intentions vs. Best Interests: 10 Tips to Help You  
Put Your Children First in a Child Custody Dispute 

The parenting process is all about learning from your mistakes. Most of the time, the mistakes 

you make are based on the very best of intentions, and the same is often still true when you’re 

going through a divorce. How can you make the right decisions for your children in the midst of 

a child custody dispute? Is it enough to have good intentions? As a general rule, it’s important to 

make sure your custody decisions are based on the child’s best interests. With that in mind, 

here are some tips to help you prioritize your children—and avoid common pitfalls—in a child 

custody dispute. 

Don’t alienate the other parent. 

Even after relationships end, most children still want to love and be loved by each of their 

parents. Parents are sometimes tempted to “brainwash” their children or make them pick sides, 

even though they benefit from a good relationship with the other parent. You can still shower 

your children with love without denying the other parent. When your children know that each 

parent’s love is still available, even when they live separately, they will have a better time coping 

with your divorce overall. With that in mind, any feelings of anger or resentment should be kept 

out of your custody decisions. You might feel that you can punish your ex-spouse by limiting 

their parenting time, but you may end up punishing your children instead. Oftentimes, when 

bitterness and other negative emotions guide your custody decisions, your kids will suffer as a 

result. 

Your children need the other parent. 

You may assume that sole custody is the better option—maybe because it will be less confusing 

for your kids, or because you think you can be a better parent without interference. In reality, 

children are better at coping with divorce when they can interact regularly with both parents, 



with a few exceptions reserved for extreme cases. Keep in mind that you can still offer your kids 

plenty of stability and care with a joint custody arrangement. 

Focus on what works. 

If you can put aside the hostility in your child custody discussions, you should focus instead on 

what works. This will look different for every couple, but it’s up to both of you to create the best 

possible system to raise and care for your children. Will the children live with one of you or with 

both of you on alternate schedules? Do these schedules mesh with your careers and your other 

obligations? Does your plan take your physical and mental health into account? There are so 

many factors to consider, and you may have to get creative to think up a plan that really works 

well for you both. The parenting plan is made much easier through compromise. From a legal 

standpoint, a judge is more likely to rule in favor of parents who demonstrate an ability to 

cooperate. It’s also less risky and helps to prevent unwanted outcomes. 

Aim for routine and stability. 

If your parenting plan is looking a little scattered, keep in mind that children thrive when they 

have a solid routine to follow. Is the parenting schedule streamlined and easy to follow? Does it 

allow your kids to get to school without a hassle? Confusion can add to their stress levels and 

even cause mix-ups between the two of you, so make sure your plan is stable and clear. 

Don’t make the kids fight your battles. 

If you’re stuck in a child custody dispute, you may be wondering how you’ll ever resolve certain 

points of contention. Who gets the kids on the third Saturday of the month? Whatever you do, 

don’t ask your kids for the answer. You’re better off flipping a coin (or trying ADR, as we explain 

below). Of course, there’s nothing wrong with knowing your child’s preference—just don’t put 

them at the center of an important decision. If you do, you could end up making them feel guilty 

and sparking resentment on both sides, all without finding a satisfactory answer to your 

questions. 



Consider ADR. 

If you need help getting past any roadblocks in the decision-making process, alternative dispute 

resolution (ADR) has proven to be very effective. Methods like mediation and arbitration 

encourage you to discuss your needs with your ex-spouse in the presence of professionals, in a 

more calm and objective environment. A heated courtroom battle won’t help your stress levels, 

after all, and it may not even lead to a positive conclusion. The best way to support your 

children is to approach your custody decisions with a cooperative frame of mind. 

Talk about custody… 

Again, you can involve your children in custody decisions without throwing them into the eye of 

a storm. You should offer an age-appropriate explanation of your divorce and custody 

proceedings so they understand what’s happening. You might discuss how long your children 

will stay at each parent’s house; when and where they will be dropped off and picked up, and by 

whom; and whether you have specific arrangements for vacations and holidays. 

...but don’t get too specific. 

As you probably realize, your kids don’t need to know the grimy details of your divorce. How 

much is too much? You should avoid explaining why the custody schedule turned out a certain 

way—in other words, don’t blame the other parent, and try not to complain about the fact that 

you’d like more time with your children. It may be true, but they don’t need to bear the weight of 

your insecurities. In addition, don’t make any promises you can’t keep about the parenting plan. 

Things may not turn out the way you expect. Finally, there’s no reason to discuss matters like 

child support and alimony with your children, so keep that between you and your ex. 

Do what you do best. 

Now that you live separately from your ex-spouse, it may seem—to you and your children—like 

something is missing. Don’t try to fill in the gaps. Your co-parent may be great at playing catch 

with the kids, but you’re a champ when it comes to bedtime stories. Focus on your strengths. 

Keep doing what you do best, provide your kids with positive experiences, and they will know 

that the things they love most about you are here to stay. 



Try counseling. 

Some counselors offer services specifically for children of divorcing parents. They may like to 

share their feelings with an impartial figure who knows how to provide them with professional 

support. You might also consider seeking out professional support yourself, or connect with 

other parents going through the same thing, which can help you approach child custody 

decisions with a level head. 

When you’re facing a child custody dispute, you deserve the help of a competent attorney who 

will put you and your child’s best interests at the forefront. Contact the Law Office of Tad Davis 

at (480) 435-9999 to speak with a family-oriented lawyer who will support you throughout the 

divorce process. We can provide the honest, efficient representation you need. 

http://mydevhost.net/davis/contact/

