
 

Making Decisions 
 
Basic information: 
 
When parents are married or living together, they work out their own system for making 
decisions, generally without any outside involvement. When parents separate or divorce, 
however, they have to figure out how the big and little decisions affecting their children will be 
made, and who will make them. The question of who makes decisions is especially relevant if 
either or both parents have new partners. Parents also have to accept that only the larger 
decisions can be made in advance. Most decisions will be made as the issues arise. 
 
Good decisions are based on your values and needs and should take into consideration your 
children’s values and needs as well. Good decisions stand the test of time because they benefit 
everyone involved. Whenever possible, the advantages of a decision should outweigh the 
disadvantages for everyone concerned. You can take some of the guesswork out of the 
decision-making process by building a sound decision-making framework. To build this kind of 
framework, ask and answer the following questions for each decision that must be made: 

• What will this decision accomplish? 
• Who will gain by the decision? 
• Who might lose by this decision? 
• Whose needs will be met by this decision? 
• How will I know that this decision has accomplished my objectives? 

 
Things to think about: 
 
Requiring parents to reach agreement on issues can work well when both parents are active 
in their children’s lives, can set aside their conflicts, and have the same or similar child rearing 
values. This does not mean you must see things identically, but you generally must be able to 
reach agreement on your own. If, for example, you want to let a parent make everyday 
decisions when the children are with that parent, but want discussion and agreement for 
significant decisions, you must specify what you mean by “everyday” and “significant” 
decisions. There are basically four models for making decisions, each with its own advantages 
and disadvantages: 

• The parents reach an agreement. 
• One parent decides and later informs the other. 
• One parent decides but need not tell the other. 
• Another responsible adult (such as a grandparent, aunt, or close family friend) has 

the authority to make decisions.  
 
In an emergency, the parent caring for the children at the time generally handles the situation 
and informs the other parent as soon as possible. Absent an emergency, parents (and health 
care providers) typically require consultation and agreement on major decisions, such as 
surgery, remedial tutoring, support for special talent, or participation in a hazardous activity. 
Here are some of the ways parents choose to make these more significant decisions: 
 

• Parent With Primary Care Decides and Informs the Other Parent. This option can work 
well for parents who argue frequently about child-rearing issues. It ensures that 



 

decisions will get made by giving only one parent authority. At the same time, it reduces 
opportunities for conflict and keeps both parents informed about what is going on in their 
children’s lives. The parent who makes the decisions may have to provide the other 
parent with a medical release when the children are in the other parent’s care. 
Otherwise, you can handle emergencies as described above. 

 
• Parent With Primary Care Makes Decisions. This option may be necessary for parents 

who have a history of harassment, abuse, or violence between them, or when one parent 
has little involvement in raising the children. The primary caretaker for the children can 
make the decisions without fear of fighting or interference. When the parent who does 
not have the authority to make decisions on the children’s behalf spends time with the 
children, that parent may need a medical release from the other parent to cover 
emergencies. This decision-making model is consistent with agreements that include 
supervised, or otherwise very limited, visitation. 

 
• Parents Choose Another Adult to Make Decisions. If you and the other parent are unable 

or unwilling to make decisions about your child’s welfare, you can appoint a legal 
guardian for your children who would have complete decision-making authority. You 
could also consider giving a guardian more limited powers—to make medical or financial 
decisions, for example—by signing a document called a “power of attorney.” Either way, 
these steps may affect the legal custody label in your parenting plan.  

 
 
Solution Ideas: 
 
 Making Decisions. 

     Choose all that apply: 
   Whenever possible, we will discuss the issues and attempt to reach an 
agreement. 
   We both will make an effort to remain aware of our children’s interests, 
activities, school performance, and overall health. 
   [parent] will make an effort to 
keep  [other parent] aware of our 
children’s interests, activities, school performance, and overall health. 
    [parent], as the primary caretaker, will be responsible to make [most/all] of 
the decisions on behalf of our children and will inform  [other parent] as 
soon as possible thereafter. 
      [parent], as the primary caretaker, 
will be responsible to make all of the decisions on behalf of our children and 
need not inform  [other parent] of 
these decisions. 
   [other adult/guardian] will be given 
authority to make decisions on behalf of our children. 

in person or by 
telephone. If you must communicate in writing because of constant arguing, however, reevaluate whether 
you and the other parent can actually make this decision-making model work. 



 

 
     We further agree that [specify]: 

 


