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  Claim 19  
 It’s harmful to preschoolers’ 

psychological development if 
they make overnight visits 

to estranged parents. 

 Isabel was talking to her former sister-in-law, her ex-husband Rob’s sister. The 
two women were still friendly, and Isabel wanted to explain why she did not 
want 3-year-old Alex to stay with Rob overnight. She told Caroline, “I was 
reading that psychologists think these overnight visits really mess little kids 
up. And I could see how cranky Alex was after the one time he went to Rob’s 
overnight. I don’t have anything against Rob and I’m not saying he did any-
thing wrong, but these little guys don’t like separation from the people they’re 
attached to, especially at night. Alex has a fit about going to bed anyway, and 
I don’t think Rob knows how to handle that. But even if he didn’t hate going 
to bed, I figure that if people who do psychological research say not to do it, 
they probably know what they’re talking about.” Of course Caroline tended to 
be on her brother’s side in this, but she did also have to wonder why it would 
be so bad for Alex to sleep at the apartment of the person who had often put 
him to bed until 6 months ago. However, she didn’t think she could convince 
Isabel, so she kept quiet. 

  Is there evidence that overnight visits to noncustodial parents are bad for 
preschool children?  
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 It used to be assumed that young children of divorced couples in the 
United States would stay in their mother’s custody, have occasional visits 

with the father during the early years, and only later begin to spend days 
at a time with him. This assumption began to diminish in the 1970s, as 
the restrictions of traditional sex roles loosened and the role of the father 
received more attention and value. An article by Horner and Guyer (1993) 
examined the issue of infant overnight stays with the father and advised that 
children can get used to sleeping in different places (as they do if they go 
to day care) but suggested that breastfed babies should not stay overnight 
until they are weaned. However, not long afterward, Solomon and George 
(1999) reported research from which they concluded that babies who 
 “overnighted” with divorced or separated parents had no significant dif-
ferences in attachment from babies from similar families who did not have 
overnight visits, and that although there were more attachment problems 
in babies from divorced families than from families where the parents were 
married, these probably had more to do with the parents’ difficult interac-
tions than they did with visiting, not visiting, or even divorce or separation. 

 In 2011, a special issue of a professional journal,  Family Court Review, 
 contained some articles that advised strongly against overnight visits with 
noncustodial parents, not only for the infants who were discussed earlier, 
but for preschool children as well (McIntosh, 2011). This topic received 
increased discussion because of its relevance for court decisions about cus-
tody and shared parenting by divorcing couples, but the research remained 
unclear. For example, in a longitudinal study by Tornello et al. (2013), 
infants who had frequent overnights were found to be more often insecurely 
attached, but later behavior problems were associated only with early 
 insecurity, not with overnight visiting in itself. 

 Warshak (2014) reviewed a large number of studies intended to provide 
information about the possible effects on young children of overnight vis-
its with divorced or separated parents, and he concluded that there was 
no acceptable evidence that problems were caused by overnight visiting. 
On the contrary, he cited evidence that relationships with parents were 
protected by young children’s frequent overnight visits. Nielsen (2014) 
gave a similar analysis and concluded that statements about evidence that 
such visits are harmful amount to a “woozle”—a belief that something is 
true simply because we have seen the statement many times (just as in the 
Winnie-the-Pooh stories, Pooh and Piglet become convinced that they are 
following a group of “woozles” when they see their own tracks in the snow 
as they go around and around some trees). 

 The “overnight” question is typical of quite a few issues about young 
children’s psychological development. Research on such issues is, to some 
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extent, dependent on people’s values and wishes; if no one cared much 
about the possible outcomes, chances are that the questions would never 
be asked, and the fact that they are asked means that there may be some 
strong feelings involved. Those feelings can make some researchers care-
less, and even with the best possible research work, people trying to apply 
the research results may distort them to fit the outcome they desire. An 
additional problem is that researchers and interpreters of research may feel 
under pressure (by the courts, for example) to produce nice, clear “science” 
that will make it possible to avoid the messy legal process of deciding the 
best interests of children. That kind of pressure and the rewards that can 
come with offering a scientific solution can influence thinking about com-
plex problems. 

 The “overnight” question and similar questions share a particular 
research problem. For many practical and ethical reasons, research on 
issues like child custody and parenting is virtually never done in the form 
of randomized studies. (You can imagine what any judge would say if 
requested to randomly assign couples in her court to overnight visits or 
no overnight visits, no matter what the judge thinks is best for particular 
children!) Instead, research must deal with case studies or with information 
drawn from large studies that collect a variety of data. In the Tornello 
et al. (2013) study, the data the authors used came from the Fragile Families 
and Child Wellbeing Study, which looked at young children born primarily 
to low-income, racial/ethnic-minority parents. Statistical methods are used 
to extract information of interest from the data available in studies of this 
kind, but this approach can tell us only about correlation between factors, 
not whether overnight visits cause problems. 

 It would be ideal for courts to have evidence about the effects of over-
night visits that was not only clear-cut, but that could also be generalized 
to children whose parents are likely to appear in court. As it happens, there 
are relatively few high-conflict couples who ask for courts to mediate their 
disagreements about custody. Most divorcing or separating couples are able 
to agree on parenting plans and do not ask for legal help on this. Would 
it be reasonable for a judge to generalize from information about a wide 
range of families to these unusual high-conflict people, in order to deter-
mine the best decision for their children? This might not be a good idea, and 
the same applies to generalization from the low-income, minority families 
studied by Tornello et al. to affluent families who are more likely to appear 
in court when in conflict. 

 There is one more very basic question about generalization. Is it 
appropriate to generalize from information about infants, and to try 
to use that information to draw conclusions about children up to the 
age of 4, as some of the work on this topic has done? The answer is 
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“probably not,” as developing speech and memory make it much easier 
for preschool children to handle changes and transitions than it is for 
infants of 6 to 12 months. 

 A final point: It should be noted that the existing evidence about 
advantages and disadvantages of overnight visits for preschoolers does not 
generalize to families in which there has been domestic violence. Where 
there has been violence, stability and safety for the child should be the first 
considerations, and visiting should be supervised or should be delayed until 
safety can be guaranteed. 

 Conclusion 

 Isabel is mistaken in thinking that there is clear research evidence to support 
her decision not to let her son visit his father overnight. Although there has 
been much discussion on this point, there is an absence of well-designed 
research that concludes that Isabel should try to delay such visits. It would 
be wise for both parents to discuss how visits can best be conducted and 
whether Alex’s crankiness actually had any connection with any part of 
the visit, or whether (as Warshak, 2014 pointed out) this may simply be 
the irritability often seen in children of his age and would have occurred 
whether there was a visit or not. 

Critical Thinking

 1. Warshak (2014) refers to “cherry picking” as a way in which biased report-
ers use research evidence to draw the conclusions they want. What does 
this term mean, and what is an example of the way Warshak suggests it 
may have been done in discussions of overnight visiting for young children?

 2. Nielsen (2014) also refers to the practice of “cherry picking” but does 
not use the term. Give one example she cites in her paper to show that 
evidence has been used selectively in making decisions about children.

 3. Nielsen (2014) states that case studies are useless for understanding 
effects of events on children’s development or making decisions about 
parenting. Explain her reasoning about this.

 4. What is the null hypothesis in the studies described in this section? 
Consult a research methods textbook if you are not sure what this 
means, and discuss why a null hypothesis cannot be “proved.”

(Continued)

                                                                              Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



122   Part II: Infants and Toddlers

 References 

 Horner, T., & Guyer, M. (1993). Infant placement and custody. In C. Zeanah (Ed.), 
Handbook of infant   mental health  (pp. 462–479). New York: Guilford. 

 McIntosh, J. (2011). Guest editor’s introduction to the special issue: Attachment 
theory, separation, and divorce.  Family Court Review, 49,  418–425. 

 Nielsen, L. (2014). Woozles: Their role in custody law reform, parenting plans, and 
family court.  Psychology, Public Policy, and Law.  http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/
law0000004. 

 Solomon, J., & George, C. (1999). The effects on attachment of overnight 
visitation in divorced and separated families: A longitudinal follow up. In 
J. Solomon & C. George (Eds.),  Attachment disorganization in atypical 
populations  (pp. 243–264). New York: Guilford. 

 Tornello, S. L., Emery, R., Rown, J., Potter, D., Ocker, B., & Xu, Y. (2013). Overnight 
custody arrangements, attachment, and adjustment among very young children. 
 Journal of Marriage & Family, 75,  871–885. 

 Warshak, R. (2014). Social science and parenting plans for young children: A 
 consensus report.  Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 20,  46–67. 

 5. Young children can have a number of experiences that resemble some 
aspects of overnight visits with a divorced parent. Starting to attend day 
care or preschool is one of them. Look at information provided by the 
National Association for the Education of Young Children (www.naeyc
.org) and discuss how it might be applied to make any transition easier 
for children and parents.
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