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1 Introduction
What is parental conflict?

There is growing evidence that the quality of parental relationships has a strong impact on children’s
development. Conflict between parents can be normal. Where this is managed and resolved well, it
is known to affect children’s development positively. However, if conflict between parents is
“frequent, intense and unresolved” (Harold, Acquah, Sellers & Chowdry, 2016, p.6) this can
negatively affect children’s long-term outcomes.

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented challenges, as well as unique opportunities, for professionals
to support parents in strengthening their relationships at a difficult time. This guide is primarily
based on training materials developed by Knowledge Pool on behalf of the Department for Work
and Pensions, but also refers to practitioner guidance and research from other sources.

Where appropriate, alterations have been made to these tools so that language is more inclusive,
trauma informed, or suitable for the local context in Reading and nearby areas. Where alterations to
tools or guidance is not possible, disclaimers have been included so that practitioners are aware of
potential limitations in these materials.

This document isn’t intended to encourage mediation with parents for those that aren’t qualified to
provide this. Instead, this guide aims to provide useful information, resources, ‘tips’ and relevant
signposting in order to help practitioners to work restoratively with parents who may be
experiencing relationship distress.

Is Parental conflict the same as domestic abuse?

Parental conflict is distinct from domestic abuse and sits below that threshold. Practitioners should
be sensitive to any imbalance of power within a relationship which adversely affects one person and
is used as a form of control. If abuse or coercive control is suspected, local policies and procedures
should always be followed, and the priority should be managing any risk of harm.

Some experts have suggested domestic abuse can occur as a symptom of parental conflict.
Specifically, domestic abuse can occur as a “catalyst from the couple’s separation and or a period of
distress” (INTEGRUM Training and Consultancy, 2020, p.1). It's possible that mediation could be
particularly helpful in these instances. In guidance for Family Court Advisers, CAFCASS (2017, p.1)
advise that where “cases contain characteristics of both” harmful conflict and domestic abuse,
professionals should pursue domestic abuse tools and guidance initially “to explore pattern[s] of
behaviour in the safest context”.

Should we be concerned about parental conflict arising from the COVID-19 pandemic?

Data published by Public Health England (2019) suggests that in the period between 2017-2018 in
England as many as 1 in 3 children lived with a parent reporting “symptoms of emotional distress”.
This figure was recorded during a period with no social restrictions.

There is concern that abuse may be on the rise during the pandemic. The Counting Dead Women
Project reported a high number of killings to MPS during the first three weeks of lockdown, and
contacts to the National Domestic Abuse helpline were 49% higher than usual after the same period
(BBC News, 2020). Unfortunately, there is no equivalent data to indicate a rise in distressed
relationships between parents.
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However, it is plausible that relationship distress between parents may increase during the
pandemic as parents experience additional pressures related to finances, childcare, mental health et
al, and that this might have significant repercussions for children.

2. Guidance for practitioners
How can parental conflict be identified??

Bradbury & Karney’s Vulnerability Stress Adaptation Model?

Bradbury & Karney’s Vulnerability Stress Adaptation Model (1995, p.23) provides a model for
understanding the impact of stressful life experiences in the context of individual’s life experiences.

Enduring
Vulnerabilities

The stuff we
bring with us

Relationship Impact on family
quality outcomes

Stressful
Events
Stressful stuff
happens

This model suggests that individuals in relationships may carry vulnerabilities which affect their
capacity to manage stressful life situations. These vulnerabilities can be offset by a couple’s adaptive
processes and their relationship quality. Professionals should therefore be sensitive to the impact of
stressors, as well as broader symptoms of distressed relationships, such as:

T s oympoms

Lifestyle A change in appearance

Money Anxiety and depression

Parenting style Unexpected behaviours
Grandparent responsibilities Isolation and lack of empathy

Relationships (In-laws)
Work or unemployment
Infidelity
Involving wider family
Sibling rivalry

1 Unless indicated by a separate citation, the following materials were developed by Knowledge Pool and commissioned by
the Department of Work & Pensions. They are based on research completed by the Early Intervention Foundation and
available as part of the Understanding Parental Conflict Training modules.

2 Please note, a citation for Bradbury & Karney’s original Vulnerability Stress Adaptation Model has been provided here,
however, the included graphic is from Knowledge Pool’s Understanding Parental Conflict tool set.
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Q Housing
- Sharedresponsibility

Location
‘The Four Horsemen’

In research conducted by John Gottman (as cited in Lisitsa, 2013) he identified four key symptoms of
relationship distress, colloquially referred to as “The Four Horsemen”. These are

o Criticism (verbally attaching personality or character)

o Contempt (attacking sense of self with an intent to insult or abuse)

o Defensiveness (victimising yourself to ward off a perceived attach and reverse the
blame)

o Stonewalling (withdrawing to avoid conflict and convey disapproval distance and
separation)

Please note that terms such as “criticism” may be problematic when labelled as symptoms of
relationship difficulty, as they may also be understood as coping strategies. However, practitioners
may still find the “Four Horsemen” informative in their work with parents, hence its inclusion.

CAFCASS Screening Tool

CAFCASS (2017, p.1) has developed a screening tool to assist Family Court Advisors to differentiate
between domestic abuse and harmful conflict:

Indicators of Harmful Conflict Indicators of Domestic Abuse

Incidents of verbal abuse Physical violence
Loss of focus on the child Coercive, controlling behaviours (towards

a child or an adult)

The child, dependent on age, may be Power imbalance
drawn into managing the parent’s
communication and behaviours

wv

( > Brighter Futures for Children | Working Restoratively with Parents Experiencing Relationship Distress| 1 | JC May 1, 2020



O Can escalate into incidents of violence or  One or both parents report or present as
physical aggression. In these being afraid

circumstances please refer to the

domestic abuse purple folder paying

particular attention to the material about

situational couple violence.

Children imitate violent behaviour

Features of ‘honour-based violence’ and /
or features of forced marriage.
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The Stefanou Foundation Parental Relationships Spectrum

The Stefanou Foundation (2019) has placed domestic abuse and parental conflict on a spectrum.
Although this model implies that parental conflict may lead to or overlap with domestic abuse,
which is not necessarily the case, it does identify symptoms clearly and visibly as well as possible
support which professionals can look to:

HEAITHY RELATIONSHIP

Parental Relationships Spectrum*

| INTER-COUPLE/PARENTAL CONELICT 1
I 1

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE /ABUSE .

Situational
couple conflict,

abuse,
violence

Controlling
/abusive
behaviour

SITUATION

All relationships have
tricky moments, it's how
they're experienced and
resolved that matters

Children are
experiencing
constructive resolution
of any arguments,
characterised by
mutual respect and
emotional control

SITUATION

Lack of open and
honest
communication;
difficulties are
minimised, not
recognised or
addressed

Children beginning to

SITUATION

Conflict is frequent,
intense and poorly
resolved; parents
emotionally unavailable to
their partner and children;
lack of consistency in
parenting; feeling isolated;
toxic atmosphere

be affected by conflict Children being
between their parents  adversely affected

ACTION
Early conversation
initiated by Family

ACTION
Family assessment;
consider referral to

SITUATION

Day to day unresolved
and unresclvable
conflicts; no consistent
pattern of ‘victim’ or
‘abuser'

Children being

adversely affected;
children may show signs
of distress and their
mental health/ behaviour
may be affected
ACTION

Family assessment;
contact your local helpline

SITUATION
Clearer ‘victim' and
clearer ‘abuser’

Children being
significantly adversely
affected; children’s
mental health andfor
behaviour being

affected

ACTION

Family assessment;
follow domestic
abuse pathways/
processes; refer to

SITUATION

Clear "abuser’ and
‘victim’ who is at
significant risk of harm

Children at risk of
significant harm;
children being
traumatised

ACTION

Referral to specialist
domestic abuse
service(s); refer to
children’s services

local relationships
support services

Practitioner; direct to
sources of self-help

or the National Domestic children's services

Abuse Helpline for
advice/access to services

A
v

CONTINUUM OF CHILDREN'S NEED

UNIVERSAL TARGETED SPECIALIST ASSESSMENT

EMERGING NEEDS
Adapted by the Stefanou Foundation from the model* developed by Dr Mark Farrall, Ignifion Creative Leaming Limited
www.stefanoufoundation.org

INTENSIVE FAMILY SUPPORT

Supporting Parents—Core Skills

In training materials developed by Knowledge Pool on behalf of the Department for Work and
Pensions, five “key skills” are identified for practitioners working with parents. The sixth skill
included below (“Being non-judgemental”) has been added to underpin a number of these.

Active empathetic listening
Using open questions
Professional curiosity
Reflecting back
Summarising

Being non-judgemental

Brighter Futures for Children | Working Restoratively with Parents Experiencing Relationship Distress| 1 | JC May 1, 2020 7



Supporting parents—tools to explore the causes of conflict

While core skills have relevancy to professionals in a range of contexts working with families,
practitioners can use the following tools to support their own practice or to directly help parents
where appropriate.

The Relationship Scale

This can be used to help parents think about where they are now and what they would like to be
using solution-focused questions such as:

How would things look, if it were better?

What would be happening?

What would have to change?

What would you and your partner be doing differently?

What would you be thinking or feeling?

What might get in the way?

When you have fallen out before, what helped you to make it up?

Thoughts, Feelings and Behaviour Tool

| behave...

Behaviour
Observed

I think...

This model can be used to help couples to recognise how they may internalise behaviour that they
observe which in turn can affect how they feel, impacting on their response.

This can be used to help couples understand each other’s behaviour, for example:

When you ignore me when the football is on, ,
this makes me feel unloved, | slam doors in the kitchen to let you know | am not happy.
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Thoughts, Feelings and Behaviour Tool

Our typical day

What my day looks like ‘ Triggers to conflict

Morning

Afternoon

Evening

Night

A simple template to help families identify triggers in their relationships. Once triggers have been
identified, professionals and families may wish to use tools in the ‘To support constructive conflict
communication’ section to help parents manage.
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Supporting parents—tools to support constructive conflict communication

Constructive conflict or unresolved conflict statements

Withdrawing from Explaining how the
the conversation as it’s situation is making
not going your way you feel

Using insults to make
your point and share
your feelings

Asking each other’s
point of view

In our relationship we...

0 @@

The constructive conflict versus unresolved conflict cards, provide the opportunity to discuss
behaviours with parents and if they are present in a relationship. The couple or individual can
identify what they would consider to be constructive behaviours. Professionals can use solution-
focussed questioning to help couples identify how they would change behaviour which may lead to
unresolved conflict.
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Constructive or unresolved conflict statements

You care more about work
than your own family

]
| need help with......

You leave me to do all

I the tough parenting, So the kids

like you more than me

| feel anxious when......

You're always on the phone

o texing, on Facebook

You care more about someone
else’s opinion than mine

An ‘I’ message or ‘I’ statement is a style of communication that focuses on the feelings or beliefs of
the speaker rather than thoughts and characteristics that the speaker attributes to the listener.
Professionals can encourage parents to use the following framework to create ‘I’ statements:

III

Brighter Futures for Children | Working Restoratively with Parents Experiencing Relationship Distress| 1 | JC May 1, 2020 11



3 Pathways to further support
Free services:

The Family Information Service (FIS)

The Family Information Service provides free impartial, individually tailored information, advice and
guidance on any family matter. The service is available to any family member taking care of children
or young people aged 0-19 years of age inclusive (up to 25 years for children and young people with
additional needs) as well as professionals working with families in Reading.

FIS is a Brighter Futures for Children service, run for us by Reading Borough Council through a Service
Level Agreement.

Website: www.reading.gov.uk/fis

Email: fis@reading.gov.uk

Phone: 0118 9373777 (lines open Monday to Friday, 9am — 5pm)
CAFCASS

The Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS) represents children in family
court cases in England. A number of organisations work in partnership with CAFCASS to provide
services to children and families with a CAFCASS referral—this includes the Separated Parents
Information Programme (SPIP) which is intended to help separating parents manage conflict while
separating.

Website: https://www.cafcass.gov.uk/

For further information on SPIP, contact the Reading local provider:
Core Assets Children’s Service SPIP Team

Email: spipreferrals@coreassets.com

Phone: 0800 012 1734
PACT

Parents and Children Together (PACT) helps parents to make the best life for their children. PACT
runs Bounce Back 4 Kids, a programme which is intended to support children and non-perpetrating
parents who have experienced domestic abuse.

Website: https://www.pactcharity.org/

Phone: 0300 456 4800

Mediation Services:

Berkshire Family Mediation Service

The Berkshire Family Mediation Service (BFMS) is a non-profit organisation which offers mediation
for parents to work out their future practical arrangements for children, property and finances after
separation. BFMS aim to get parents through processes of divorce, separation and co-parenting,
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while keeping costs and distress at a minimum. Families in receipt of legal aid can access mediation
for free.

Website: https://www.berkshirefamilymediation.org.uk/contact-us

Relate

Relate is a national relationship counselling service. Services include Relationship Counselling for
individuals and couples, family counselling, mediation and children and young people’s counselling.
Their website also has a relationship help page which offers guidance to assist with common
relationship issues. The cost of counselling services varies between areas.

Website: https://www.relate.org.uk/find-my-nearest-relate/outpost/reading-relate

Email: appointments.berkshire@relate.org.uk

Phone: 01189876161

Berkshire Relationship Counselling Group

Berkshire Relationship Counselling Group is a paid for counselling service which expertise in the full
range of relationship therapy, including couple counselling, family counselling and other relationship
issues. Their therapy can address the breakdown of communication and help minimise the issue of
separation/divorce on the children.

Website: https://www.relate.org.uk/find-my-nearest-relate/outpost/reading-relate
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5 Appendix

The resources below are available on the ONE Reading Resources page. For up to date guidance, as
well as other professional development resources, please visit the website.

H#GettingonBetterCards:

Downloadable cards produced by Brighton and Hove City Council and OnePlusOne available on the
RVA website. Cards 1 to 6 are for couples, cards 7 and 8 are for separated parents. Professionals can
contact Stephen.Woodward@brighton-hove.gov.uk for more information.

Websites for further information and support

Building relationships for stronger families — animation from Westminster City Council,
Kensington and Chelsea.

Covid-19 advice and tips for healthy relationships from Relate.

Advice on how to handle arguments from Relate.

Resources from OnePlusOne:

o For sector-related information and tips for professionals: OnePlusOne.org.uk

o For relationship support and to use their forums: ClickRelationships.org
Social distancing and self-isolation advice from Young Minds (for young people and parents
of teenagers).
Covid-19 guidance for children and families from Cafcass (for those co-parenting and with
child arrangement agreements in place).
Coronavirus guidance on vulnerable children and young people from DfE and PHE.
Advice for parents and families with a child in the care system from the Family Rights Group.
Me, You and Baby Too course for new parents which could also be useful for current
parents.
Free online parenting course from UK Charity Family Links and hosted by Netmums.
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