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Introduction
This guidance is for parents who have been subjected to abuse 
from the other parent of their child.  In these cases, standard 
“co-parenting” and advice regarding parental conflict is usually 
unsuitable due to the abuse from one partner.  
In the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, a child is anyone under 18, and they are recognised as victims 
of domestic abuse if they see, hear, or experience the effects of abuse between two “personally 
connected” adults (aged 16+) who are related to them.  The Act specifically includes children as 
victims in their own right.

This guidance was written alongside parents who have been subjected to abuse and experienced 
parenting with an abusive ex-partner, in conjunction with specialists in parental conflict and 
domestic abuse.  This guidance is not legal advice and should not be used as such.

This guidance is not “one size fits all”, all circumstances vary, however, it is hoped that the 
information provided will enable parents to make informed decisions in their individual situations.

Throughout the guidance, there will be links to further reading, this 
is not an endorsement of any particular agencies or companies and is 
only to provide greater detail.
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You may find yourself with a gut feeling that something isn’t right in your relationship, or you may wonder 
whether the behaviours you are experiencing from your partner or ex-partner are abusive. Domestic abuse 
and relationship conflict are very different (although can look similar). If you are affected by either it’s 
important to get the appropriate advice and support.

Questions to consider if you are worried you may be subjected to abuse by your partner or ex-partner 

There are different kinds of domestic abuse, but it’s usually about having power and control over the other 
person. If you answer yes to any of the below, you could be experiencing abuse from a partner or co-parent.

Unsure whether your 
relationship is Domestic  
Abuse or Parental Conflict?

Are you experiencing any of the below?: 

Psychological:

■	 They frighten or scare you 

■	 You are prevented from going about your  
	 everyday activities or they restrict where you go

■	 They threaten to hurt or kill you, your family or  
	 pets and you believe they would do this

■	 They destroy your possessions  

■	 They access your emails, text messages or  
	 letters without your consent 

■	 You are harassed or followed by them 

Physical:

■	 They hit, slap or punch you

■	 They kick or bite you

■	 They push or shove you

■	 They drive dangerously to intentionally frighten you 

Emotional: 

■	 They belittle you, put you down, or tell you  
	 that you are always wrong

■	 They blame you for the arguments or for the abuse

■	 You are prevented from going to work or college

■	 They expect you to meet unreasonable  
	 demands for attention 

■	 They accuse you of flirting or having affairs

■	 They are isolating you from your family and friends

Financial:

■	 They limit or control your access to money or assets

■	 You are being prevented from working

Sexual: 

■	 You are touched in a way you don’t want to be touched

■	 They place unwanted sexual demands upon you, 
	 or make you feel that you cannot say no to sex

■	 They call you hurtful names like ‘slag’

■	 They take photos of intimate moments without your consent

IF ANY ABOVE BOXES ARE TICKED, YOU MAY BE EXPERIENCING DOMESTIC ABUSE. 
Domestic abuse can happen against anyone — regardless of age, background, gender identity, sex, religion, 
sexual orientation or ethnicity, and anybody can be an abuser.

Where to find support for domestic abuse
Please contact Domestic Abuse Support Service 
(DASS) if you live in Cambridgeshire and you  
would like to access support or talk to a  
professional about what you are experiencing.

Telephone: 0300 373 1073 (freephone) 
Email: DASSreferrals@impakt.org.uk 
Website https://impakt.org.uk/domestic-abuse

Please contact The Peacock Project at PWA if  
you live in Peterborough and you would like to 
access support or talk to a professional about what 
you are experiencing. 

Telephone: 01733 894964 
Email: referrals@wa-support.co.uk 
Website www.peterboroughwomensaid.co.uk

Where to find support for relationship conflict 
Relationship interventions provided by OnePlusOne are designed to help parents  
reflect on conflict in their relationship with current or ex-partners, as well as the 
impact on their children. www.oneplusone.org.uk/parents
If you would like more information on the support available for relationship conflict,  
please get in touch: Call: 07554 151514  •  Email: rpclead@cambridgeshire.gov.uk  

If you are not experiencing any of the above, but you are experiencing some of the below behaviours in the 
relationship with your current or ex-partner, it is more likely the situation is relationship conflict. 

What does conflict look like?

■	 Trying to win 

■	 Making personal comments

■	 Not listening to each other

■	 Silent treatment

■	 No resolution at the end of an argument

■	 Shouting, swearing, bickering  

■	 Undermining each other 

■	 Your child/ren wishing you were friends with each other
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Domestic Abuse can continue after separation, and this is often called 
“post separation abuse”. There are agencies in Cambridgeshire and 

Peterborough who can support you. If you are being subjected to abuse 
visit www.cambsdasv.org.uk for more information.

The Law / Legal Requirements
Does the other parent have Parental 
Responsibility?  

This can make a significant difference to 
how you can protect yourself and your child 
from the domestic abuse and it is important 
to know if both parents have parental 
responsibility.

Parental rights and responsibilities:  
What parental responsibility is

www.gov.uk/parental-rights-responsibilities

Parental responsibility is the legal 
framework defining the duties and 
powers a parent holds for their 

child’s life and development.

It is the legal term used to describe a parent’s 
rights, duties, and authority in relation to their 
child. This includes responsibility for making 
major decisions about the child’s upbringing, 
welfare, and property, such as education, 
healthcare, naming, and where they live. In 
essence, it means having the duty to protect, 
care for, and guide the child. 

It’s about the responsibilities towards the child, 
not just parental rights, and involves making 
key life choices, even if parents are not in a 
relationship, requiring participation from all with 
PR on significant matters. 

It is important to know if your ex-partner has 
parental responsibility – this is automatically 
the case for the birth mother, and for the father 

when he and the birth mother are married or in 
a civil partnership.

Unmarried fathers will have Parental 
Responsibility if they are present when the birth 
is registered. Step Parents and Grand Parents 
do not have parental responsibility unless this is 
applied for at court.

Stepfathers 
also have 
the option 
of a Parental 
Responsibility 
agreement 
with consent 
of all those 
who have PR. 
Grandparents 
can obtain 
parental 
responsibility 
by applying for 
an order eg. a Child Arrangements order or a 
Special Guardianship order. 
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Changes to the schedule

When the other parent requests changes, 
avoid altering the schedule unless absolutely 
necessary. Establish a clear, consistent routine 
and stick to it. Do not create exceptions or 
alter the rules. If the other parent requests a 
change, simply decline by stating: “No, we’re not 
changing the agreement.” You do not need to 
explain, justify, or provide reasons. Likewise, 
do not expect the other parent to adjust 
their schedule for you.  

TIP The other parent may consistently 
return the children later than anticipated – 
if this is likely to be the case, agree return 
times earlier, so that the “lateness” causes 
as little stress as possible.  Wherever 
possible, anticipate sabotage in an effort to 
reduce your own stress.

TIP If you know the other parent is likely to 
sabotage plans, be prepared – for example, 
if you have plans when the children are next 
with the other parent, don’t let the children 
know, so they don’t mention it to the other 
parent – children should not be expected to 
keep secrets, don’t tell them anything you 
wouldn’t want them to tell the other parent.

Birthdays and holidays

For birthdays and holidays, the most effective 
approach is to keep celebrations separate, 
respecting the traditions and values of each 
household. Plan individual birthday parties 
rather than joint celebrations, as combined 
events can feel awkward, create tension, and 
often shift the focus away from the children. The 
same principle applies to all holidays—whether 
Easter, Christmas, or any other occasion. 
Celebrate these events on a different day when 
the children are in your care.

Carrying possessions back and forth

For the purpose of parallel parenting, a helpful 
guideline is: items that belong in one home 
should stay in that home. When setting up your 
home to be fully independent, that includes 

belongings so your child can move freely 
between homes without the inconvenience of 
transporting their possessions back and forth. 

There’s nothing wrong with having duplicate 
items in both households.

With respect to school items and uniform and 
equipment, make it clear in the parenting plan 
that this must be returned with the child.

Communicating with your children

For the children, keep the message simple 
and reassuring: “This is how we’re doing 
things, and you are loved and valued.” Avoid 
speaking negatively about the other parent 
or undermining them in any way. Never 
demonise the other parent. Instead, focus on 
empowerment—setting healthy boundaries, 
maintaining standards, and creating meaningful 
life experiences for your children. The other 
parent is half of them and this needs to be 
respected.  It is natural to need to “vent” or 
complain about an ex partner – identify safe 
people to do this with – it is NOT your children, 
regardless of their age.

You may notice your child showing signs of 
distress, such as becoming upset, angry, 
or more emotional. These responses are 
common in children who have been affected by 
parental domestic abuse. Your child may also 
demonstrate negative or challenging behaviours 
in school. It can be helpful to talk with your child 
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about their experiences and memories, offering 
reassurance that their feelings are valid and 
understandable. Acknowledging their emotions 
can support their sense of safety and help them 
begin to process what they have been through. 

What you need to do

Avoid conflict and be “business like” as much 
as you can possibly muster. Respect that what 
happens whilst your children are with their other 
parent is not your responsibility unless there is a 
safeguarding concern. 

You should never commit the children to any 
event or activity that would require the other 
parent’s attendance without first obtaining their 
knowledge and consent.

If they say something that isn’t accurate or 
false, stay calm and don’t respond, let it go. If 
they are rude, ignore.

Both parents are accountable for what they 
create with the children. Both are accountable for 
how things turn out, but you can only control you.

Working with Professionals

If you have a social worker or a family worker 
or have meetings with schools you can request 
that meetings do not have both of you in the 
same room at the same time.  The agencies 
should ensure that your path does not cross 

with the person who abused you, if you are still 
in fear of them.

With professionals be as factual as you can, do 
not resort to insults about the other parent.

Ensure that any professionals you are working 
with have a copy of any parenting plans or 
arrangements and copies of any court orders 
that are in place.

Do the school know the agreement and any 
legal agreement about collecting the child/
ren?  Do they know what the other parent looks 
like?  Schools will have no choice but to allow the 
other parent to take them from school if they 
have parental responsibility where there is not an 
order in place preventing them from doing so.

Don’t feel pressured by professionals to attend 
a meeting with the other parent if you don’t 
feel safe to do so, but put this in writing to that 
professional.

Don’t feel pressured to facilitate contact for 
your children with the other parent if you don’t 
feel comfortable in doing so.  You should not be 
expected to supervise contact.

Where there are events at school or for 
extracurricular activities, try to work with the 
sports club or school to be able to attend at 
different times.  There may be things that you 
miss to be able to avoid the other parent, whilst 
unfortunate, this may be unavoidable.
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Key principles for a Parenting Plan when 
abuse has been present
 It’s completely understandable that you want 
a well‑structured, future‑proof parenting plan 
— especially when the other parent has been 
abusive. When abuse is part of the history, a 
parenting plan must prioritise safety, clarity, and 
predictability above anything else.

Below is a comprehensive list of what to 
consider, written in a way that keeps things 
practical, trauma‑informed, and appropriate 
for use with professionals (courts, mediators, 
social care).

This is about safety‑focused planning, not legal 
advice.

Your plan should be:

•	 Child‑centred

•	 Specific and unambiguous

•	 Structured to reduce direct conflict

•	 Focused on safety

•	 Future-proof for the next several years

•	 Ambiguity is the enemy of safety. Clarity 
protects you and your children

Safety First

Clear, boundaried contact arrangements. 
Avoid anything open‑ended like “reasonable 
contact.” Instead, specify:

•	 Exact days and times

•	 Exact handover arrangements

•	 Location of handover

•	 Who is responsible for drop‑off/collection

•	 What happens on bank holidays, birthdays, 
Christmas

Safe Handover Arrangements. If direct 
contact is unsafe or triggering:

•	 Use school as the handover point

•	 Or a trusted third party

•	 Or a public, safe location

•	 Or (if appropriate) ask for supervised or 
supported contact via a service

•	 The goal: minimal face‑to‑face interaction

Zero In-person Communication (if needed)

Your plan can specify:

•	 No unplanned visits

•	 No turning up at your home/work

•	 All communication through approved 
channels

Communication Boundaries. Method of 
communication

Options:

•	 Email only

•	 A parenting app 

•	 Messaging only about children, never 
personal matters

Specify:

•	 No phone calls unless pre-arranged

•	 No late-night messages

•	 No messages containing aggression or 
criticism

Emergencies

Define what counts as an emergency and the 
correct communication method.
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Decision-Making:

For the next several years, your plan should 
state exactly how decisions are made.

Major Decisions to Specify

•	 Education

•	 Medical treatment

•	 Religion

•	 Travel abroad

•	 Change of residence

You can include:

•	 A timeframe for the other parent to respond 
(e.g., 7 days)

•	 What happens if they don’t reply

•	 That communication must remain 
child‑focused and factual

Consistency & Routine

Children feel safer with predictable:

•	 Bedtimes

•	 Mealtimes

•	 Homework routines

•	 Screen time guidelines

•	 Health and medical expectations

•	 Clothing, hygiene and care

•	 You can outline shared expectations, 
but be realistic — you can’t control their 
parenting

You can set:

•	 Your own routines

•	 Your own expectations

•	 Safety rules

•	 What the children need to return with

Items the Children Need

To avoid conflict:

•	 Agree a list of what travels between homes 
(e.g., school uniform, coat, medication)

•	 Who replaces lost items

•	 Who pays for school trips or extra activities

•	 Clarity stops arguments

Holidays and School Breaks 

Plan ahead for:

•	 Half terms

•	 Easter

•	 Summer

•	 Christmas

•	 Birthdays

•	 Parent’s birthdays

•	 Mother’s/Father’s Day

Be specific:

•	 Dates

•	 Times

•	 Handovers

•	 Travel arrangements

Contact When the Children Are Away 

Specify what is allowed:

•	 Video calls? Audio?

•	 How often and at what time

•	 No surprise calls

•	 No lengthy or distressing calls

•	 Structure protects the children from 
emotional manipulation
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 Children’s Emotional Needs

Your plan can highlight that:

•	 The child should not be questioned about 
the other parent

•	 The child should not be used as a 
messenger

•	 The child’s emotional state after contact 
must be taken into account

•	 The child’s routines and sleep must be 
respected

•	 The child can contact either parent if 
distressed (age‑appropriate)

Conflict Resolution

To reduce future disputes:

•	 Outline how disagreements are handled 
(e.g., cooling‑off period → written 
communication → mediation if needed)

•	 Specify unacceptable behaviours (shouting, 
threats, harassment, pressures)

•	 State that all communication must remain 
respectful and child‑focused

Review Dates

The children’s needs change:

•	 Set a review every 12–24 months
•	 Or after major life events (school changes, 

health diagnoses, etc.)

A built-in review makes your plan future‑proof

 Your Boundaries

Without criticising, your plan can say:

•	 There will be no discussion about past 
relationship issues

•	 There will be no confrontation in front of the 
children

•	 You do not accept communication that is 
abusive, controlling, or threatening

•	 You will only engage about the children’s 
needs

What NOT to leave open-ended

Avoid vague phrases such as:

•	 “As agreed between the parents”
•	 “Flexible contact”
•	 “Reasonable contact”
•	 “Parents will communicate as needed”

These are high-risk in abusive dynamics and 
create conflict
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Useful notes 
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