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Professional Practice Guidance
Supporting Protective Parents Who Are Parenting with an 
Abusive Ex-Partner

1. Purpose of this guidance

This for all professionals, and requirements 
across different professions may be different, 
but the principles still stand.

This guidance gives professionals clear, trauma 
informed, safety focused practice advice 
when working with protective parents who 
must manage child contact with an abusive 
ex-partner. It is designed to complement 
the parent facing guidance and ensure that 
professionals respond in ways that:

•	 Prioritise the parent and child’s 
psychological and physical safety

•	 Reduce opportunities for post separation 
abuse

•	 Avoid placing responsibility on the protective 
parent

•	 Promote child centred, structured 
arrangements

2. Core principles for professional practice

2.1 Child safety and wellbeing come first

Professionals must ensure that their work 

centres the child’s lived experience, daily 
routines, emotional needs, and long-term 
stability above the preferences of either parent.

2.2 Recognise post separation abuse as 

ongoing domestic abuse

Separation does not end abuse—monitoring, 
manipulation, coercion, and litigation misuse 
commonly continue. Professionals must treat 
post separation 
behaviours with the 
same seriousness 
as in relationship 
abuse.

2.3 Avoid 

assumptions of  

“co-parenting”

Co-parenting 
requires mutual 
trust, cooperation, 
and safety. These 
conditions are 
absent in abusive 
dynamics. Do not 
encourage co-parenting when there is a history 
of abuse.
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2.4 Parallel parenting is safer and more realistic

Professionals should guide parents toward:

•	 Structured routine

•	 Minimal direct contact

•	 Clear boundaries

•	 Written communication only

2.5 Reduce emotional labour placed on the 

protective parent

Avoid telling the parent to:

•	 “Just communicate better”

•	 “Be more flexible”

•	 “Meet the other parent halfway”

•	 “Attend joint meetings”

These directions can unintentionally enable 
coercive control or re-traumatisation.

2.6 Be factual, avoid judgement

Professionals must avoid language implying 
blame, conflict creation, or mutual responsibility. 
Abuse is not “high conflict”; it is perpetration.

3. Understanding the protective parent’s 
position

Many protective parents experience:

•	 Fear about handovers and ongoing contact

•	 Anxiety when children are away

•	 Manipulative communication from the ex-
partner

•	 Guilt about maintaining boundaries

•	 Concern that professionals will misinterpret 
them as “difficult”

Professionals must validate and normalise 
these experiences, recognising them as logical 
responses to an unsafe situation.

4. How professionals can actively support 
safety

4.1 Create safe professional environments

Professionals should:

•	 Offer separate appointments to avoid joint 
meetings

•	 Ensure the abusive parent is not present 
unexpectedly

•	 Use different waiting rooms or staggered 
arrival times

•	 Disable speakerphone in all calls

4.2 Uphold confidentiality and privacy

Protective parents may be tracked through:

•	 Children’s phones

•	 Shared apps

•	 Location sharing
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Professionals should:

•	 Communicate safely

•	 Avoid sharing addresses or schedules

•	 Ask the parent about technological risks

4.3 Promote safe, structured handovers

Encourage:

•	 School as neutral handover location

•	 Third party or contact centre arrangements

•	 Written instructions only

Avoid any professional expectation that a victim 
should supervise contact.

5. Supporting the parent to stay child 
focused and emotionally grounded

Professionals can help the parent by reinforcing:

5.1 Focus on what the parent can control

•	 Their home routines

•	 Their communication style

•	 Their boundaries

•	 Their child’s transition rituals

5.2 Encourage “businesslike” communication

•	 Short, factual responses

•	 No emotional engagement

•	 Use of email or parenting apps

•	 Avoid direct confrontation

5.3 Support them to manage emotional impact

Professionals can guide the parent to:

•	 Normalise anxiety when children are away

•	 Avoid rumination

•	 Plan calming routines

•	 Draw on support networks

5.4 Encourage boundaries around what  

children share

•	 Children must not gather information

•	 Children shouldn’t keep secrets

•	 Encourage parents to remain neutral, calm, 
and validating

6. What professionals should not do

Professionals must avoid:

•	 Encouraging joint meetings or mediation 
unless safe (shuttle only)

•	 Pressuring the parent to accommodate the 
abusive partner’s requests
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•	 Suggesting flexibility that undermines the 
safety plan

•	 Criticising protective strategies such as 
strict routines

•	 Assuming the parent is “uncooperative” 
when they decline unsafe actions

7. Professional responsibilities around 
contact arrangements

7.1 Ensure understanding of Parental 

Responsibility and legal orders

Professionals should:

•	 Know who has PR

•	 Know whether there are Child Arrangements 
Orders, Prohibited Steps Orders, or NMOs

•	 Record and store these documents

7.2 Support the parent to develop a safe 

parallel parenting plan

Plans should be:

•	 Specific

•	 Predictable

•	 Unambiguous

•	 Futureproof

Avoid vague terms like “reasonable contact”. 
Safety plans must be tailored to each individual 
situation and be developed with the affected 
parent, rather than standardised advice which 
may not apply to all circumstances.

8. Evidence informed practice to support 
the parent’s concerns

Professionals should help parents to:

•	 Keep factual logs

•	 Record children’s behaviours before/after 
contact

•	 Save messages

•	 Photograph visible injuries

•	 Note school or professional observations

Professionals must avoid encouraging leading 
questions to children.
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9. Multi agency working

Professionals should ensure:

•	 All agencies receive relevant information

•	 Schools know collection permissions

•	 Settings are aware of risks

•	 Communication pathways are safe and 
consistent

Do not assume another agency is managing the 
risk—confirm directly.

10. Supporting the parent through their 
own emotional journey

Professionals can:

•	 Normalise feelings of injustice, fear, 
frustration

•	 Reinforce that abuse was not their fault

•	 Encourage self-care rituals when children are 
away

•	 Help the parent identify supportive people

•	 Signpost specialist domestic abuse services

11. Key safety messages for 
professionals to reinforce

•	 “You cannot change your ex-partner; you can 
change how you respond”

•	 “Your child needs you calm, predictable and 
regulated”

•	 “Boundaries are not punitive—they keep you 
and your child safe”

•	 “Being ‘the better person’ means modelling 
emotional safety, not perfection”

12. Professional tools and resources

Professionals should routinely signpost to:

•	 Local domestic abuse services

•	 National helplines

•	 Child maintenance support

•	 Parenting apps that secure communication

•	 Legal advice routes

•	 Mental health and wellbeing support

If you are dealing with a domestic abuse/post separation abuse situation 
and are unsure of how to best provide support, then you can contact the duty 

IDVAs peterboroughidvas@peterborough.gov.uk or IDVA Referrals 
IDVA.Referrals@cambridgeshire.gov.uk to seek their input.
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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.

 Guidance for how to parent 
with an abusive ex-partner
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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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Can I stop contact with the child’s 
other parent if I believe they will 
cause harm?

Where there has been domestic abuse the 
protective parent can refuse contact if this is in 
the best interest of the child.  The abusive parent 
would need to contact court and seek an order 
to be able to have contact with the child/ren. 

Protecting my children - National 
Domestic Abuse Helpline

If there is a court order in place for contact 
this must be complied with. If the parent has 
concerns about contact, they should apply to 
the court to vary the order and be prepared 
to demonstrate to the court the reasons for 
the variance. However, this could take several 
months.

If you have significant safeguarding concerns 
for your child in the care of the other parent, 
please contact Peterborough or Cambridgeshire 
County Council Children’s Social Care.  

Safeguarding children | Peterborough 
City Council 

https://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/
residents/children-and-families/
children-s-social-care

If my ex-partner does not bring my 
child home as agreed, can I call the 
police?

Police will only intervene in specific 
circumstances, for example, breach of a non-
molestation order or another court order, 
otherwise they will deem it a civil matter.

If the ex-partner does NOT have Parental 
Responsibility the police could be called to ask 
for assistance in helping to have the children 
returned. The police will not always assist in 
these circumstances.  If the parent does have 
Parental Responsibility and there is no court 
order, an urgent application would need to be 
made to court to get the child returned as the 
police would not be able to return the child in 
this instance.

What happens if my ex won’t give our 
child back? - Family Law Partners

Guidance for how to parent with an abusive ex-partner  11



Family Court / Orders
The majority of separated parents will not 
seek orders from Family Court in relation to 
their children. However, Family Courts may 
grant orders specifying arrangements for 
contact or time to be spent with children and 
their parents.  Family courts will also hear 
cases where the person subjected to abuse 
seeks a Non-Molestation Order against the 
abusive person.

Cafcass-Family-Forum-top-tips-for-
parents-on-the-impact-of-parental-
separation-and-court-proceedings-
on-children (5).pdf

 Family - Courts and 
Tribunals Judiciary

Family courts will encourage parents to 
come to an arrangement outside of the court 
process, this is called mediation. Parents can 
be invited to attend Mediation Information and 
Assessment meetings (MIAMs). In cases where 
one partner/ex-partner has been abusive, 
“Shuttle” mediation can be arranged. 

What Is Shuttle Mediation? | National 
Family Mediation.

Which orders can a Family Court 
put in place?

Making child arrangements if you 
divorce or separate: Apply for a court 
order - GOV.UK 

Consent Order
If you have agreed on child arrangements with 
your ex-partner, you can apply for a consent 
order to make the agreement legally binding.  
The consent order needs to be signed by both 
parents and can include details about how your 
child is looked after. A judge or magistrate will 
review and decide whether to confirm the order.  
You do not usually have to attend court.

Child Arrangements Order 
CAO – A child arrangements order is when the 
court decides where your child lives, who they 
will spend time with and whether other types 
of contact will take place. In reality this can 

take months or years. Abusive ex-partners can 
repeatedly take orders back to court as a form 
of control unless the Judge makes a direction 
regarding future applications.

Explaining the legality of a Child 
Arrangements Order - childlawadvice.
org.uk

Specific Issue Order - You can ask the court to 
help you agree on a specific issue, for example 
where your child should go to school.

Prohibited Steps Order
A prohibited steps order stops your ex-partner 
from making any permanent decisions about 
your child’s upbringing. For example, taking 
your child out of the country.

Non Molestation Order
NMO - protects you or your child from being 
harmed or threatened by the person who has 
abused you - this is called a non-molestation order.

Get an injunction if you’ve been the 
victim of domestic abuse: Overview 
- GOV.UK
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What is a Parenting Plan?
A Family Court parenting plan (often called “Our 
Child’s Plan” in the UK) is a written agreement 
between separated parents that outlines how 
they will raise their children.

It is designed to prioritise the child’s best interests 
and minimise conflict by establishing clear routines. 

Key Components 

A comprehensive plan should cover daily logistics 
and long-term decisions: 

•	 Living Arrangements: Where the child lives, 
the schedule for “parenting time,” and how 
transitions/handovers will occur

•	 Education: Choice of school, attendance at 
parent-teacher meetings, and who supervises 
homework

•	 Healthcare: Who manages routine medical 
and dental appointments and how emergency 
information is shared

•	 Communication: How parents will talk to each 
other (e.g., email or text) and how the child 
will keep in touch with the parent they are not 
staying with

•	 Special Occasions: Arrangements for 
birthdays, school holidays, and religious 
festivals

•	 Finances: Agreements on day-to-day costs 
like school uniforms or extracurricular 
activities (separate from formal child 
maintenance) 

Legal Status

•	 Voluntary: Most parenting plans are informal 
and not legally binding by default – BUT this 
can be agreed by a judge with a consent order

•	 Making it Binding: If you want the plan to be 
enforceable, you must apply for a Consent 
Order. This involves drafting the agreement 

into a formal legal document, 
usually with a solicitor, and 
submitting Form C100 to the Family 
Court for a judge’s approval

It is important that you think about the coming 
years and not just the current age of the children, 
and plan for the future in the plan.

Expect abusive ex-partners to push boundaries 
set as part of the parenting plan.  You will need to 
stay alert and try to stick to the plan and do not 
agree to make constant changes. 

You may think you are doing best you can for 
your child by being flexible, but this is likely to be 
exploited by the ex-partner.

The prospect of Family Court involvement can feel 
overwhelming. When facing threats of legal action, 
it may be helpful to consider the following:

•	 Identify those who may be able to support 
you through this process, personally or 
professionally

•	 Evidence that your parenting keeps your 
children safe and well (see guidance at the 
end of this document)

•	 Is your ex‑partner raising the possibility of 
Family Court intervention out of genuine 
concern for the children, or as a means of 
control?

It is also advisable to think about what evidence 
you may need if the matter does progress to 
court. This could include letters from school 
demonstrating your positive relationship and 
ongoing engagement with them. 

Family Court proceedings relating to child 
arrangements in England and Wales typically 
take between six and twelve months to reach a 
resolution but could be much longer.
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