Identifying between harmful parental conflict and domestic abuse
All relationships will experience some level of conflict, and when this is resolved well it can help children to learn skills in healthy conflict resolution. However, when children are regularly exposed to poorly resolved conflict or domestic abuse it can impact not only their emotional wellbeing, but also the way they approach conflict. 
You may find yourself working with families and wondering whether the behaviours you are seeing indicate harmful parental conflict or domestic abuse. The two are very different (although can look similar), and it is important that we are able to identify which is happening as how we respond will differ. This guide has been put to help you to differentiate between harmful parental conflict and domestic abuse, and how to respond. 
It is important to remember that that conflict and abuse can happen when parents are together and when they are separated. 
























[image: See the source image]Domestic Abuse 
· There is an imbalance of power with one parent using coerce and control against the other, the non-abuse parent is likely fearful of their partner/ex-partner.  
· Physical violence could include pushing, slapping, punching, strangulation, holding under water, use of weapons and head injury. Victims may or may not have visible injuries. 
· Does not just involve physical violence, also emotional, sexual and financial abuse. 
· Victims may take responsibility, and just because both parents may have contributed does not mean they are both responsible. 
· Children experience violence and abuse which will be frightening and upsetting, it may impact their day to day life in areas such as sleep and toileting. Children may also start to act aggressively mirroring what they have seen. 











Harmful Parental Conflict 
· Conflict is frequent and intense and is often left poorly resolved or unresolved. 
· There is a lack of open communication and topics of conflict are frequently revisited. 
· There is not an imbalance of power. 
· Children may be caught in the middle of the conflict and be impacted by their frequent exposure to intense conflict. 
· How are the children impacted? – loss of appetite, sleep affected etc. 








Healthy Conflict Management 
· Conflict is approached, managed, and moved on from respectfully with each party being able to balance and consider their own and the other’s perspective. 
· There is an equal power balance in the relationship. 
· Children witness respectful conflict resolution which is balanced and approached within emotional control. 




Questions to consider if you are worried about potential domestic abuse:
· Is one parent afraid of the other?
· Is there an imbalance of power?
· Is one parent using power to restrict the other’s relationship with family and friends? 
· Or their ability to work and be financially independent? 
· Is one parent using threatening behaviour?
· Does one parent constantly contact and harass the other?

What might harmful parental conflict look like?
Harmful parental conflict will look different for 
· Stuck arguments that recur frequently about the same topic e.g. finances, how time is spent, how domestic tasks are split
· Conflict over contact arrangements for children 
· Parents having very different approaches to conflict meaning they find it hard to resolve issues
· Conflict and arguments are heated and often witnessed by children


It can help to map out and list the behaviours that are present, as this can help to highlight who is initiating the abuse. In situations of domestic abuse, you may find that that both parties are behaving in ways that appear unhelpful, but mapping may show where the victim’s behaviour is in response to the abuse. 
If you are worried that domestic abuse may be present, start by using the DASH risk assessment. Level 1 - Universal services 
Children experience a safe home environment in which conflicts and arguments are generally able to be resolved and moved on from. 
Evidence of supportive family relationships where children learn to manage conflict in a healthy way. 

Level 2 – Targeted Early Help Services
Children are negatively impacted by the significant relationship difficulties of their parents/carers. This could be either through exposure to harmful parental conflict or low level domestic abuse. 
Children learn unhelpful ways to manage conflict. 
Level 3 – Child in Need
Children are exposed to frequent domestic abuse. 
Children are at risk of getting harmed, neglected, or emotionally impacted by exposure to domestic abuse, or the impact of abuse on the non-abusive parent’s capacity.
There is likely to be a history of domestic abuse. 

Level 4  - Child Protection
Children are exposed to severe domestic abuse. 
Children have or are at significant risk of being injured, neglected, or experiencing trauma from exposure to domestic abuse, or the impact of abuse on the non-abusive parent’s capacity. 
There is a history of domestic abuse. 
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