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Most children suffer greatly from their parents’ separation, but when their parents
start arguing about money and contact arrangements, the children find themselves in
an impossible situation. Most children do not understand what is happening, or why.
The only thing they realise is that there is a state of war between the two people they
love and need most. Things are made even worse when children become involved in
litigation between their parents. This is the moment when children will be most
vulnerable to being used as pawns against the other parent.
Under the concept of the ‘best interests of the child’ and the concept of shared care,
courts will tend to centre on evaluating parenting capacity. Where automatic
residency to the mother no longer applies, fathers find themselves (rightly or
wrongly) with greater opportunity to gain the status of the primary carer. As a result,
in high-conflict cases, each parent will seek to provide compelling evidence of
serious deficiencies in the other parent. As accusation and counter-accusations fly,
court welfare officers, child-protection officers, psychologists, family mediators and
social workers are brought in to evaluate the child’s views and establish what is in
his or her ‘best interests.’ This is the moment when it seems even more vital for the
child to say the ‘right thing’ when interviewed.
Under normal circumstances, a child’s opinion should be taken seriously, but in highconflict cases, children, especially young ones, will find themselves caught in a
loyalty conflict between their parents, often forced to choose between mother and
father. Then, if one of their parents begins the process of denigrating the other
parent, they are further confused, distressed and anxious. Children may be told that
the other parent no longer loves them, or that they will not be able to take care of
them. The child may be made to feel guilty, or, worse still, asked to support false
allegations against a parent.
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