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		Abstract

		Ongoing high conflict disputes between parents about the arrangements for children after parental separation are costly for parents and for the court system, and damaging to children. This study involved 80 parents (45 families) who attended a contact orders program in Sydney Australia following disputes over contact; 20 parents participated in an in-depth interview. The key issue in the disputes for these parents was concern about the childâ€™s safety and well-being in the care of the other parent, with over half the children involved under the age of 5 at separation. A second issue was childrenâ€™s resistance to contact, especially on overnight stays and where the child was not close to that parent. Other issues such as the presence of new partners and disputes over money inflamed the dispute but were not the key reported reasons for the dispute.   

It is clear from this study that there is quite a diverse range of parents who are caught up in such disputes, and there are variations also in the triggers for conflict. Four particular lessons for policy emerge. The first is that it should not be thought that all these disputes are intractable. Many of the parents were very thoughtful about their situation and would advise others to learn from the mistakes that they made. There were lower levels of violence among the overall sample in this cohort than might have been expected based upon other studies (eg. Johnston et al. 2005), although the proportions were higher in the interview sample. These parents should not all be treated as intransigent or unwilling to accept help and support.   

Secondly, traditional modes of dispute resolution were unlikely to help these parents â€“ they had gone down that route and it had not resolved the conflicts. The underlying issues of attitudes to each other, and to new partners, had to be addressed therapeutically.  

Thirdly, the study shows that some parents need a definitive resolution that will call the dispute to a halt. There were parents in this study where the disputes had been going on for years and showed little sign of resolution. In high conflict situations, it may be best for the children that one party be told they cannot bring the case back to court again without leave. For some parents in this study, only near bankruptcy and exhaustion brought the dispute to an end.   

Finally, the study shows the importance of dealing with the ending of relationships, allowing people to be angry, to grieve and to blame. That is hard in a future-focused system. However, the best way to secure peace for the future may be in some cases, to deal fully with the past. 
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