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Finding Seven: Families lack support in successfully navigating 
separation and developing and sustaining child-centred parenting 
arrangements. Access agreements in most cases have been settled 
in court. The main reason for choosing court is an ongoing high level 
of conflicts between parents. Consequently, parents do not find that the 
parenting arrangements have been made in a setting where the wellbeing 
of the child is in focus but rather in an environment fueled by interpersonal 
parental conflicts and with a language centered around parental rights. 
Both datasets indicate that there is a lack of support for families to reach 
agreements without needing to access the court system. 

1.9 Recommendations 
Overview
These recommendations were developed based on information from 
the following sources:

-	 Participants in interviews and surveys
-	 Legal analysis
-	 Literature review
-	 Expert opinion provided by members of the advisory group

The recommendations are presented with implications, where relevant, for:
1.	 Service Level Recommendations: those that could be 

implemented by a front-line service providing organisation or 
group of organisations

2.	 Systems Level Recommendations: these recommendations 
would require implementation by the Courts Service, other 
public bodies or government departments, and may be useful 
in existing or new advocacy initiatives in relation to these 
matters

Provide Early Intervention Support Programmes for
Families where Parents will not Live Together

Rationale: There was a clearly articulated need both among 
participants and in literature for the development of tailored early-
intervention supports for families, to support them to navigate 
separation and co-parenting arrangements. 
Service Level Recommendation: As previously indicated, a number of 
programmes already exist in this regard in Ireland and internationally. 
It is recommended that services who are working with families in this 
situation, but not providing tailored supports for shared parenting, may 
consider doing so. This may involve identifying an existing model, or 
developing a model in partnership with children, parents and experts 
so that their staff can support parents at the earliest point in planning 
successful co-parenting arrangements, with the aim of supporting 
parents who will/may not live together to: 

-	 Plan for co-parenting arrangements that consider roles, division 
of responsibilities, communication and other important issues

-	 Anticipate and plan for common challenges
-	 Communicate with and involve children in planning for and 

reviewing parenting arrangements
-	 Understand and navigate essential services such as mediation, 

the courts, etc.
-	 Understand domestic abuse in relation to signs, symptoms, 

and available supports, as well as guidance on staying safe and 
supporting children in such situations3 
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Such supports may include practical resources such as co-parenting agreements, 
templates, and sign-posting to specialised services including support for children. These 
supports may also be extended to provide on-going support to those engaged in shared 
parenting where fathers and children do not live together.

System Level Recommendation: the provision of a funding stream for the roll-out of 
successful evidence-informed and evaluated models for early intervention, and continued 
support for successful shared parenting in front-line community services.

Develop Collaborative Working Pilot with Mediation Services

Rationale: Mediation is perceived to be a potentially effective support for parents, but 
challenges were identified in relation to the fact that participants are ill-prepared for 
mediation, that there is a lack of understanding on the role and function of mediation, 
and that it is often introduced ‘too late’. It should also be noted that where assessments 
or screening identify domestic violence as present, that only appropriately trained, 
specialised mediation may be implemented.
Service Level Recommendation: This recommendation is to develop a collaborative 
approach between mediation and family support services. This should incorporate learning 
from existing similar initiatives, where relevant, and may involve the development of:

-	 Detailed guidance for parents and staff to support effective engagement with 
mediation

-	 A ‘pre-mediation’ support intervention that can be delivered by community-based 
services to support parents to prepare for and effectively engage with mediation 
services

-	 Screening to ensure that domestic violence is not a factor as this would preclude 
general, non-specialised mediation as an appropriate intervention

This may require:
-	 Brief consultation with all partners, as well as parents, to clarify gaps and 

challenges initially identified through this research, as well as potential solutions
-	 Piloting a partnership, and collaboratively developed, intervention between one or 

a group of family support and mediation services
-	 Evaluation, review and roll-out of this service

Support Access and Child Contact

Rationale: Fathers reported difficulty in having access with their children, particularly in 
cases where fathers experienced housing precarity. The literature review and, the legal 
and the policy analysis also identified a need for child contact centres to be established to 
promote safe contact between fathers and children in higher conflict situations.
Service Level Recommendation: This recommendation is that organisations should seek 
funding and explore provision of access support at a local community level, which may 
include the provision of space for father’s access for families where suitable housing is 
an issue, where access is safe and this approach is appropriate (e.g., there are low levels 
of interparental conflict, no domestic abuse, or supervised access is not required or 
mandated).
Advocacy Recommendation: For funding to be provided for services to roll-out a 
successful model for community-based child-contact centres, such as the evaluated 
Barnardos/One Family model4 for families where supervised access or higher levels of 
support is required.

3	  The Daughters of Charity Child and Family Service’s Dublin Safer Families is an evaluated and evidence informed 
model of practice in this regard and has been evaluated as having statistically significant positive impacts on 
psychological well-being of mothers and fathers, as well as reductions in experiences of violence (victim or perpetrator). 
This repot can be found here: https://static.wixstatic.com/ugd/b10095_854fa59d65234997807de029f37e8493.pdf
4	  https://www.onefamily.ie/wp-content/uploads/Final-Child-Contact-Centre-Evaluation-December-2013.pdf
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Map Service Provision for Families where Fathers and Children  
do not Live Together

Rationale: Families in this research presented with a range of partially met, or unmet, 
support needs ranging from parenting support, fatherhood support, childhood 
development support, support with successful co-parenting at early points and in later 
points (e.g., post-separation), domestic abuse, access support, navigating court and 
mediation supports and many others. Despite, in most cases, parents taking part in the 
research due to their contact with support services, they still noted such unmet needs. 
Recommendation: Map available programmes and supports for fathers, mothers, children 
and families where fathers do not live with their children. This information can be used to: 

-	 Identify evidence-informed models of good practice that have been implemented 
and evaluated in an Irish context, and (where piloted in a local area) can be rolled 
out in other communities

-	 Identify gaps in service provision, in relation to particular needs or geographic 
gaps

-	 Where gaps exist in the Irish service provision context, identify international 
models that could be incorporated (a number have been identified in the 
literature review of this programme)

-	 Create a resource for community services looking to roll-out successful pilot 
programmes or to refer on to specialised services

-	 Provide data for services seeking to advocate for additional funding for roll-out of 
relevant programmes

Level: This could be led at a service or systems level.

Provide Fathers’ Support Programmes

Rationale: Literature clearly highlights the ecological sensitivity of fatherhood, meaning 
that it is highly influenced by environmental factors and that there is significant potential 
for service delivery to have an impact on non-residential fathers’ ability to engage in 
positive parenting, and to maintain or establish healthy father-child relationships. In this 
research, a number of factors that could affect quality of the father-child relationship were 
identified, including lack of confidence, self-efficacy, gendered notions of parenting and 
shame, among others. Literature highlights a significant number of factors associated with 
positive paternal involvement that could be considered in the development of a holistic 
fatherhood support programme including: psychological health, attitudes to fatherhood, 
employment and housing, relationship with the other parent, and engagement of the 
father’s extended family. A number of programmes have been identified in the literature 
review of this report.
Service Level Recommendation: Service providers working with families should consider, 
based on need and potential uptake, providing a fathers-specific support programme 
where they are not already doing so. This may either be an established model, such 
as those detailed in this literature, or could be one developed in partnership with, for 
examples, fathers and those with expertise in this area. Resources, funding and capacity 
will influence the capacity of services to deliver this recommendation.
Systems Recommendation: The continued and extended funding of programmes and 
initiatives that specifically seek to work with this group in an evidence-informed way5.

5	  E.g. members of the expert advisory group, the Mens Development Network and From Lads to Dads, provide peer-
lead fatherhood programmes
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Undertake Domestic Abuse Screening and Risk 
Assessments

Rationale: Although domestic violence was not a primary research 
objective for this project, the research revealed a high prevalence of 
domestic violence in some of the families who participated in this 
research where fathers do not live with their children. The literature 
review revealed that very often domestic abuse can remain undetected 
even where families are in the courts system and arranging access. 
Service Level Recommendation: All services encountering families 
should be trained to undertake screening and risk assessments for 
domestic abuse. A number of evidence-informed models have been 
identified in the literature review which may prove a useful starting 
point for research into appropriate models, depending on the 
professional role or service context.
System Level Recommendation:  That action 1.4.3 of the National 
Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based violence is 
resourced, and models and training are made available to all front-line 
practitioners to undertake screening and risk assessments for domestic 
abuse.
Further Advocacy Recommendations
There have been a number of developments that emerged as this 
research was completed, in terms of the publication of the Family Law 
Bill and the Family Justice Strategy, that will impact on the advocacy 
activities of front-line service providers. This section is written in 
cognisance of this changeable and changing advocacy environment, 
where community and voluntary services engaging in advocacy 
initiatives will need to be astute to on-going developments and seek 
collaborative opportunities to improve family law and affiliated systems.  

Advocacy recommendations arising from 
this research, which should be considered for 
appropriate advocacy efforts to relevant government 
departments and bodies, include:

a)	 The need for out-of-court solutions to be augmented across 
the country

b)	 The need for the establishment of an independent maintenance 
agency to support the enforcement of maintenance 
agreements, the need for which has been confirmed by the 
governments Child Maintenance Review Group6 

c)	 The need for the establishment of processes, structures and 
supports to ensure the voice of the child is heard in cases of 
family separation, and ensure that their voice and preferences 
meaningfully inform decisions relating to them

d)	 The need for a wraparound support service within the family 
courts system, that includes interagency collaboration with 
community-based services, that supports parents to navigate 
the system, and provides continued supports after decisions are 
made to ensure adherence and successful navigation 

e)	 The national roll-out of specialist domestic abuse support services 
for parents accessing family courts (e.g., such as the Domestic 
Abuse Information and Support service in Dolphin House) 

f)	 The need for a range of contact centres to provide for supervised 
and unsupervised access at appropriate locations around the 
country

6	  https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f01cd-report-of-the-child-maintenance-review-group/
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g)	 The need for a range of other reforms to the family law system 
including: 

i.	 The inclusion of timeframes for review of access 
arrangements, to ensure continued suitability, parity 
and cognisance of the wellbeing of the child 

ii.	 A trauma-informed review of current arrangements in 
order to ensure the physical and psychological safety 
of all court users, particularly the safety of non-abusive 
parents and children 

iii.	 Family law issues being clearly demarcated from 
criminal hearings in the district and circuit courts, in 
terms of the location and time of hearings

iv.	 Courts staff (including judges) trained in child centred 
family law, domestic violence, and other related issues

Systems reform beyond the family courts:

a)	 Social welfare and housing:
i.	 The need for parents without primary care of their 

children to receive housing supports in order to 
develop and maintain a parenting relationship

ii.	 The need for the Single Parents Child Carer Credit to 
be available to both parents sharing parenting, and to 
be linked to child benefit

b)	 Increasing understanding of families where parents do not live 
together – establishing population data:

i.	 Questions in relation to shared parenting to be 
included in Central Statistics Office data collection 
systems including the census

ii.	 The inclusion of relevant detailed questions in flagship 
research initiatives such as Growing Up in Ireland

iii.	 Specific national representative research to be 
undertaken with people engaging in shared parenting, 
to understand barriers and success factors to sharing 
parenting well for children, and for these findings to 
inform all relevant strategies and statutory service 
provision
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