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Family counselors’ professional assessments when 
children are at risk due to enduring parental 
conflicts

Inger Kristin Heggdalsvik  and Vibeke Samsonsen

Institute of Welfare and Participation, Faculty of Health and Social Science, Western Norway University 
of Applied Sciences, Bergen, Norway

ABSTRACT
The aim of this article is to explore Norwegian family counsel-
ors´ professional assessments when children are at potential 
risk due to enduring parental disputes. These disputes present 
complex clinical challenges and are often considered being in 
a gray area of whether the situation is a family matter or if 
there is a need for the assessment of child welfare services. 
The analysis builds on a survey and focus group interviews. 
Findings from this study show that family counselors are con-
cerned for children involved in interparental conflicts, but this 
concern does not necessarily manifest in their reporting to the 
child welfare services. Rather, our findings show that the family 
counselors prefer to utilize their own services and that of other 
stakeholders in such situations. Enduring conflicts present sig-
nificant challenges relating to the assessments and decisions 
of what is the most adequate help for the unique child and 
family. The article points toward professional thresholds for 
intervention and risk of child maladjustment as a challenging 
aspect of practice in high-conflict cases.

It is widely accepted that ongoing serious conflict between parents has 
negative consequences for children (Ahrons, 2007; Amato, 2010; Anderson 
et  al., 2010; Boullier & Blair, 2018; Mutchler, 2017; Shumaker & Kelsey, 
2020; van Dijk et  al., 2020). Intense interparental conflicts, as well as 
low-quality parenting, have been identified as important risk factors for 
child adjustment (Boullier & Blair, 2018; van Dijk et  al., 2020). It is not 
simply the presence of the conflict itself that affects the outcome for 
children, but rather the characteristics of the conflicts and how parents 
deal with them (Reynolds et  al., 2014). Krishnakumar and Buehler (2000) 
review interparental conflict as a multidimensional construct including 
elements of frequency, expressions, duration, intensity and the degree of 
resolution. Polak and Saini (2019) furthermore propose a comprehensive 
definition capturing the complexity and interactions of different risk factors 
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and indicators on different levels in an ecological transactional framework. 
However, emotional harm is hard to prove and monitor, especially in 
situations where both parents attempt to make the other look bad (Saini 
et  al., 2019).

Parents involved in parental conflicts to the extent that it causes severe 
maladjustment for children may result in family counselor’s duty of man-
datory reporting to child welfare services (CWS). Crossover cases of fam-
ilies involved in both family law litigations and child protection proceedings 
are becoming more common (Houston et  al., 2017). Bala et  al. (2010) 
emphasize an awareness of professional understanding when it comes to 
interparental conflicts being considered a family matter or when there is 
a necessity for litigation interventions as a professional response. Regardless 
of duty of mandatory reporting when applicable, this is not a straight-for-
ward task for the family counseling service (FCS) in contact with high-con-
flict families, but a complex task of thorough assessing and consideration 
(Heggdalsvik, 2020). It is essential to identify the considerations which 
form the basis for different pathways of solutions. Fulfillment of mandatory 
reporting to child welfare services might be considered as an alternative, 
but if not, what are the other optional alternatives?

The aim of this study is to explore the considerations of professional 
family counselors in handling interparental conflicts when children are at 
risk of maltreatment. Specifically, how do family counselors outline and 
handle the question of appropriate interventions for children involved in 
high-conflict disputes?

Family counseling services and child welfare services in Norway

Public services in Norway are framed within a strong governmental system. 
There is a common division between “Child Protection” in the liberal 
western countries (e.g. US, Canada and England) and “Child Welfare” in 
a social democratic context like Norway and the other Nordic countries 
(e.g. Sweden and Denmark) (Gilbert et  al., 2011; Khoo, 2004). In a child 
welfare context, the interference in family matters has an extended legit-
imacy and a broader scope than in a child protection context. This might 
be the reason Norway is the only country in the world with mandatory 
mediation when parents are separating. The FCS is a low-threshold spe-
cialist service regulated by Family Councelor Services Act (1997) and the 
Children Act (1981). FCS is the foundation for families experiencing 
domestic issues, issues of child-rearing and conflicts related to relationships 
within families. It is a free public service with geographically widespread 
locations. Families experiencing high conflicts usually have extended con-
tact with the FCS.
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The child welfare system (CWS) is regulated by the Child Welfare Act 
(1992) and the mandate is to make sure that children and youths at risk 
of being neglected get the help they need within a proper timeframe. The 
scope of the Norwegian CWS is broad, with preventive as well as protec-
tive measures (Samsonsen, 2016).

In 2020, the Norwegian FCS worked on a total of 36 632 cases (Statistics 
Norway, 2021b). In the same year, the FCS sent 568 referrals to the CWS, 
of which 324 of these were registered in the category of “high degree of 
conflict at home” (Statistics Norway, 2021a). Studies show that the total 
amount of high-conflict cases seems to be stable between 10 and 15% of 
the total number of all cases (Black et  al., 2016; Buchanan et  al., 2001). 
Children and families involved in high conflicts might receive measures 
from both these services.

Considerations and risk assessment in “high conflict” cases

The question of which pattern or dimensions of parental conflict are 
associated with possible maladjustments for children are of interest to 
professionals. How should intervention thresholds be designed to ensure 
that the choices and agency of vulnerable families are respected, but at 
the same time make sure that children at risk of harm are protected 
regardless of their parents’ circumstances? Studies testify to the continual 
struggle to align practice and policy to assess child safety and ensure 
that children are protected, while at the same time families are provided 
with the support they require in order to provide a safe and supportive 
environment for children (Black et  al., 2016; Saini et  al., 2012). A chal-
lenge is the ability to distinguish among types of conflicts; how the 
conflicts affect children involved; and importantly how professionals can 
support and signpost appropriate help (Reynolds et  al., 2014). This is a 
core element of professional assessment, and an important crux is 
whether these situations meet the criteria of mandatory reporting to the 
CWS as child neglect (Joyce, 2016). Authorities working with children 
and families are obliged to adhere to mandatory reporting in order to 
fulfill their duty to notify, if there is a reason to believe that a child 
needs child welfare assessment. However, there is significant research 
pointing toward the struggle of frontline practitioners to keep both the 
“risk” and “support” functions in mind (Dingwall et  al., 2014; Sudland 
& Neumann, 2020).

Supporting services experience interparental conflicts as challenging and 
difficult (Houston et  al., 2017; Jevne & Andenaes, 2015; Johnsen et  al., 
2018; Sudland, 2019; Sudland & Neumann, 2020). Black et  al. (2016) 
explored characteristics of child custody disputes within the context of 
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child protection investigations and how these cases differ from other dis-
putes. Several personal, professional and organizational influences are at 
play when professionals make determinations about child maltreatment 
(Horwath, 2007). Professionals will respond differently to different sce-
narios, and responses will be influenced by individual attitudes, personal 
experience and characteristics of the children and caregivers (Levi & 
Crowell, 2011). Individual variation among professionals compounded by 
unclear standards of when to report suspected maltreatment and how to 
interpret the term “reasonable suspicion of harm”. In addition, a variety 
of understandings about children’s needs and the role of professionals in 
ensuring children’s wellbeing and families’ rights to privacy, is at stake 
here. Inconsistent reporting practices might lead to inadequate help and 
protection of children and cause inequitable treatment of parents (Levi & 
Crowell, 2011). Mandatory reporting is a key component of risk-averse 
forensic systems that individualize the factors that are at play (Lonne 
et  al., 2015). A challenge for professionals is the assessment of potential 
risk of maltreatment due to high conflict among parents. A central ques-
tion to address here is whether the level of risk meets the criteria for 
mandatory reporting.

Method

A study conducted in 2015 by author 1 in this study indicated variations 
in FCS staffs assessments of level of risk in vignette families and a vari-
ation according to report to CWS in these families (Heggdalsvik, 2020). 
This study (a questionnaire survey design, hereby referred to as study 1) 
served as a basis for a second study conducted in 2020 to further explore 
and investigate these findings (focus group design, hereby referred to as 
study 2). The findings presented in this paper are based on data from the 
survey (study 1) combined with data from the focus group interviews 
conducted in 2020 (study 2). Quotes are presented from both open-ended 
questions in the survey and the focus group interviews. All procedures 
followed were in accordance with the ethical standards of the responsible 
committee on human experimentation [institutional and national] and 
with the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, as revised in 2000. Informed con-
sent was obtained from all patients for being included in the study.

Sampling and data collection

Study 1 utilized an electronic survey design comprised of a 20-question 
questionnaire including four vignettes. The method was chosen to allow 
for a distribution of a national survey in order to reach all 51 FCSs in 
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Norway in January 2015. The respondents were recruited by an e-mail to 
all services with information about the project. We then asked if we could 
access the family counselor’s e-mail address with the intention of mailing 
them and asking them to respond to the survey. The survey was consid-
ered taking 20–25 minutes to answer and was sent to the 32 FCSs that 
responded to our request, a total of 219 family counselors. The survey 
was closed in April 2015, with a total of 115 respondents. There is a 
variation in the number of counselors at the different services and geo-
graphic variation of locations in Norway. The survey included open-ended 
responses, which have allowed for an in-depth analysis of the experiences 
of the professionals.

The respondents in the survey had between 3 months to 40 years of 
work experience at the FCS, with an average of 11.5 years. Of the 115 
respondents, 70% were female and 30% male. The average age of the 
counselors was 53.5 years of age. Their educational backgrounds were social 
work, psychology, child welfare educator, nurse, preschool teacher and 
social educator. Common to all the respondents was continuing education 
at master’s level or specialist education within family therapy. Their work 
experience varied, but a common denominator was experience from mental 
health services, the child welfare service, substance abuse rehabilitation, 
social services and probation. The respondent’s background information 
shows extensive work experience from FCSs in addition to continuing 
education and former work experience from other parts of the support 
system before they started their work at the FCS.

In study 2, focus group interviews were chosen to address the research 
questions in this article with the purpose to further explore and investigate 
findings from study 1 (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2012). Focus group inter-
views take place in an artificial context compared to the daily basic work 
of professionals but may still give researchers privileged access to in-group 
conversations containing key professional terms and categories in a situ-
ation where they are usually used. Discussions occurring within focus 
groups provide rich data from the group opinions associated with a given 
issue (Halkier, 2010; Kitzinger, 1995).

The interviews were conducted in January 2020, and the sample con-
sisted of four focus groups with six members with, a total of 24 partici-
pants. Recruitment started with information about the study to the 
managers of two CWSs and two FCSs. Two focus groups were conducted 
with professionals at two different FCSs and two focus groups were the 
composite of professionals at two different CWSs. A request with infor-
mation about the study was sent to managers of the different services. 
The services were asked to participate with informants whose daily work 
involved interparental conflicts.
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The interviews were conducted at the offices of the different services. 
The informants were introduced to 8 cards1 organized into two main 
topics. One of the informants in each group took the responsibility to ask 
questions from the cards in a chronological order. The participants were 
instructed not to glance at the next card before the focus group agreed 
that they had discussed each question. Main topic 1 contained the heading 
“What inhibits and what promotes constructive collaboration between 
CWSs and FCSs in cases containing deadlocked parental conflicts?” 
Analysis of data connected to main topic 1 will be presented in another 
paper (Samsonsen et  al., 2022). The heading of main topic 2 was: “How 
is collaboration practice between FCSs and CWSs in situations when the 
services are concerned about the care situation of children?”

The participants were presented with following questions: (1) What 
distinguishes your meetings with children and families in these situations? 
(2) Children living in families with deadlocked parental conflicts might 
be covered by two acts: The Children Act and the Child Welfare Act. 
What do you think about that? Eventual experiences. (3) What are your 
experiences from reporting concerns for children? What circumstances 
trigger the duty to report as you see it? Can you please discuss what 
assessments precede a report of concern? Can you please express what 
assessments you make in advance of such inquiries? (4) Do you have any 
thoughts or suggestions about what FCSs and CWSs can additionally do 
to help children living with deadlocked parental conflicts that are of 
concern?

All interviews lasted approximately 1.5 hours, including a small break 
between the two different topics. The interviews were recorded and tran-
scribed by an external professional after the interviews were conducted.

Data analysis

The analysis is based on background- and open-ended questions in the 
survey, emphasizing what the family counselors find important when 
assessing children’s situations involved in high conflicts, and transcriptions 
from the two focus group interviews with family counselors. The article 
focuses on the content of the family counselors’ assessments based on the 
questions they were given and analyzed in terms of thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2018). The analysis of the focus 
group data is seen toward the open-ended answers in the survey. Statements 
were read thoroughly several times and four themes were uncovered as 
possible pathways for solutions: (1) Expanded efforts in family counseling 
services, (2) External low-threshold services, (3) Legal proceedings and 
(4) Whether or not to notify child welfare services.
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Results

In study 1, the family counselors were asked if they find it difficult to 
assess whether a child’s caring situation is to be reported to CWS. The 
question was graduated from 1 until 5, where 1 was labeled totally agree 
and 5 totally disagree (N = 115) (see Figure 1).

The family counselors were asked whether during the last two years 
they had applied for guidance and anonymously discussed concern for 
children involved in high conflict. Of the responses (N = 111), 69% of the 
family counselors answered yes and 31% answered no (see Figure 2).

In the question of whether during the last two years they had been 
concerned to the extent that they had considered reporting to CWS, 98% 
answered yes and 2% answered no (N = 111) (see Figure 3).

Concerning the question of whether they actually had reported to the 
child welfare service during the last two years, 89% answered yes, 10% 
answered no and 1% answered that they did not know (N = 109). With 
regard to the follow up question if they answered yes to having reported 
in the last two years: 27 out of the 115 respondents answered, and the 
average number was 3 reports (see Figure 4).

As we can see from the figures, a high percentage of the participants 
express that they have applied for guidance, considered reporting and that 
they have reported. Viewed against national statistics, the yearly number 
of reporting can be considered as low, as mentioned above: 324 in 2020. 
Of interest then is the question of what forms the basis of family coun-
selors’ considerations to report, and what other options are considered as 
potential alternative pathways to reaching a solution?

When analyzing different possible action pathways where family coun-
selors are concerned, we identified four main themes. In the following, 

Figure 1.  Whether a child’s caring situation is to be reported.
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analysis from approaches 1 and 2 will be presented together as the fol-
lowing themes: (1) Expanded efforts in family counseling services, (2) 
External low-threshold services, (3) Legal proceedings, and (4) Whether 
or not to notify child welfare service– dilemmas.

Expanded efforts in family counseling services

Family counselors are clear that enduring conflicts among parents when 
children are involved is challenging, and they express that these cases often 

Figure 2.  Participants that applied for guidance.

Figure 3.  Participants considered reporting.
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are the most difficult and sometimes make them feel powerless. Nevertheless, 
the family counselors are also clear that they can offer help to children 
and parents as part of their service and mandate. One family counselor 
expresses the following: “We are not paralyzed or exhausted when these 
cases come in, and we have lots of competence in our service.” The emphasis 
is on conversations with both parents and the children involved in order 
to make sure they understand the situation correctly before they eventually 
propose other measures. The following statement is an example: “I would 
have invited all members of the family to conversations, starting with indi-
vidual appointments for the parent followed by conversations with the 
children.” At the same time, the counselors seem aware that there are 
prerequisites to consider if they are to succeed. The emphasis is on both 
parents’ ability to speak openly about the family situation and whether the 
parents show willingness to work with themselves and at the same time 
help their children with their feelings. These factors are considered when 
assessments are made relating to whether the family counselors find they 
can work with the family situation through conversations at the FCS and 
the question of awaiting a referral. Positive experiences from earlier success 
from working together with parents in conflict for a long time, where often 
two counselors have been involved, indicate a motivational factor to not 
give up on conversations and dialogue: “Gradually discovering that parents 
see their child in a different way, that is quite nice.”

The family counselors mention educational programs arranged regularly 
by their own service, especially the two-hour mini-program “Conflict-filled 
collaboration” designed for parents in Norway. This is a program specially 
designed for parents after break-ups, with the intention to prevent further 

Figure 4.  Participants that have reported.
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conflict escalations. In the focus group interviews the family counselors 
speak of red, yellow and green families as an internal degree of categori-
zation relating to concern about children, where the highest concern is 
labeled red. They also speak of experiences with the group approach “No 
Kids in the Middle Programme” developed by Van Lawick and Visser (2015).

Although the family counselors are concerned about keeping the cases 
at a low threshold level within their own service, they also express con-
tradictions or dilemmas as they do not have a mandate to impose inter-
ventions by force. The family counselors discuss this as a dilemma:

It is actually a paradox, we are within voluntary services, we are con-
cerned with the Children Act, we believe in voluntariness as a condition 
to solve family matters, and at the same time, we are concerned about 
the children and think that someone has to assess, but then we give the 
concern away to someone else. Then we have given the concern to them 
(child welfare service), but it is not always the case that they are able to 
do something with the concern, and then you get the situation in return.

Another dilemma emerges when the family counselors discuss their lack 
of a mandate in relation to their attempts to promote the educational or 
preventive programs they can offer. The educational programs are their 
modalities to promote knowledge about the consequences of prolonged 
conflicts to parents. Apart from one-hour mandatory mediation if there 
are children under the age of sixteen involved, the family counselors point 
to the fact that the services they can offer are optional and they cannot 
make attendance from parents obligatory. A lack of authority is emphasized 
through the discussions, but no one raised the question of whether they 
should have had more authority within their mandate.

External low-threshold services

The family counselors refer in their discussions to specialized programs 
as “Aggression Replacement Training” or they encourage parents themselves 
to contact services such as kindergartens and schoolteachers. Health nurses 
are mentioned and discussed as potential services to help children and 
families. These statements can be understood as an attempt to involve 
professionals offering low-threshold services and not to expand the conflict 
more than necessary. Emphasis is put on information to parents about 
their rights as parents and the importance of their regular contact with 
the school and kindergarten.

The family counselors express an experience that the extended family 
and network, mentioned as “tribal warfare” or “cheerleaders” (Johnston 
et  al., 2009; Polak & Saini, 2019), often are a powerful but invisible voice 
behind the scenes in situations concerning parents’ conflict. Family councils 
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as an attempt at developing creative help are discussed in order to include 
the extended “cheerleaders” or new partners. As for instance: “Those times 
when we have invited in new partners, that is when we have been suc-
cessful at moving forward.” Another preventive that emerged in relation 
to reflections of different low-threshold services is suggestions of groups 
for children at school, including direct information from both the FCS 
and CWS to school-going children and youths.

Legal proceedings

In Norway, district courts handle interparental conflicts if mediation at the 
FCSs has not been successful. As a consideration of what can be under-
stood as a way to promote the parents’ own responsibility or autonomy 
instead of sending a referral to the child welfare service, it might be pref-
erable to advise parents to use court proceedings as the following statement 
indicates: “When parents disagree about where the children are to live, 
child custody and togetherness, then there is only the court that can decide. 
They are obliged to familiarize themselves with the children’s situation.” 
An alternative discussed is to advise one or both parents of a new round 
of mediation or alternatively advise a court proceeding. Another proposal 
is an attempt to find an in-between solution between FCS and the court.

On the other hand, one informant in the focus group interview expressed 
concern regarding the practice of advising parents to go to court:

We then forget that it is the poorest and the richest who can afford to go to 
court, because for most parents with a median income it is far too expensive. We 
speak of court as a possibility and a right that actually is not accessible for that 
many, and then, what about those who do not want to go to a family counselling 
service, and they are not qualified for services at the child welfare service? It is 
also reasonable to be concerned about those children. They do not get help at all 
because no one intervenes.

Another informant expressed concern whether it is the mandate of the 
court to arrive at a deal. In contrast, an important aspect in high-conflict 
cases is the question of the parents’ ability to provide care. The family 
counselors therefore raise the question of whether the children are suffi-
ciently taken care of within a court “deal” system.

Whether or not to notify child welfare services—dilemmas

In parallel, when speaking of the mandatory duty to report to the 
CWS, the family counselors often spoke of attempts at collaboration 
in order to get a chance to speak with parents together. Whilst some 
family counselors use the term “attempt” when expressing collaboration 
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with CWS, others were clear that they do report and always collaborate 
with either one or preferably both parents when they do so. The family 
counselors underline in general the importance of parents knowing 
what is going on and to make sure parents understand their reasons 
for reporting.

Another solution is to consider parents as responsible for their own 
children’s situation and encourage parents to report to child welfare service 
themselves due to the importance of not taking one party’s information 
in high-conflict cases as the truth: “I will try to get both parents to speak 
before drawing a conclusion. If the father is concerned for his children, 
he can report based on what he has seen, experienced and heard.” Others 
are not that clear, as for instance,

Sometimes I find it difficult to know whether to report to the child welfare service 
or whether I need to advise them to go to court, sometimes there is a kind of 
borderline there. Or an alternative is to do both. One of the efforts, the parents 
need to do themselves, and the other, we might need to assist them.

Despite concern for the children involved, the informants stated that 
there are several issues to consider here. The stress reporting causes to 
parents is the reason why they find it important to be in dialogue with 
parents, but also the fact that they have experienced that child welfare 
service has little to offer. The family counselors are, above all, concerned 
about dialogue, and if and when an investigation starts at the CWS, they 
emphasize that there is a predictable plan for the parents.

The family counselors find several issues to be dilemmas:

It is a paradox, since we are within the framework of voluntariness, and the Children 
Act. In addition, we consider voluntariness as a prerequisite for solving matters, 
and at the same time we are concerned for the children and think that someone 
has to assess, and then we pass on the concern to someone else, but they cannot 
always do something with that concern.

An expressed concern and dilemma were also the experience of getting 
cases in return. This dilemma is particularly underlined by those partic-
ipants who thought that the threshold and attitude of reporting is affected 
by experiences of how earlier reports have been received. The different 
experiences of whether the CWS has previously been able to handle similar 
cases then affects the question of whether to report or not.

One of the participants in the focus group interview expressed a state-
ment that is at the very heart of this study:

How serious is it when it is considered to be harmful but not to the extent of a 
care order? There is quite a huge gap from harmful to care order, and I believe, 
there are quite a lot of children in that sphere.
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Discretional considerations such as weighting matters as to whether 
it is a parent’s responsibility to protect a child from the other parent, 
or whether the child should be protected from both parents, or an effort 
should be made at doing something about the conflict are often described 
as “war material.” An understanding and underlining of the different 
mandates of the FCS and CWS in relations with parents can also be 
interpreted when participants express that they sometimes tell the par-
ents that if they do not stop the child’s visitation arrangement with the 
other parent, the CWS might assess them as not sufficiently protecting 
the child.

Discussion

Enduring interparental conflict poses a potential risk of emotional mal-
treatment of children (Birnbaum & Saini, 2013; Polak & Saini, 2019), not 
only from a present perspective but also from a life course perspective 
(Ahrons, 2007; Boullier & Blair, 2018). Findings of this study correspond 
with other studies demonstrating the challenging aspects of these conflicts 
as experienced by professionals (Jevne & Andenaes, 2015; Sudland, 2019; 
Sudland & Neumann, 2020). The question is how to handle these family 
matters, which manifest as complex and wicked problems (Devaney & 
Spratt, 2009; Rittel & Webber, 1973) without any straightforward or obvious 
measurements or actions.

In this study, all counselors involved agreed on the “high risk” posed 
by enduring parental conflict for children. Apart from risk evaluation, 
the professionals identified four pathways in how they assessed the issue 
of appropriate interventions for children involved in high-conflict 
disputes.

Expanded efforts in family counseling services

In order to help children involved in enduring parental conflicts, several 
family counselors emphasize attempts to find alternatives within their own 
service. They stress dialogue with parents and children, both separately 
and together, if possible, as a primary effort and a clear component of 
their service and mandate. Educational programs developed within the 
service are considered important contributions to conflict reduction. The 
Norwegian FCS has developed standardized structures that address 
high-conflict cases that are implemented nationally. The results of a recent 
study show that this structure is valued as a constructive framework for 
professional measures (Kåstad et  al., 2021).
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Another possible explanation and underlying perspective that influence 
family counselor assessments is an understanding of children and family 
through the lenses of resilience. Stokkebekk et  al. (2021) indicate that 
prolonged conflict between parents renders it impossible to find viable 
options for cooperation and argue that family therapists should aid and 
promote child and family resilience rather than make continued efforts 
to solve chronic conflicts. Given the findings of this study, the family 
resilience perspective may explain why the counselors believe in parents 
as the initial source for mobilizing strength and reducing the level of 
interparental conflict and consequences for the children.

External low-threshold services

The family counselors discuss the importance of daily life services for 
children and families. They encourage parents to cooperate closely with 
external low-threshold services, such as public health nurses, preschool 
teachers and kindergarten teachers. Keeping the conflict level as low as 
possible may explain this approach.

There is widespread agreement on the need for early intervention if 
some of the most negative outcomes for children and parents’ mental 
health and the well-being of family relations are to be prevented. A key 
question here is to ask how “early interventions” is understood. Sheehan 
(2018) underlines the importance of professional understanding and the 
recognition of the skills required to help children and their families within 
the context of their conflict. An awareness of perspectives, an understand-
ing and the content of prevention programs, the knowledge base on which 
they are founded and the implications of basic research are of significant 
value and importance (Camisasca et  al., 2019; Grych, 2005; van Dijk et  al., 
2020). Sheehan (2018) argues that containment is an important intention 
and skill that professionals can bring to the table in an attempt to address 
high conflict at whatever stage of its development.

Legal proceedings

An autonomy perspective may explain why family counselors advise 
parents to go to court for new hearings. Parents are responsible for the 
care of their children. The court is tasked with solving or making a 
judicial decision to end the parental conflict. By contrast, Cashmore 
and Parkinson (2011) stress that parents are “repeat players” in the 
court system. Their study followed a program aimed at decreasing 
parental disputes in court systems due to its cost for parents, children, 
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and the court system. The involvement of the court did not seem to 
reduce, but rather enhance the level of conflict. This argument is in 
line with Joyce (2016), who argues that the win or lose framework of 
litigation encourages parents in a high-conflict situation to find faults 
with one another instead of focusing on cooperation. Such demands to 
increase the bargaining advantage results in an escalation of the conflict. 
A consequence of repeated litigation is that both parents become drained 
of emotional and financial resources and experience an increased level 
of stress that often causes anger, aggression and hatred. Garber (2015) 
also argues that the complexity of high-conflict situations defies the 
court systems’ customary search for guilt and innocence, while chal-
lenging the understanding of children living in amidst the maelstrom 
of conflict. For the parents, the fulfillment of the court order may be 
challenging due to even higher level of conflict following the 
proceedings.

Whether or not to notify child welfare services-dilemmas

Figures 1–4 in the findings suggest that family counselors experience a 
sense of confidence in reporting to CWS and requesting guidance. Statistics 
show that there is a limited number of cases reported by the FCS to CWS 
in Norway, each year; approximately 10% of all cases. One possible expla-
nation is that family counselors do not find reporting to CWS as the most 
appropriate intervention.

These findings may indicate a dilemma in assessments. The reasoning 
underlying appropriate interventions is a central crux when children are 
at risk, namely whether or not to notify CWS. One reason not to report 
may be negative experiences from previous cases. Another explanation 
may be challenging communication between FCS and CWS in terms of 
uncertainty in understanding each other’s mandates (Samsonsen et  al., 
2022). The counselors in general agree on the potential risk for children 
exposed to an enduring high-conflict situation. They are concerned, but 
unsure what to do about it.

CWS is the final safety net for children, with a clear mandate and 
power, and is often considered a last alternative. Houston et  al. (2017) 
found that one of the greatest challenges reported by non-CPS family 
justice professionals was the lack of communication and coordination 
among the various professionals involved in high-conflict cases. 
Professionals, lawyers and assessors emphasized concerns or difficulties in 
collaborating with CPS workers and expressed concerns about a duplication 
of efforts and inconsistent strategies. Despite unfounded conclusions, cases 
involving child custody disputes are more likely to be reopened several 
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times by child protection services with little resolution (Black et  al., 2016). 
This finding may indicate that CWS may prematurely close these cases 
without adequately focusing on the needs of the children and families 
involved. Similar findings labeled the “revolving-door effect” in the study 
of Houston et  al. (2017) can be seen in line with the findings of this 
study, by which the family counselors express hesitation in reporting due 
to a concern that the cases may return without any changes or resolution.

Houston et  al. (2017) claim there is limited research on the effect of 
intervention by child protection services (CPS) in high-conflict separa-
tions or best practices. CPS respondents complain that they were not 
viewed by other professionals involved in these cases as partners or allies 
working to advance the interests of children but were too often consid-
ered adversaries. The other side of the dilemma is shown in the study 
by Sudland and Neumann (2020), which asks whether one should take 
all the children who are at risk of neglect due to their parents’ dead-
locked disputes, and points out the importance of interdisciplinary col-
laboration in order to strengthen CWS assessments and interventions. A 
key question here is also whether mandatory reporting in high-conflict 
cases escalates the conflict dimension more than it signalizes multi-agency 
services and professional collaboration as appropriate assistance for the 
children involved.

Conclusion

This study shows that family counselors are concerned about children 
involved in interparental conflicts and consider different pathways to help 
these families. Expanded services within FCS, recommending low-threshold 
services or court proceedings and possible reporting to CWS are all strat-
egies aimed at resolving parental conflicts. The conflicts challenge the 
assessments and decisions of what is the best way to help the unique child 
and family. Black et  al. (2016) point toward a need for devoting more 
attention to exploring ways to engage with families involved in child 
custody disputes to enable better coping with the complexities of a family 
breakdown. In the current study, the family counselors show a rather high 
level of confidence when asked in general about reporting. Nevertheless, 
when it comes to specific cases, the discretionary assessments regarding 
interventions do not appear to be as straightforward. Our findings are in 
line with Houston et  al. (2017) who found that high-conflict cases continue 
to be challenging for professionals in the family justice system. Although 
this is a study carried out in Norway, it highlights the overall challenging 
aspects of child maladjustment and practice in high-conflict cases.
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Limitations

The difference between assessments made in a digital survey and in focus 
group interviews, as opposed to real world assessments, is a limitation of 
this study. Social interaction between the participants in the focus group 
in terms of body language etc., was not the subject of study in the anal-
ysis, as such interaction may affect the reflections of the different partic-
ipants. The survey was conducted in 2015 and the focus group interviews 
were held in 2020, which may be a possible limitation. In the period 
2015-2020, there has been national focus on the topic which raises the 
question of the participants´ responses in terms of increased knowledge 
on the topic.

Note

	 1.	 Papercrafts were made as 6x6 cards with separate questions.
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