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Voice of the Child
The National Conciliation and Arbitration Board (NCAB) looks at the
interests of children during and after parental separation.
In all walks of life, there are times when relationships
become strained or break down. Arguably the hardest
type of breakdown occurs in a marriage, where a child
or children are involved.
Separation or divorce introduces massive change into
the lives of children regardless of their age. Witnessing
the loss of love between parents, adjusting to the
disruption caused by splitting their time between two
households, and the daily absence of one parent while
living with the other, all create a challenging new family
dynamic for children to cope with. Life that follows for
children, affected by the separation of their parents, is
significantly different from how life was before.
One of the aspects of NCAB’s work is mediating
marital disagreements and breakdown. Using trained
mediators, NCAB does its best to assist the parties to
reconcile. Where the parties decide that reconciliation is
not possible, it mediates to enable the parties to agree
what is in the best interests of their children.
The overriding principle of mediation is to enable
both parties to arrive at a solution themselves and
therefore take “ownership” of the outcome. This is
especially important when considering children.
For the parents, when they separate, establishing
a sense of family order and predictability must be a
common priority.
Parents, working together, must give careful thought
and plan for the following: how the change in family
circumstances should be explained to their children,
where their children will live, how much time will be
spent with each parent, who will take their children to
school, involvement with extended family and financial
aspects of caring for the children.
Agreement is always the best way forward. By
showing children that there continues to be a positive
relationship between parents, children will be sensitive
to how parents communicate with each other. Keep the
children informed as to what decisions have been made
and ask them what they would like to happen. Try to
incorporate their wishes into your plans.
How much weight is put on those wishes and feelings
will be dependent on the age and maturity of the child.
Parents should consider what effect a relationship
breakdown will have on a child. For example, will an
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independently minded teenager react adversely to the
suggestion of divorce more than a younger child? Will
he or she regress? What steps can be taken to make
the difficult process easier? Listening to a child’s wishes
and feelings can minimise damage.
When parents separate it is very easy for this to have
a ripple effect on extended family. Remember your
children may have a close relationship to grandparents,
cousins, aunts and uncles. These people can provide
familiarity and continuity for children during a period of
stress. Children spend a large proportion of their time
at school: the people closest to them outside of the
family are their teachers and peers. Children can easily
react to the separation within the school environment.
It is therefore important that the child’s school is
informed of developments if there is a separation. The
school can monitor the children’s progress and keep
parents informed.
In the final report of the Voice of the Child Dispute
Resolution Advisory Group, prepared in March 2015,
there was a recommendation that children be included
in family mediation sessions. The Advisory Group
considered how children and young people could be
involved in family mediation.
The report endorses the principle of childinclusive practice and recommends that
all children and young people, aged
10 years and above, be offered the
opportunity to have their voices
heard directly during mediation, if
they wish.
Going forward, the inclusion
of children's rights and wishes,
throughout the separation
process, may well play a
crucial role in helping
separating families move
on with their lives. Most
importantly, it will ensure
that those that are often
most seriously affected by
family separation, namely
the children, are at the heart of
the decision-making process.
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For further information and assistance, please contact a member of the National Conciliation and
Arbitration Board, whose details can be found on www.iiuk.org
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