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Children experiencing repeated allegations of
abuse and neglect during parental separation,
divorce, and custody disputes often become
involved with multiple systems, including child
protection, police, healthcare, mental health
services, and the criminal and family justice
systems. 

Repeated investigations that do not result in substantiated findings or criminal
charges can expose children to cumulative systems-related harm, including
repeated interviews, ongoing conflict, fragmented services, and prolonged
uncertainty. Importantly, the absence of a substantiated finding or criminal charge
should not be interpreted as evidence that no harm has occurred. Rather, it reflects
that the available evidence did not meet the legal or child protection threshold
required within that system. Children may nevertheless continue to experience
safety concerns, emotional or psychological impacts, or other adverse experiences
that require coordinated support. When the broader family context is not assessed
and addressed through coordinated supports, children can become caught in cycles
of repeated allegations and ongoing system involvement. As underlying needs
remain unmet, for both parents and children, emotional distress may intensify,
development can be disrupted, and access to appropriate services may be delayed.

Research conducted by Kindex Research and Knowledge Centre in collaboration
with Child and Youth Advocacy Centres (CYACs) across Canada developed a case
definition and multidisciplinary practice framework to improve responses for
children experiencing repeated allegations of child abuse during parental
separation, divorce, and family court proceedings. The recommendations below
identify provincial and territorial actions to reduce systems-related harm while
ensuring child safety remains the priority.  
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Introduction



Children experience fragmented responses across
multiple systems.

Children involved in repeated allegations are often simultaneously connected to child
protection, police, healthcare providers, mental health services, schools or early
learning environments, and the family justice system. Each system operates under
different legislation, mandates, evidentiary standards, and decision-making
processes, resulting in repeated assessments, inconsistent communication, and
duplication of services. Children can repeatedly move between these systems, with
each responding to the immediate allegation without identifying or addressing the
underlying factors contributing to ongoing parental concerns. This fragmentation is
amplified by siloed information and service histories, such as between emergency
departments and community physicians or between different police detachments. 

Identifying these patterns rather than isolated events depends on effective
information sharing, shared decision-making, and a common understanding of family
justice processes, child development, and domestic violence. Strengthening
coordination across systems can reduce unnecessary duplication, improve continuity
of care for children, lessen the cumulative burden associated with prolonged, high-
conflict cases, and ensure children receive more consistent and timely support.

3

Policy recommendations

Establish multidisciplinary protocols or expand existing memorandums of
understanding to improve information sharing and coordinated decision-
making among the family justice system, child protection, healthcare, mental
health services, education and early learning environments, and CYACs. 

01 

02

03

Expand court navigation and case coordination services for families
involved with the family court system to include case coordination between
CYACs, child-serving systems, and the family justice system. 

Provide standardized cross-sector education on family justice processes, including
practical guidance on information sharing, subpoenas, and court testimony. 

Strengthening responses 



Domestic violence and coercive control require
greater attention in responses to repeated
allegations.

Repeated allegations do not occur in isolation. Concerns about child abuse often arise
within complex family circumstances that may include domestic violence, coercive
control, trauma, and ongoing conflict. These dynamics can influence how concerns are
raised, understood, and responded to across systems. Without routine assessment of
domestic violence and coercive control, responses focus on individual allegations
rather than the broader context affecting children’s safety and well-being.

Indicators of possible abuse require careful assessment within the context of a child’s
overall experiences. Physical symptoms, hygiene concerns, changes in behaviour, and
child sexual behaviours may have multiple explanations, but may be interpreted as
signs of abuse when families are experiencing significant conflict, trauma, or violence.
A child-centred assessment considers child development, trauma responses, domestic
violence, coercive control, and the broader context of a child’s experiences when
interpreting possible indicators of abuse. When these factors are not considered,
children are subjected to repeated assessments and prolonged involvement with
multiple systems without receiving supports that address the underlying issues. A
coordinated approach that considers the full context of a child’s life, including
exposure to domestic violence or coercive control, improves decision-making and
reduces unnecessary system involvement while maintaining children’s safety.  
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Policy recommendations

Implement routine, evidence-based assessment of domestic violence and
coercive control across relevant services. 

01 

02

03

Increase access to specialized domestic violence consultation for
multidisciplinary teams. 

Strengthen pathways to community-based domestic violence supports for
children and families. 

04 Provide cross-sector education on domestic violence, coercive control, child
development, trauma, and the interpretation of concerning child behaviours



Children and families experiencing repeated
allegations require specialized and sustained
supports post investigation. 

Parents’ concerns can be shaped by their own trauma, family conflict, domestic
violence, or misunderstandings about typical child development and behaviour.
Identifying and responding effectively requires specialized supports that address
these underlying factors, reduce ongoing conflict, and promote children’s safety and
well-being. When families do not have access to sustained, evidence-based services
that continue beyond the investigative process, concerns persist, conflict escalates,
and children remain involved with multiple systems.

Access to specialized supports tailored to these complex family situations can help
address underlying needs, reduce ongoing conflict, and decrease repeated reports
across systems. Depending on the jurisdiction, these supports may be provided
through integrated teams within child and family mental health services, family
justice services, community agencies, or other designated multidisciplinary providers
with expertise in trauma, family conflict, child development, and relational dynamics.
These specialized providers should be responsible for delivering ongoing therapeutic,
parenting, and relational supports, with investigative systems supporting referral and
connection to services rather than providing these interventions directly.  
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Policy recommendations

Increase access to specialized, trauma-informed mental health services for
children and parents regardless of investigative outcomes. 

01 

02

03

Establish integrated referral pathways to ensure families experiencing repeated
allegations continue to receive coordinated, specialized supports equipped to
address family justice issues, co-parenting conflict, and the broader relational
context in which allegations recur. 

Expand evidence-based parenting supports that strengthen understanding
of child development, trauma responses, family conflict, and the impact of
repeated allegations and system involvement on children. 



Children experiencing repeated allegations of abuse during parental separation,
divorce, and family court proceedings require responses that recognize both their
safety needs and the broader circumstances affecting their well-being. Improving
outcomes for these children requires responses that move beyond individual
allegations to consider the full context of their experiences, including domestic
violence, coercive control, trauma, family conflict, and developmental needs.
Strengthening collaboration across child-serving and family justice systems, ensuring
professionals have the knowledge and tools to respond effectively, and expanding
access to specialized and sustained supports can help children receive consistent
and appropriate care. 

The multidisciplinary framework developed through this national project provides a
foundation for identifying children who may be experiencing repeated allegations and
supporting responses that prioritize their safety and well-being. Continued
investment in evidence-based practice will help ensure children are protected from
harm while reducing the emotional and developmental impacts associated with
prolonged conflict and repeated system involvement. 

Conclusion
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