
 

Briefing Paper: Commissioner for Separated Families 

Context 
Family separation is a common life experience, yet the support landscape surrounding it remains one 
of the most fragmented and least coordinated areas of public policy. Some cases require court 
intervention, the majority of separating families need something different: early, accessible, welfare-
focused support that stabilises arrangements, reduces conflict, and prevents unnecessary 
escalation.  Families primarily need a human response to a life event. Currently, no national body is 
responsible for ensuring visible, early support to manage this transition well. The absence of oversight 
affects families, professionals and communities alike, and risks poor outcomes for children.  

This is not a problem of poor practice. Across the country there are strong local initiatives, including 
early help and Family Hub pathways, mediation services, contact centres, parental conflict 
programmes. However, these services operate in silos. Provision is inconsistent, poorly mapped and 
rarely joined up. Families often do not know where to turn; professionals struggle to navigate what 
exists; and children are missing, their voices unheard, with no national advocate for their experience. 
The UK Youth Parliament found that 74% of young people did not know where to go for help when their 
parents separated. 

Some families will need legal support and protection, but the issues for most separating families are 
not best addressed by law alone, with the door of court on the horizon.  Other help is needed. 

Family separation should be recognised as a universal public-health issue. It affects all of society, 
either directly or indirectly. As with other public-health challenges, effective responses rely on clear 
information, universal messaging, and early-intervention pathways. As yet, no national body is 
responsible for this. 

Impact of the current lack of coordinated oversight 
First, this affects a large portion of society:  According to gov.uk figures, 4 million children are growing 
up in separated families.  Schools tell us somewhere approaching half of children register with 
parents in different addresses.   

The absence of coordination and a public voice for separating families results in: 
• No child-centred early-help strategy 
• No cross-government accountability  
• No coherent ecosystem linking existing services or data collection 
• No shared professional framework across justice, health, education and local authorities 
• A default to legal processes and an adversarial language, when many separation issues are 

relational and preventable 
• Risk of harm to children from escalating parental conflict 

Examples of current fragmentation include: 
• Legal professionals unaware of DWP Reducing Parental Conflict provision 
• Early help teams unfamiliar with MIAMs or mediation-voucher pathways 
• Magistrates unaware of separated parenting programmes 
• Schools lacking clear routes to support, despite being first to notice difficulties 



• Health professionals lacking routes to support, despite proven links between family 
separation and health issues 

• Children remaining the least informed of all and at risk of poor outcomes 
 
Joining the dots is possible, but currently it depends on voluntary collaboration rather than structural 
oversight. 

Why a Commissioner for Separated Families? 
First, there is a need for a coordinated and child-centred leader across all sectors for Family 
Separation, and this cannot be fulfilled by any one Secretary of State.  A Commissioner for Separated 
Families would oversee the whole ecosystem of public, private and not-for-profit services.  They 
would promote consistency, a child-centred approach, and early access for all separating families 
and children.  

Second, there is a need for an authoritative voice to represent the separating family in policy 
consultations. Across major inquiries and reports including, for example over the last year, the Law 
Commission, Justice Select Committee and Public Accounts Committee, there has been no 
authoritative voice championing the needs and rights of children in separated families or the wider 
welfare impacts on adults and communities. 

A Commissioner for Separated Families would: 
• Provide national accountability for the experience of separating families  
• Map services, identify gaps, and highlight inconsistencies in early help, mediation and co-

parenting support 
• Enhance data-gathering and awareness of societal trends and needs 
• Promote best practice and strengthen coordination across justice, health, education, local 

authorities and the voluntary sector 
• Champion children’s rights and voices while recognising the broader economic, emotional 

and relational impact of separation  
• Lead a national public-awareness strategy, promoting non-adversarial language and positive 

role models, as well as ensuring families know how to access support early 

A Proven Model 
There is a proven model for addressing this kind of complexity. The Domestic Abuse Commissioner 
has transformed a previously fragmented system by mapping provision, raising awareness, 
promoting best practice and driving accountability. A similar statutory role is now needed for 
separating families. 

In Summary 
Family separation is everybody’s responsibility, yet currently nobody’s responsibility. Without 
national oversight, families fall through gaps, conflict escalates unnecessarily, and preventable court 
cases increase pressures on public services, communities and the workforce.  Most importantly, the 
current lack of oversight puts families at risk, increasing chances of a detrimental impact on the 
children and adults at the centre.  

Family separation requires a coherent, universal, public-health-informed response. While strong 
practice exists in certain pockets, isolated efforts cannot overcome systemic fragmentation.  

A Commissioner for Separated Families is a cost-effective and achievable step toward a system in 
which all families can access the right support at the right time.  As well as the cost benefits, it would 
strengthen community resilience, reduce conflict, and improve wellbeing across society. 


