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228 Representations of parenting in high conflict families: 
professionals and parents views

Silvia Fargion, Teresa Bertotti, Giulia Moretto, Diletta Mauri

High conflict in divorce and separation, presents huge challenges to all subjects involved, as well as to 
all professionals engaged in supporting parents and their children in such circumstances. Research has 
little explored the issue of how, on one hand, parents face their tasks when in such a relational turmoil, 
and how, on the other, professionals are cognizant and in contact with parents’ experiences. In our 
presentation we intend to discuss the first outcomes from a research project, “Constructions of parenting 
on insecure grounds”, which aims to be a contribution to filling this void and to provide an understanding 
of parents’ perception of their role, and to compare parents’ and professional representations.

Referring to a participatory approach, the study, conducted in Italy, was designed with the support of an 
advisory board of 5 parents. By now it has involved 37 professionals in semi-structured interviews and 
focus groups, and 33 parents, both mothers and fathers, in in-depth qualitative interviews.

The first analysis of interviews’ transcripts, using a grounded theory approach, shows how there are 
relevant clashes in perspective between professionals and parents. Interviews with parents highlight the 
social pressures that parents perceive, the high level of anxiety in relation to children, the complexities 
of dealing with the daily tasks of parenting, and particularly the role played by the gender dimension. 
Comparing parents’ perceptions with those of professionals, we found that the professional approach is 
affected by a sort of ‘tunnel vision’, as they seem to consider only what is related to the conflict, but are 
mostly blind to the anxieties, worries and pressure perceived by parents.

On one hand social workers think that their main task is to deal with the conflict, and because of that 
they feel the necessity for further preparation on this, on the other hand, parents express the need of 
being supported in raising their children.

Considering this gap in perspective, our research highlights the importance of a shift in social work 
approach. The paper will highlight the main points of this change relevant for social workers’ training 
and the value of involving parents in this training.
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