Winning Under Pathfinder

A complete coaching guide to the new child arrangements system — what it is,
how it works, and exactly how to navigate it to protect your child and your

Case€.
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What This Guide Covers

Your Pathfinder Roadmap

This coaching guide walks you through everything you need to understand about the Pathfinder Programme — now being rolled out
nationally as Child Focused Courts — and exactly how to position yourself to succeed within it.
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Build Your Strategy Take Practical Steps

The exact framework for presenting your case, engaging Cafcass, A concrete action plan — documents to prepare, vulnerabilities to
and becoming the parent the system rewards. address, and the winning mindset to adopt from day one.



CHAPTER 1

What Is the Pathfinder
Programme?

Pathfinder — now being rolled out nationally as Child Focused Courts — is a
complete redesign of how private law child arrangement cases are handled in
England and Wales. The government announced national rollout in March 2026,
meaning this is no longer a niche pilot. It is becoming the mainstream model
for every contested child arrangements case in the country.

In plain English: the old system asked courts to manage arguments between
parents. The new system asks courts to investigate the child's situation
properly before making any decisions. That single shift in sequencing
changes almost everything about how cases play out.




The Core Principle: Investigate First, Decide Later

Collect Evidence

Child Impact Report

Decision Phase

Under the old Child Arrangements Programme, cases were largely reactive — parties filed applications, attended hearings, exchanged
evidence over many months, and argued at each stage. The new model flips this entirely. Before the court takes any substantive
decision, it first tries to build a proper, evidence-led picture of the child's circumstances. Only once that picture exists does the case
move to resolution. This front-loading of investigation is the defining architectural feature of Pathfinder — and it is why early
preparation matters so much more than it ever did before.



Old System vs New System: A Direct Comparison

Understanding exactly what changed is essential to understanding why strategy must change too.

Old System (CAP) New System (Pathfinder / Child Focused Courts)

e Parent applies to court e Parent applies to court

e Quick safeguarding checks e Cafcass and agencies gather evidence immediately

e First Hearing Dispute Resolution Appointment (FHDRA) e Domestic abuse specialists assess risk if relevant

e Months of back-and-forth evidence e Child Impact Report (CIR) is produced

e Multiple contested hearings e Court reads the CIR and decides next steps

e Final hearing — arguments presented e Fewer hearings, faster resolution

Reality: Chaotic, reactive, adversarial. Cases dragged on for Reality: Front-loaded, assessment-driven, professional-led. Earlier
years. Parents were incentivised to argue harder, not smarter. decisions. The CIR becomes the backbone of the case. The

Children's welfare was often lost inside adult conflict. system rewards preparation, not performance on the day.



The Child Impact Report: The Document That Drives
Everything

The Child Impact Report (CIR) is the most important document in any Pathfinder case. It is produced by Cafcass — often in
collaboration with local authority, police, and domestic abuse services — at the very beginning of proceedings. It is designed to give the
court a clear, early picture of the child's situation: what the risks are, what the child's needs are, and what professional analysis says
about the family dynamics.

Once the CIR is filed, the court uses it to decide whether to settle the matter, investigate further, make an interim contact order, or
move directly to a final order. The judge does not start from a blank page. They start from the CIR. That is a fundamental shift in how
judicial decision-making works in these cases.

[J The single most important thing to understand: Whoever shapes the early assessment shapes the CIR. Whoever shapes the
CIR shapes the case. This is not an overstatement — it is the structural logic of the entire Pathfinder model.



Chapter 2

What Pathfinder Is Trying to Fix

The government's own position, in launching Pathfinder, was effectively an admission that the old system was failing families. The
stated objectives of the new model are significant — and understanding them helps you understand how the system will judge you.

Protect Abuse Victims Focus on the Child Speed Cases Up

Proper early risk assessment for The child's lived experience and welfare Cases resolved around 11 weeks faster
domestic abuse, coercive control, and sit at the centre of the process — not on average under the pilot. Backlogs
child safety — with specialist input the adults' grievances, histories, or cut by more than 50%. Faster justice for
before the court makes any order. competing narratives. children who cannot afford to wait.
Reduce Conflict Join Up the System

Less courtroom warfare. Fewer adversarial hearings. Less Court, Cafcass, police, social services, and domestic abuse
cross-examination trauma — particularly relevant under services working together from the start — a genuine multi-

Practice Direction 12 in cases involving allegations of abuse. agency model rather than siloed parallel processes.



The Real-World Impact: What the Data Shows

1Twks

Faster Resolution

Cases resolved approximately
11 weeks faster on average
under the Pathfinder pilot
compared to the old CAP

model.

50%+

Backlog Reduction

Court backlogs cut by more
than 50% in pilot areas — a
massive operational shift with
direct impact on families

waiting for certainty.

Why This Matters for You

Faster resolution sounds like good news — and for the system as
a whole, it is. But for an unprepared litigant, speed is dangerous.
The old system gave you time to recover from a poor start,
submit further evidence, and gradually build your case across
multiple hearings.

Under Pathfinder, the early stage /s the decisive stage. Cases
move quickly toward resolution once the CIR is produced. If your
early presentation was chaotic, reactive, or unfocused, you may
not get sufficient opportunity to correct it. The government's
2026 announcement confirmed the model has proven "materially
faster" — which means materially less forgiving of late
preparation.



CHAPTER 3

The Honest Disadvantages

Where the New System Creates Real Risk for Individuals

Pathfinder is better for the system as a whole. It is not automatically better for
every individual within it — particularly those who do not understand how it
works or who arrive unprepared. The following disadvantages are real,
significant, and rarely explained clearly to litigants in person.



Disadvantage 1: You Lose Control of Your Narrative Early

This is the biggest structural risk of the new model. Under the old system, you had time — time to file evidence, time to respond to
allegations, time to build your account incrementally across hearings. Under Pathfinder, the narrative is shaped at the very beginning

by:

Cafcass Officers

Their initial safeguarding enquiries —
phone calls, checks, early analysis —
begin immediately on issue. What you
say in that first contact, how you
present yourself, and what your

records show will all feed into the CIR.

There is no "warm-up period."

Social Workers and Local
Authority

If there is any prior involvement with
children's services, that material is
pulled in early. Prior referrals,
assessments, or case notes become
part of the early picture — often
before you have had a chance to
provide context.

Domestic Abuse Assessors

In cases where domestic abuse is
alleged, specialist assessors may
evaluate risk as part of the early
stage. Their conclusions can directly
influence the CIR and, therefore, the
court's initial framing of who is at risk
and who poses risk.

[J Bottom line: If that early assessment goes against you — for any reason — you are immediately on the back foot. The entire
rest of the case may be spent trying to undo a first impression that has already been baked into the central document.



Disadvantage 2: Cafcass Power Has Increased Significantly

Under the old system, Cafcass produced reports, but those reports were one input among many. Judges heard oral evidence, tested it in
cross-examination, and could weigh the Cafcass analysis against live testimony.

Under Pathfinder, the CIR is explicitly designed to be the backbone of the case. Judges rely on it heavily — not as one opinion, but as the
structured professional summary around which the entire case is framed. The implications of this are serious:

%

If Cafcass Gets It Right

The system works efficiently and
justly. Professional analysis that
accurately reflects the child's
situation produces better outcomes
than adversarial argument ever
could.

If Cafcass Gets It Wrong

You are fighting uphill — against a
professional document, in a system
that is structurally designed to trust
that document. Challenging a CIR
requires precision, evidence, and
credibility. It is not impossible, but it
Is significantly harder than simply
arguing the opposite in court.

%

If You Were Unprepared for the
Initial Cafcass Contact

Emotional, reactive, or poorly
framed early interactions with
Cafcass officers can produce a
distorted picture that then persists
throughout proceedings. You cannot
take back a bad first impression.



Disadvantages 3-6: The Full Risk Picture

3. Fewer Opportunities to Challenge

Fewer hearings and less cross-examination sounds positive —
until you need to challenge a false allegation or expose
inconsistencies in the other parent's account. The adversarial
tools that once allowed this are deliberately reduced. You
must do more of this work through written submissions and
structured evidence, earlier than ever before.

5. Confirmation Bias Risk

Once the CIR is written with a particular framing, subsequent
evidence tends to be filtered through that lens. A parent
initially assessed as high-conflict or risky may find that later,

more positive evidence is discounted, reframed, or minimised.

The early narrative does not disappear — it becomes the
interpretive frame for everything that follows.

4. Early Allegations Carry More Weight

Because risk is assessed upfront, allegations made at the
outset influence decisions before evidence has been fully
tested. Under the old system, an allegation at the first hearing
might not be determinative for months. Under Pathfinder, it

can shape the CIR and therefore the entire trajectory of the
case within weeks.

6. Inconsistent Application

The model is still evolving nationally. Different courts and
regions are applying it with varying degrees of fidelity to the
framework. That creates unpredictability — the experience in
one area may differ meaningfully from another. Local
knowledge and up-to-date professional advice matter more
than ever.



Chapter 4

How Judges Are Now Thinking Differently

Pathfinder has changed not just the process, but the judicial mindset operating within it. Understanding how judges now approach these

cases Is essential to understanding what you need to demonstrate.

Less Adversarial

Judges under Pathfinder are operating in a more inquisitorial
mode — they are asking "what does the evidence tell us about
this child's welfare?" rather than "which parent makes the better
argument today?" The skill of being persuasive in a courtroom
argument matters less than it once did.

Greater Reliance on Welfare Analysis

The Children Act 1989 welfare checklist has always been the legal
framework, but under Pathfinder it is applied more rigorously,
earlier, and against a richer evidence base — including
professional reports, multi-agency input, and specialist
assessments, not just parental testimony.

Safeguarding Thresholds Applied Early

Judges are now asked to consider safeguarding concerns —
domestic abuse, emotional harm, coercive control, parental
conflict — as part of the first serious analysis of the case,
informed by the CIR and any specialist risk assessments. This is a
structural change, not merely a cultural one.

What This Means for You

The parent who "argues better" on the day has a reduced
advantage. The parent who arrives with clean, structured, child-
focused evidence — presented clearly and without emotional
clutter — has a much larger advantage than they would have had
under the old model. Preparation is now the primary competitive
advantage.



The Psychological Shift: Conflict Is Now a Safeguarding
Concern

This is one of the most important conceptual shifts in the entire Pathfinder model, and it is the one that most litigants do not fully grasp
until it is too late.

The system now operates on the assumption that conflict itself is a potential form of harm to the child. High-conflict parents are

not just an inconvenience — they are viewed as active risk factors in the child's environment.

Emotional Harm Taken Seriously

The system now treats emotional harm
— witnessing parental conflict, being
exposed to adult hostility, being placed
in the middle of disputes — with the
same seriousness as physical risk. Courts
are far more likely to make orders that
reduce conflict, even if that means
limiting parental contact in the short
term.

Domestic Abuse Interpreted Broadly

Pathfinder was built partly in response
to research showing the old system was
re-traumatising survivor-parents and
children. Domestic abuse is interpreted
broadly — coercive control, financial
abuse, emotional manipulation, and
pattern behaviour are taken seriously
alongside physical violence. This cuts
both ways: genuine abuse is taken more
seriously, but unsubstantiated
allegations can also land harder.

Who Regulates and Who Generates
Conflict

Professionals are explicitly asking this
question: Which parent is trying to
reduce conflict, and which parent is
generating it? Your answer to this
question — demonstrated through your
documents, your conduct, and your
interactions — is one of the most
important things Cafcass will assess.



CHAPTER 5

The Three Types of Parent — and Which One Wins

Under Pathfinder, there are essentially three profiles a parent can present

become — is the foundation of your strategic preparation.

The Emotional Parent

This is the losing model. This parent
unloads relationship history at every
opportunity. They over-argue every point.
They treat Cafcass as the enemy from the
first contact. They confuse "my ex is awful"
with "this is relevant child-welfare
evidence." They sound punitive rather than
protective. Under Pathfinder, this parent is
typically read as part of the problem — a
conflict-generator who poses a risk to the
child's emotional stability.

The Passive Parent

Also dangerous. This parent minimises

legitimate risks and fails to explain coercive

control or abuse patterns clearly. They
assume professionals will work it out
without structured help. They do not
organise their evidence. They hope fairness
will appear by magic. Under Pathfinder, this
parent is overlooked — the process moves
early and fast, and it expects usable,
structured information. Silence is not
safety.

. Understanding which you are — and which you need to

The Disciplined, Child-Focused Parent

This is the winning model. This parent
identifies actual welfare issues clearly and
links every concern to the child's lived
experience. They stay measured even when
provoked. They offer practical, safe,
workable solutions. They demonstrate
insight rather than obsession. They come
prepared with structured evidence, not
drama. This is the profile the Pathfinder
system is designed to reward.



The Risk Matrix: What Can Go Wrong and When

It is worth being clear-eyed about the specific risk categories that Pathfinder creates for litigants who are not adequately prepared.

Risk Type

Legal Risk

Evidential Risk

Welfare Risk

Strategic Risk

Credibility Risk

What Goes Wrong

Early narrative formed by Cafcass goes against
you before you have presented your full case

Your materials are messy, emotional, over-long, or
not clearly tied to child impact

You come across as conflict-driven, controlling, or
unable to support the child's emotional security

You assume there will be time to fix it later,
across multiple hearings

You make serious allegations — abuse, coercive
control, narcissism — without disciplined
evidence

Why It Matters Under Pathfinder

That narrative is baked into the CIR — the
document the judge starts from. It is very
hard to reverse

The early-assessment system sorts and
prioritises information fast. Badly
presented evidence is sidelined

Pathfinder was built precisely to identify
this — professionals are trained to spot it
and flag it in the CIR

Fewer hearings means less room to
recover. Early damage compounds — it
does not simply get corrected

Unfounded serious labels make you look
manipulative, not protective. The system
reads this clearly



CHAPTER 6

The Winning Strategy: An Evidence-First Mindset

This is the most important reframe in this entire guide. Pathfinder is no longer a courtroom battle system. It is an evidence-first,
assessment-driven system. The arena has shifted. The skills that once helped parents win — rhetorical persuasion, emotional testimony,
aggressive cross-examination — are worth less. The skills that now determine outcomes are preparation, structure, credibility, and child
focus.

"Whoever controls the early assessment controls the case." This is not a slogan. It is the structural logic of Pathfinder, built into the
architecture of every stage of the process.

Winning under Pathfinder means winning the professional risk assessment — not the adult argument. It means being the parent who
looks safest, most organised, most insightful, and most genuinely focused on the child's welfare. That is the profile the system is
designed to identify and reward.



Strategy 1: Win the First Impression War

Under Pathfinder, the early stage is not merely important — it is often the decisive stage. The first application, first statement, first
safeguarding telephone call, and first contact with a Cafcass officer should all be treated as if they are the most consequential moments
In your case. In practice, they frequently are.

Case Background in Clean Chronology

1 Do not begin with emotion or relationship history. Begin with dates, events, and facts — presented in a logical sequence
that any professional can follow without needing to know the background story.

The Child's Current Routine

2 Describe clearly where the child lives, who they spend time with, their school, their health needs, their emotional state, and
their current contact arrangements. This is the baseline the court needs.

The Actual Risks — With Evidence

3 Identify the genuine welfare concerns, clearly and concisely. For each concern, state what the evidence is and why it
matters for the child. Not twenty pages of grievance — a controlled welfare case.

Impact on the Child

4 For every risk or concern you raise, explain specifically what effect it has had — or could have — on the child's safety,
emotional wellbeing, stability, schooling, health, or attachment. This is the language the system responds to.

The Order You Seek and Why It Is Safe

5 State clearly what outcome you are asking the court for, and explain why that outcome is safe and proportionate for the
child. Do not leave the court to guess what you want or why.



Strategy 2: Build Everything Around the Child — Not the

Adult Grievance

This is the single most common failure point for litigants in person under Pathfinder. Parents arrive with years of accumulated pain,
betrayal, and frustration — and they pour it into their documents and their early interactions with professionals. That instinct is entirely

human. It is also strategically devastating.

The Wrong Approach

e "My exisaliarand has always been manipulative"
e "They cheated on me and destroyed our family"

e "They are a narcissist who cannot be trusted"

e "Everyone who knows them agrees they are toxic"

e "The court needs to understand what | have been through"

None of these statements address child welfare. All of them
signal emotional dysregulation to the professionals reading
them. They may all feel true — but in this system, truth without
child-welfare relevance is clutter.

The Right Questions to Ask

How does this affect the child emotionally?

How does this affect the child's safety?

How does this affect stability, routine, attachment, or health?
What order best protects the child's welfare?

What evidence do | have for each of these points?

If you cannot tie a point directly to child welfare, it almost
certainly does not belong in your documents. Cut it — not

because it does not matter to you, but because it actively harms

your credibility in this system.



Strategy 3: Understand What the CIR Is Designhed to Reward

The Child Impact Report is not a blank canvas. It is a structured professional document designed to answer specific questions for the
court: what are the risks, what are the child's needs, and what does professional analysis say about each parent's capacity to meet
them? If you understand that structure, you can feed the system material that is genuinely usable within it.

1— —"_1 [:
r (—
L4 °
Concise Chronology Schedule of Incidents Supporting Documents
A dated, factual timeline of key events — Where relevant, a structured schedule of Police records, GP notes, school reports,
incidents, referrals, court applications, specific incidents with dates, descriptions,  medical records, third-party letters — all
contact arrangements, changes. Easy to and where possible, supporting evidence. referenced clearly with dates. These anchor
read. Easy to reference. Impossible to Not a narrative — a reference document. your account in objective evidence rather
dismiss. than assertion.
Ca- A3
) B
Neutral Message Summaries Co-operation Evidence
If communication records are relevant, Examples of your child-focused proposals,
provide neutral summaries of texts or your attempts at communication, your
emails — not cherry-picked insults, but support for the child's relationship with the
documented patterns that show conduct other parent (where safe). This

relevant to welfare. Let the evidence speak. demonstrates you are solution-oriented,
not conflict-driven.

[ The more clean, structured, and usable the material you provide, the harder it is for your case to be distorted by a poorly
framed CIR. You are not just presenting evidence — you are making it easy for professionals to represent your case accurately.



Strategy 4: In Abuse Cases, Explain Pattern and Impact

If your case involves domestic abuse, coercive control, or other forms of harm, the approach matters enormously. Pathfinder was
explicitly built to improve how these cases are handled — with multi-agency working, specialist domestic abuse assessors, and early risk
evaluation. That means the system is more capable than before of identifying genuine abuse. But it also means that how you present

your account will determine how seriously it is taken.

%

Do Not Just Say "They Are Abusive"

That is the starting point, not the evidence. Vague
allegations are weak under Pathfinder. Saying someone is
abusive without structure gives professionals little to work
with — and can make you appear to be making unfounded
claims.

Explain What the Child Saw, Heard, and Absorbed

This is the welfare link. It is not enough to show that
something happened to you — you must explain specifically
what the child witnessed or experienced, and what effect
that had on them emotionally, behaviourally, or
developmentally.

%

Set Out What Happened, When, How Often, and
Whether It Escalated

Pattern evidence is far more powerful than isolated
incident claims. Show the sequence of events, the
escalation over time, and the consistency of behaviour. This
is what specialist assessors are trained to look for.

Explain Why It Matters for Future Arrangements

The court is not primarily looking backwards to apportion
blame. It is looking forwards: what does this history mean
for what arrangements are safe going forward? Answer that
question directly and clearly.



Strategy 5: Do Not Fight Cafcass Emotionally

This is one of the most practically important pieces of advice in this guide — and one of the hardest for many parents to follow when

they believe Cafcass has got something wrong.

What Not to Do

Telling a judge that "Cafcass are corrupt," "biased," or
"iIncompetent" — without specific, evidenced challenge — is
one of the fastest ways to damage your own credibility. It

makes you look unstable, adversarial, and unable to engage
constructively with professionals. Even if some of your

frustration is entirely justified, this framing helps no one and
hurts you significantly.

What to Do Instead

If the CIR or Cafcass analysis contains errors, challenge them

with precision and evidence:

Identify the exact error or inaccuracy — paragraph, sentence,
specific claim

Point to the evidence that contradicts it — with document
reference

Explain why the error matters for the child's welfare

Propose the specific correction you are seeking

A parent who says: "Paragraph 14 records X, but the attendance
note and email at exhibit AB/32-34 show Y; this matters because
the child's school attendance analysis is therefore incomplete" —
sounds credible, organised, and professional. That parent will be
listened to.



Strategy 6: Be Relentlessly Solutions-Led

Pathfinder is explicitly designed around problem-solving rather than adversarial argument. The official model describes the approach as
less adversarial, more collaborative, and oriented towards non-court resolution where safe and appropriate. The system rewards parents
who arrive with practical proposals — not just criticisms of the other party.

Stepped Contact Plans Supported Handovers Communication Boundaries
Proposals that increase contact Where conflict at handover is a A specific, practical proposal for how
gradually, with review points built in, concern, proposing supported or third- co-parenting communication will work
demonstrate that you are thinking party handovers shows you are actively — platform, frequency, scope —
about the child's adjustment and safety working to reduce conflict impact on reduces the court's concern about

— not just asserting your position. the child. ongoing conflict between the parties.
Therapy or Parenting Work Information-Sharing Proposals

Where proportionate, offering to engage with parenting Proposals for sharing school information, medical updates,
programmes, family therapy, or mediation signals genuine and key milestones — even in high-conflict cases —
commitment to the child's welfare rather than winning at any demonstrate that you can prioritise the child's right to two
cost. engaged parents over your own discomfort.

[J The parent with a realistic, child-focused welfare plan consistently beats the parent with a fury monologue. Solutions are not
weakness — they are the language this system is designed to hear.



Strategy 7: Demonstrate Insight

Insight is one of the most heavily weighted qualities that Cafcass officers and judges assess — and it is one of the least understood by
litigants who focus entirely on the factual content of their case. Insight means something specific in this context. It does not mean
agreeing with everything the other parent says. It means demonstrating that you genuinely understand your child's emotional needs and
can separate them from your own adult pain.

Professionals are asking themselves a very specific set of questions when they assess parental insight:

Does this parent understand the child's emotional Can this parent separate adult pain from child
needs? welfare?

Not just their practical needs — food, school, bedtime — Can they discuss their child's needs without it collapsing
but their emotional experience of the family situation, their Into a discussion of the other parent's failures? This is a
attachments, their anxieties, and their need for stability. highly diagnostic question for professionals and it shows up

clearly in written documents.

Can this parent support the child's relationship with Does this parent escalate or regulate?

— ? . .
the other parent — if safe: When provoked, when frustrated, when the process is going
Even where conflict is severe, a parent who can badly — does this parent reach for conflict, or do they
demonstrate they will not weaponise the child or demonstrate self-regulation? This is visible in
undermine the other relationship (where safe) is assessed correspondence, in hearing conduct, and in Cafcass

very differently from one who cannot. interviews.



Strategy 8: Be Careful With Serious Labels

Pathfinder increases the consequences of unsubstantiated or disproportionate allegations. Under the old system, throwing serious
labels into proceedings caused problems — but the system moved slowly enough that the damage could sometimes be managed. Under

Pathfinder, the early assessment stage means that serious allegations land quickly, are assessed quickly, and shape the CIR quickly.

High-Risk Labels That Require Evidential Discipline

Narcissist / narcissistic personality disorder — this is a
clinical diagnosis that Cafcass cannot make and courts
cannot determine. Using it signals that you are importing
armchair psychology rather than child-welfare evidence.

Parental alienation — a contested concept with significant
evidential requirements. Raising it casually, without
structured evidence, typically backfires.

Abuse / coercive control — powerful and appropriate when
evidenced; damaging when asserted without supporting
pattern evidence.

Safeguarding concern / mental health risk — serious labels
that professionals will probe. If you cannot evidence them
clearly, they make you look manipulative rather than
protective.

The Rule

Use serious labels only where they are genuinely evidenced and
necessary to explain the child welfare concern you are raising.
The test is not whether you believe the label is accurate — it
almost certainly is, from your perspective. The test is whether
you can demonstrate it through structured, objective evidence
in a way that is clearly tied to child impact.

A disciplined, evidenced account of specific behaviour and its
effect on the child is always more powerful than a label. Labels
invite challenge and signal bias. Evidence invites acceptance and
signals credibility.



Strategy 9: Make Your Matenials Clinically Readable

Because Pathfinder is front-loaded and early-assessment heavy, your written documents need to be clinically useful to the
professionals reading them — not emotionally compelling to you as the author. This distinction is critical and is one of the hardest shifts

for litigants in person to make.

High Clinical Use

Low Ambiguity <

> High Specificity

N
Chronology - Clear Issues & Evidence -
timeline of events List each allegation
AN
Child Impact - One Orders Sought - Safety
paragraph per issue rationale included
WV

Low Emotion

Every document you produce should follow this structure. A chronology gives the reader a factual foundation. An issue list with evidence
references makes your concerns specific and verifiable. A child impact paragraph under each issue connects your concern to what

matters legally. Orders sought with a clear safety rationale tells the court exactly what you want and why it is proportionate. Messy,
unstructured papers do not just fail to help — they actively signal that you are not the organised, child-focused parent the system is

looking for.



Strategy 10: Prepare for the Reduced-Hearing Reality

The government's own description of the Pathfinder model is explicit: the aim is fewer hearings and earlier resolution. The 2026

national rollout announcement confirmed the approach had proven materially faster in pilot areas. That speed is genuinely beneficial for

children who need certainty. But it requires a fundamental shift in how you approach your preparation.

Assume Fewer Chances to Correct

Under the old system, a poor first hearing could be recovered
from across subsequent months and multiple appearances.
Under Pathfinder, the early stage is often largely
determinative. Do not assume you will have unlimited
opportunities to refine your position later.

Prepare for the Cafcass Interview as a Key Hearing

Under Pathfinder, the Cafcass safeguarding call and initial
interview are not administrative preliminaries. In many
respects, they are the key hearing. Treat them with the same
level of preparation you would give to a substantive court
appearance.

First Materials Should Be Near Final Quality

Your first formal documents — first statement, first
chronology, first schedule — need to be as close to final-form
quality as you can make them. Not drafts. Not placeholders.
Not "I'll develop this later." Later may not exist in the way you
are expecting.

Have Your Challenge Ready Before You Need It

If the CIR comes back with errors or a framing that goes
against you, you need to be able to respond with precision and
speed. Do not wait until after it arrives to start thinking about
how you would challenge it. Prepare your "measured
challenge" file in advance.



CHAPTER 7

Your Practical Action Plan

Six Steps to Take in the Right Order

Strategy without action is theory. The following six steps represent the
practical preparation framework for any parent navigating Pathfinder.
Complete them in this order — the sequence matters, because each step
builds on the last.




Step 1: Build Your Pathfinder Case Pack

Before you do anything else, create a structured case pack. This is your foundational document set — everything else flows from it. It
should contain the following components, each produced as a separate, clearly labelled document.

—_———— — 00—

One-Page Case Overview

A single page that gives any professional reading it the key
facts within two minutes: who the parties are, who the child
Is, what the current arrangements are, what the core issues
are, and what outcome you are seeking. Discipline yourself to
one page. If you cannot summarise it in one page, you have
not yet understood your own case clearly enough.

Clean Chronology

A dated, factual timeline covering the relevant history —
relationship, separation, incidents, contact arrangements,
court applications, agency involvement. No narrative
commentary. No adjectives. Just dates, events, and facts in
sequence. This becomes the backbone of every document you
produce.

L N —

Issue Schedule

A numbered list of the specific welfare issues you are raising.
Each issue should have: a one-line description, the evidence
that supports it (with reference), and one paragraph
explaining the impact on the child. This structure makes your
concerns specific, evidenced, and welfare-relevant — exactly
what the CIR framework is designed to capture.

Evidence Schedule

A reference list of every document in your evidence bundle —
police logs, medical records, school reports, text message
summaries, photographs, witness letters — with dates and
relevance noted. Professionals should be able to find any
piece of evidence in seconds.

B el ——

Child Impact Summary

A focused document — no more than one to two pages — that
describes your child's current emotional state, their
experience of the family situation, their needs, and how the
Issues you have raised affect them specifically. This is the
document most likely to be reflected in the CIR.

Proposed Order with Safety Rationale

A clear, specific proposal for the arrangements you are
seeking — including contact schedule, communication
arrangements, review provisions, and any safeguarding
measures. For each element, explain in one sentence why it is
safe and proportionate for the child.



Step 2: Rewrite Everything Through the Welfare Lens

Once you have your case pack drafted, apply a rigorous edit. Read every paragraph — every sentence — and ask one question: Why does

this matter for the child?

The Welfare Filter Test

For every point in your documents, you should be able to answer
this question with a specific, concrete answer. Not "because it
shows what kind of person my ex is" — but "because the child
witnessed this and it caused them to [specific impact]" or
"because this behaviour creates a risk of [specific harm] to the
child's [safety / emotional wellbeing / stability]."

If you cannot answer the welfare question for a particular point,
that point does not belong in your documents. Cut it —
ruthlessly. The discipline of this edit is one of the most powerful
things you can do for your case. What remains after the welfare
filter will be lean, credible, and usable by the professionals who
matter.

What Survives the Filter

e Incidents where the child was present or affected
e Patterns of behaviour with documented impact on the child

e Evidence of risk to the child's safety, health, or emotional
stability

e Concerns about the child's relationship with either parent

e Evidence of your child-focused conduct and proposals

What Gets Cut

e Adult relationship history with no child welfare link

e Character attacks without specific welfare relevance
e Financial disputes or property matters

e Social media evidence that shows adult conduct only

e Anything that sounds like score-settling



Step 3: Prepare for the Cafcass Contact as the Key Hearing

Under Pathfinder, the safeguarding call and initial Cafcass contact are among the most important moments in your entire case. Many

parents treat them as administrative — a box to tick before the "real" proceedings begin. That misunderstanding is extremely costly.
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Know Your Core Message

Before the call, write down the three to five most important welfare points you need to communicate. Practice saying them
clearly and calmly in two to three sentences each. Do not wait until you are on the call to organise your thinking.

Regulate Your Emotional State

Cafcass officers are trained to notice how parents communicate — whether they are calm, measured, and child-focused, or
emotional, reactive, and grievance-led. The tone of the conversation is evidence in itself. Prepare to speak about your child,
not about your ex.

Lead With the Child

Open by describing your child — their age, their personality, their routine, their needs, their current emotional state. This
immediately signals that you are child-focused rather than conflict-focused, and it sets the right frame for everything that
follows.

Be Clear About Genuine Risks

If there are real welfare concerns — domestic abuse, coercive control, safeguarding risks — state them clearly, specifically,
and calmly. Do not dramatise. Do not minimise. Explain the pattern, the evidence, and the impact on the child in plain terms.

Offer Your Proposal

Before the call ends, state clearly what outcome you are seeking and why it is safe for the child. A parent who arrives with a
welfare-based proposal sounds organised, reasonable, and focused on resolution — not conflict.



Step 4: Identify Your Vulnerabilities Before Cafcass Does

This step requires honesty that many people find uncomfortable. Before the Cafcass contact and before you file any documents, you
must identify the weakest points in your own case — the things the other parent will say about you, the conduct that looks reactive, the
messages that sound bitter, the moments where you lost control. If you do not identify them first, you will be ambushed by them later.

What Will They Say About Me?

Think carefully and honestly about
the narrative the other parent is likely
to present to Cafcass. What labels will
they use? What incidents will they
highlight?> What pattern will they try
to establish? Understanding their
probable case helps you address it
proactively rather than reactively.

Where Do | Sound Reactive,
Controlling, or Bitter?

Read your messages and
correspondence through the eyes of a
Cafcass officer who does not know
you. Where do you sound aggressive?
Where do you escalate unnecessarily?
Where do you make the conversation
about your feelings rather than your
child? These are your vulnerabilities —
and they need an explanation,
supported by context and evidence.

What Is My Explanation — With
Evidence?

For each vulnerability, prepare a brief,
measured explanation that
contextualises the conduct without
sounding defensive or minimising.
Reference any evidence that supports
your account. Do not ignore
weaknesses — they will surface
regardless, and a parent who can
address them calmly is far more
credible than one who pretends they
do not exist.



Step 5: Prepare Your Measured Challenge File

If a CIR or safeguarding account comes back with inaccuracies, distortions, or a framing that goes against you, your response needs to
be immediate, precise, and evidence-based. Prepare this file before you need it — because if you wait until after the CIR arrives to
start thinking about how you would challenge it, you will be working under pressure with insufficient time.

Your Challenge File Should Contain

e Alist of factual inaccuracies you believe the CIR or initial
assessment may contain, based on what you know of the
other parent's account

The evidence that contradicts each potential inaccuracy —

with document reference and date

A one-paragraph explanation of why each error matters for
the child's welfare

The specific correction you would seek — framed in child
welfare terms, not as a personal grievance

How to Deploy It Effectively

When you challenge inaccuracies in the CIR, do so in a focused,
written document — not in an emotional verbal submission at a
hearing. A structured written response signals credibility. Keep it
concise: one inaccuracy, one piece of contradicting evidence, one
welfare explanation, one correction sought — for each point. Do
not write an essay. Do not use the challenge as an opportunity to
relitigate your entire case. Precise challenges are taken seriously.
General complaints are dismissed.

Remember: the goal is not to discredit Cafcass wholesale — it is
to correct specific errors so that the CIR accurately reflects the
evidence and serves the child's welfare properly. That is a
legitimate, constructive aim, and framed that way, it is
persuasive.



Step 6: Have a Real Parenting Plan Ready

The final step — and one that many parents overlook entirely — is arriving at every stage of Pathfinder with a concrete, realistic, child-
focused parenting plan. Not vague aspirations. Not a list of what you want to stop the other parent from doing. A genuine plan that a

court could adopt as an order.

Contact Schedule

Specific days, times, and arrangements for the child to
spend time with each parent. Structured around the
child's school, health needs, and existing routine — not
adult convenience.

Communication Framework

How co-parenting communication will be managed —
platform (e.g. a dedicated co-parenting app), frequency,
scope, and what happens when urgent decisions arise.

Review Provisions

A built-in review date — six or twelve months — at which
arrangements are reassessed as the child develops. This
shows the court you are thinking long-term about the
child's changing needs.

Handover Arrangements

Where conflict at handover is a concern, a specific
proposal for how handovers will work — location, third-
party involvement, communication protocol. Removes a
key area of risk.

Information Sharing

How school information, medical updates, and key life
events will be shared between parents — ensuring both
remain engaged with the child's life in a structured, low-
conflict way.



CHAPTER 8

What "Winning" Actually Looks
Like Under Pathfinder

This is the part that most people need to reframe before they can genuinely
succeed in this system. Under Pathfinder — under any child-focused legal
model — winning is not what it looks like in a conventional legal dispute.
There is no knockout blow. There is no moment where the judge announces
you were right all along and the other parent was wrong. The adversarial
model's concept of victory simply does not map onto this system.



The Real Definition of Winning

Winning under Pathfinder means achieving a set of professional and legal outcomes that protect your child and your position — not
defeating the other parent in argument. Here is what that actually looks like in practice:

You Are Seen as Credible

Cafcass, the domestic abuse assessor
(where relevant), and the judge all read
your account as measured, evidenced,
and child-focused. Your documents are
clean and usable. Your Cafcass
interview is calm and structured. Your
credibility is established early and
maintained throughout.

The Final Order Is Safe and Proportionate

The court adopts arrangements that genuinely protect the
child, reflect the evidence, and are workable in practice. The
order is stable — meaning it does not need to be litigated
again immediately because it is grounded in a proper

professional assessment.

O

Your Child-Focused Concerns Are
Taken Seriously

The welfare issues you have raised —
abuse, risk, emotional harm,
safeguarding — are reflected
accurately in the CIR and addressed in
the court's decision. Your account of
the child's situation is neither
dismissed nor distorted.

o

Harmful Narratives About You Do
Not Stick

The other parent's characterisation of
you — as controlling, unstable,
obstructive, or dangerous — Is not
reflected in the CIR because your
conduct, evidence, and engagement
have told a different story from the
outset.

You Are Not Framed as the Conflict Driver

Perhaps the most important outcome: the professionals and
the court do not identify you as the parent generating harmful
conflict. You leave the process having demonstrated that you
regulate, not escalate — and that matters for every future

interaction with the system.



The Brutal Truth

This is the part that is hardest to hear — but which is the most important thing in this entire guide.

"Under Pathfinder, the parent who feels most wronged does not automatically win. The parent who looks most safe, most organised,
most insightful, and most child-focused usually does better. That is the system."

What This Means in Practice The Single Biggest Rule

You may be entirely right about everything you are alleging. Do not try to win the adult argument.
Your account of what happened may be completely accurate.

: : S : Win the professional risk assessment.
Your frustration, grief, and sense of injustice may be entirely

justified. None of that is sufficient, on its own, to produce a That means becoming — genuinely and demonstrably — the
good outcome under Pathfinder. safer, calmer, more evidence-led, more child-focused parent at
the earliest possible stage. Not performing it. Not faking it.

The system is not asking "who is telling the truth?" as its

. . . . : Actually building your preparation, your documents, your
primary question. It is asking: "What does the evidence tell us y & YoUr prep Y y

oL : conduct, and your mindset around it.
about this child's welfare, and which arrangements best protect y

it going forward?" Those are different questions — and they That is how cases under Pathfinder are increasingly being
reward different things. decided. And that is what this entire guide has been building
towards.



Key Takeaways: The Pathfinder Principles at a Glance

01

Front-Loading Is Everything

The early stage — first documents, first Cafcass contact, first
impression — is often decisive. Prepare as if there is no second
chance, because under Pathfinder, there may not be.

03

Child Welfare Is the Only Language

Every document, every submission, every Cafcass interaction
should speak in the language of child welfare — not adult
grievance, relationship history, or personal vindication.

05

Credibility Is Your Greatest Asset

Organised, measured, insightful, and solutions-focused. That is the
profile the system rewards. Build it intentionally from the very first
interaction — and maintain it throughout.

02

The CIR Shapes the Case

Whoever shapes the early assessment shapes the CIR. Whoever
shapes the CIR shapes the case. Feed the system clean, structured,
welfare-relevant material from day one.

04

Solutions Beat Arguments

Arrive with a practical, safe, child-focused parenting plan. The
parent with a realistic welfare proposal consistently outperforms
the parent with a grievance monologue.
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Win the Risk Assessment, Not the Argument

This is not a courtroom battle any more. It is an evidence-first,
assessment-driven system. The parent who looks safest, not
loudest, wins. Reframe your strategy accordingly — and start
today.



