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ABSTRACT

Family Courts play a significant role in India’s justice delivery system by providing a
specialised and conciliatory mechanism for resolving matrimonial and family disputes.
Established under the Family Courts Act, 1984, these courts aim to promote reconciliation,
mediation, confidentiality, and child welfare. However, their practical functioning raises
concerns regarding accessibility, procedural efficiency, institutional capacity, and timely
Justice.

This study examines the jurisdiction and functioning of Family Courts in India, focusing on
the Family Courts Act, 1984, relevant personal laws, and constitutional principles. It
analyses their jurisdiction over divorce, judicial separation, maintenance, child custody,
guardianship, legitimacy, and property disputes between spouses. Particular attention is
given to counselling, conciliation, mediation, and in-camera proceedings. Significant judicial
decisions, including K.A. Abdul Jaleel v. T.A. Shahida, Amardeep Singh v. Harveen Kaur,
Gaurav Nagpal v. Sumedha Nagpal, and Rajnesh v. Neha, are examined to understand
Jjudicial approaches towards family dispute resolution, child welfare, and maintenance.

The research adopts a doctrinal and socio-legal methodology, relying on statutory provisions,
constitutional principles, judicial precedents, Law Commission reports, academic literature,
and available judicial statistics. It evaluates Family Courts in light of Articles 14, 15, 21, and
394 of the Constitution of India.

The study identifies judicial vacancies, prolonged case pendency, inadequate infrastructure,
shortages of trained counsellors, regional disparities, and limited digital integration as
major challenges. It also highlights the need to balance reconciliation with individual
autonomy, gender justice, and the protection of vulnerable parties. The analysis underscores
the importance of institutional reforms, accessible legal aid, effective case management, and
timely disposal of family disputes to strengthen the delivery of family justice in India.

Keywords: Family Courts, Family Courts Act, 1984, Family Dispute Resolution,
Conciliation, Mediation, Access to Justice, Gender Justice, Child Welfare, Judicial Reforms.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 BACKGROUND OF FAMILY DISPUTES IN INDIA

The family has traditionally been the foundation of Indian society, providing social stability,
cultural continuity, and personal identity. Historically, disputes relating to marriage, family
relationships, and property were often resolved within joint families through elders,
community leaders, or village panchayats. However, urbanization, industrialization, higher
literacy, women’s economic independence, and changing social values have significantly

transformed family structures and relationships.

With the decline of traditional community-based mechanisms, family disputes increasingly
came before formal courts. The conventional civil justice system, based on adversarial
procedures, formal evidence, and lengthy litigation, was often unsuitable for sensitive
matrimonial, maintenance, custody, and other family matters. Such proceedings could
intensify conflict rather than promote reconciliation. This created the need for a specialized,
accessible, and less adversarial mechanism capable of addressing family disputes with greater

sensitivity, confidentiality, and emphasis on settlement and social harmony.!
1.2 EVOLUTION OF FAMILY COURTS IN INDIA

The establishment of specialized Family Courts in India was influenced by social reformers,
women’s rights organizations and progressive legal thinkers. The Law Commission of India’s
59th Report (1974) recommended specialized forums for family disputes, emphasizing
conciliation and settlement over formal litigation.? The Committee on the Status of Women in
India (1974) also highlighted how lengthy and adversarial procedures adversely affected
women and children in matters of maintenance and custody. International developments,
including CEDAW, further emphasized equal access to justice. These developments
ultimately contributed to the enactment of the Family Courts Act, 1984, establishing a

specialized and less adversarial framework for family disputes.

1.3 NEED AND OBJECTIVES OF FAMILY COURTS

! Law Commission of India, 59th Report on Some Questions Relating to the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955
and the Special Marriage Act, 1954 (Government of India, 1974), especially the discussion recommending
specialised machinery and conciliation in matrimonial disputes.

2 Law Commission of India, 59th Report on Some Questions Relating to the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955
and the Special Marriage Act, 1954 (1974).
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The primary objective of creating Family Courts was to radicalize the resolution of marital
and domestic disputes by shifting from an adversarial "win-lose" approach to a therapeutic,

problem-solving model. The statutory objectives underlying the framework include:

o Promoting Conciliation: Prioritizing reconciliation and amicable settlements over
contentious litigation.

o Procedural Flexibility: Relaxing rigid evidentiary and procedural technicalities embodied
in the Code of Civil Procedure, 1908 (CPC) and the Indian Evidence Act, 1872.

e Specialized Institutional Architecture: Integrating professional marriage counselors,
welfare officers, and psychological experts into the judicial process.

o Protecting Privacy: Ensuring confidentiality through in-camera proceedings to protect
families from public scrutiny and stigma.

o [Expeditious Disposal: Providing swift relief, particularly in matters of interim

maintenance, child custody, and injunctive remedies.

1.4 RESEARCH PROBLEM

Despite four decades since the enactment of the Family Courts Act, 1984, the institutional
reality of Family Courts in India presents a significant gap between legislative intent and
practical execution. While designed as non-adversarial, informal, and therapeutic forums,
many Family Courts have absorbed the structural delays, procedural technicalities, and
confrontational tactics typical of traditional civil courts. Issues such as severe judicial
vacancies, understaffed counseling centers, inadequate physical infrastructure, over-reliance
on lawyers despite statutory curbs, and regional disparities in court distribution continue to
hamper their effectiveness. Therefore, an analytical inquiry is necessary to assess whether
Family Courts have truly transformed personal dispute resolution or merely added another

layer of legal bureaucracy.

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This analytical study seeks to address the following core research questions:

1. How effective has the legal and constitutional framework of the Family Courts Act, 1984

been in delivering holistic, non-adversarial justice to disputing family units?
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2. To what extent have Family Courts successfully implemented mandatory conciliation
and counseling without compromising individual legal rights, particularly gender justice?

3. What procedural, administrative, and structural bottlenecks impede the functioning of
Family Courts across various Indian states?

4. How has the judicial approach of the Supreme Court and High Courts shaped the
statutory jurisdiction and operational dynamics of Family Courts?

5. What systemic reforms, technological integrations, and policy measures are required to

modernize Family Courts for contemporary socio-legal challenges?

1.6 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The primary objectives of this research paper are:

- To examine the constitutional and statutory framework governing Family Courts in India,
including their civil and criminal jurisdiction.

To analyze the role of conciliation, counselling, mediation, and judicial precedents in
promoting effective and less adversarial family dispute resolution.
- To identify the major operational challenges faced by Family Courts and suggest suitable

legal, procedural, infrastructural, and institutional reforms to improve access to family justice.

1.7 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a doctrinal and socio-legal analytical methodology. Primary sources

analyzed include:

o Statutory enactments (the Family Courts Act, 1984; Code of Civil Procedure, 1908;
Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023 / Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973;
Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023 / Indian Evidence Act, 1872; and various personal
law acts).

o Constitutional provisions (Articles 14, 15, 21, and 39A of the Constitution of India).

o Landmark judgments of the Supreme Court of India and various State High Courts.

o Secondary sources consist of Law Commission of India reports, parliamentary committee
findings, judicial statistics, academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and empirical

studies evaluating court management and dispute resolution efficiency. The analytical
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framework synthesizes legal interpretation with socio-legal evaluation to assess how

statutory texts translate into operational outcomes.
1.8 SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The scope of this research encompasses the structural framework, jurisdictional limits,
procedural innovations, and judicial interpretations surrounding Family Courts operating
across India. It evaluates the intersection of state-enacted Family Court rules, personal laws

(Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Parsi, and secular marriage laws), and constitutional guarantees.

Limitations: Due to the vast geographical and administrative variations across Indian states,
empirical data regarding case pendency and counseling success rates vary significantly by
region. The study primarily relies on available national reports, published judicial statistics,
and representative regional case studies, which may not capture every local operational

variation in real time.

2. LEGAL AND CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK OF FAMILY COURTS IN
INDIA

2.1 CONSTITUTIONAL BASIS OF FAMILY JUSTICE

The establishment and functioning of Family Courts are supported by the Constitution of
India, which guarantees equality, dignity, and access to justice while protecting vulnerable

groups.

Article 14 guarantees equality before law and equal protection of laws, while Article 15(3)
permits the State to make special provisions for women and children.? Family Courts support
these constitutional objectives by providing a specialized forum for resolving family disputes

with greater sensitivity.

Article 21 protects the right to life and personal liberty. Judicial interpretation has expanded
its scope to include human dignity, speedy justice, and access to justice.* A specialized and
less adversarial family justice system helps reduce prolonged litigation and its impact on

individuals and families.

3 Constitution of India, arts. 14 and 15(3).
4 Hussainara Khatoon (I) v. Home Secretary, State of Bihar, (1980) 1 SCC 81; Constitution of India, art.
21.
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Article 39A, a Directive Principle of State Policy, requires the State to promote justice based
on equal opportunity and provide free legal aid so that economic or other disabilities do not
prevent access to justice.” Thus, these constitutional principles provide an important

foundation for Family Courts in India.

CONSTITUTIONAL BASIS OF FAMILY JUSTICE

l

1. ARTICLE 14 & 15(3) 2. ARTICLE 21 3. ARTICLE 39A

Equality before Law & Right to Life &

Personal Liberty

Special Provisions for
Women & Children

Equal Access to Justice
and Legal Aid

Right to Dignity &
Speedy Justice

The Family Courts Act, 1984 contains six Chapters and 23 Sections establishing specialized

courts for family disputes. Key provisions include:

e Section 3: Provides for establishment of Family Courts in cities or towns with a
population exceeding one million and permits establishment in other areas where
necessary.®

e Section 9: Requires the Court to make efforts to promote settlement between parties at
the earliest stage.’

o Section 13: Restricts legal practitioners from appearing as a matter of right, subject to

the Court’s permission.®

3 Constitution of India, art. 39A; Hussainara Khatoon (IV) v. Home Secretary, State of Bihar,
(1980) 1 SCC 98.

¢ Family Courts Act, 1984, § 3(1)~(2), Act No. 66 of 1984.

7 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 9(1), Act No. 66 of 1984.
8 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 13, Act No. 66 of 1984.
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o Section 14: Permits the Court to receive material that may assist in resolving the
dispute, even if it would not otherwise be admissible under the strict rules of

evidence.’
2.3 ESTABLISHMENT AND COMPOSITION OF FAMILY COURTS

Under Section 3 and Section 4 of the Act, the power to establish Family Courts rests with the
State Government, acting in concurrence with the High Court. The qualification of judges
presiding over these courts is governed by Section 4(3), which requires that a person must
have held a judicial office in India for at least seven years, or been an advocate of a High
Court for at least seven years, or possess qualifications prescribed by the Central Government

in consultation with the Chief Justice of India.'®

Crucially, Section 4(4) introduces an unconventional selection criterion: in selecting judges,
preference should be given to women, and candidates must possess a demonstrated
commitment to protecting and preserving the institution of marriage, promoting the welfare

of children, and exercising expertise in counseling and conciliation.!!
2.4 JURISDICTION OF FAMILY COURTS

Section 7 of the Act grants Family Courts comprehensive jurisdiction, transferring suits and
proceedings that were previously handled by District Courts, Subordinate Civil Courts, and
Magistrates of the First Class.!?

° Family Courts Act, 1984, § 14, Act No. 66 of 1984.
10 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 4(1), (3), Act No. 66 of 1984.

1 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 4(4), Act No. 66 of 1984.
12 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 7(1)—(2), Act No. 66 of 1984.
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JURISDICTION OF FAMILY COURTS - SECTION 7

@ \

CIVIL JURISDICTION CRIMINAL JURISDICTION
Sec. 7(1) Sec.7(2)

1. Matrimonial | 2. Status & | 3. Children Maintenance Enforcement
Matters Property Matters Proceedings of Orders

* Divorce * Marriage Status [l * Custody
* Restitution | . Property * Guardianship Sec. 125CrPC/
L Annu'ment * Access Sec. 144 BNSS

Under Section 7(1), a Family Court exercises all the jurisdiction exercisable by any District

Court or subordinate civil court in respect of suits and proceedings of the following natures:

1. Matrimonial relief, including decrees for dissolution of marriage, restitution of conjugal
rights, judicial separation, or nullity of marriage.'3

Declarations as to the validity of a marriage or the matrimonial status of any person.
Disputes regarding the property of the spouses or either of them.

Injunctions arising out of circumstances connected with a marital relationship.
Declarations as to the legitimacy of any person.

Suits or proceedings for maintenance.

A o

Suits or proceedings regarding the guardianship of the person, or custody of, or access to,

any minor.

Under Section 7(2), the Family Court is conferred jurisdiction exercisable by a First Class
Magistrate under Chapter IX of the Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973 (now corresponding to
Chapter X of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023) regarding maintenance of wives,

children, and parents.'*

2.5 TRANSFER AND WITHDRAWAL OF CASES

13 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 7(1)(a)—(g), Act No. 66 of 1984.
14 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 7(2), Act No. 66 of 1984; Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023, § 144.
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Section 8 of the Act systematically excludes the jurisdiction of ordinary civil and criminal
courts in areas where a Family Court has been constituted. Upon the establishment of a

Family Court for a specific area:!

e No civil court or Magistrate situated within that territorial area retains jurisdiction over
matters covered under Section 7.
o Every pending suit or proceeding falling within the jurisdiction of the Family Court

stands automatically transferred to such Family Court on its establishment date.

This statutory transfer ensures that jurisdictional overlap is eliminated, concentrating all

family law matters under a single specialized forum.
2.6 APPLICABILITY OF OTHER PERSONAL AND FAMILY LAWS

The Family Courts Act, 1984 is a procedural and institutional enactment; it does not replace
the substantive personal laws of India. Instead, it serves as the procedural vessel through
which rights established under substantive statutes are adjudicated. The court applies

substantive provisions from diverse personal and secular laws, including:

e The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955

o The Hindu Adoptions and Maintenance Act, 1956

e  The Guardians and Wards Act, 1890

o The Special Marriage Act, 1954

e  The Dissolution of Muslim Marriages Act, 1939

e The Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act, 1986 /2019
e The Indian Christian Marriage Act, 1872 & The Divorce Act, 1869

o The Parsi Marriage and Divorce Act, 1936

e  The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 (PWDVA)

The challenge for Family Court judges lies in applying these distinct, culturally diverse
personal law regimes while maintaining a unified, constitutionally aligned procedural

framework.

2.7 ROLE OF HIGH COURTS AND STATE GOVERNMENTS

15 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 8(a)—(b), Act No. 66 of 1984.
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The administration of Family Courts operates under a dual framework involving State

Executive authorities and the Judicial branch:

High Courts: Responsible for framing rules under Section 21 to regulate procedures,
appointing judges, exercising administrative supervision under Article 227 of the

Constitution, and hearing appeals under Section 19 of the Act.

State Governments: Responsible for issuing notifications to establish courts under Section 3,
providing physical infrastructure, allocating operational funds, and appointing administrative
support staff, counselors, and welfare officers in consultation with the High Court (Sections 5

and 6).
3. JURISDICTION AND FUNCTIONS OF FAMILY COURTS
3.1 MATRIMONIAL DISPUTES

Matrimonial disputes form the core workload of Family Courts. These disputes encompass
actions aimed at modifying, affirming, or dissolving the legal status of a marriage. The
primary function of the court in these cases is to establish whether the statutory grounds for
relief exist while continuously evaluating whether the marriage can be saved through

conciliation.
3.2 DIVORCE AND JUDICIAL SEPARATION

Family Courts adjudicate applications for divorce and judicial separation across all
substantive legal regimes. Under fault-based theories of divorce (e.g., Section 13(1) of the
Hindu Marriage Act, 1955), grounds such as cruelty, desertion, adultery, conversion, and

mental illness must be established through evidence.

In addition, Family Courts process divorce by mutual consent (e.g., Section 13B of the Hindu
Marriage Act, Section 28 of the Special Marriage Act). In mutual consent cases, the statutory
framework mandates a six-month "cooling-off" period between the first and second motion to

allow for reflection and potential reconciliation. '® However, through judicial developments,

16 Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, § 13B(2), Act No. 25 of 1955; Amardeep Singh v. Harveen Kaur,
(2017) 8 SCC 746.
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courts retain the discretion to waive this waiting period in cases of irretrievable breakdown

where prolonged delay causes undue hardship.

3.3 RESTITUTION OF CONJUGAL RIGHTS

Under remedies such as Section 9 of the Hindu Marriage Act, Section 22 of the Special
Marriage Act, and corresponding provisions in Christian and Parsi laws, an aggrieved spouse
may petition the court for a decree of restitution of conjugal rights if the other spouse has

withdrawn from their society without reasonable excuse.

The primary objective of this remedy within the Family Court setting is to encourage
cohabitation and address underlying misunderstandings. However, this statutory remedy has
faced constitutional challenges on the grounds that enforcing cohabitation infringes upon
individual autonomy and privacy under Article 21. Family Courts must navigate these cases
carefully, ensuring the remedy is used to facilitate voluntary reconciliation rather than

coercion.

3.4 MAINTENANCE AND ALIMONY

The jurisdiction over maintenance claims is exercised under both substantive personal laws

and general criminal statutory provisions (Section 125 CrPC / Section 144 BNSS):

Statutory Framework Eligible Claimants Scope and Primary Purpose

) ) ) Speedy, summary remedy to prevent
Sec 125 CrPC / Sec = Wives, minor children, o ‘
vagrancy and destitution; secular in

144 BNSS dependent parents
character.
Hindu Adoptions & Long-term substantive maintenance
‘ Hindu wives, children, ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘
Maintenance Act, rights, including claims against estate
aged parents
1956 assets.
Pendente  lite (interim litigation
Hindu Marriage Act,  Either spouse ‘
expenses) and permanent alimony
1955 (Sec 24 & 25) (husband or wife)

upon decree.
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Statutory Framework Eligible Claimants Scope and Primary Purpose

. . Temporary = maintenance  during
Special Marriage Act,

Wives proceedings and permanent alimony at
1954 (Sec 36 & 37)

final decree.

) ) Emergency monetary relief covering
PWDVA, 2005 (Sec  Aggrieved women in
) ) ) medical expenses, loss of earnings,
20) domestic relationships .
and maintenance.

Family Courts assess the economic standing of both parties, the standard of living enjoyed
during the marriage, reasonable monthly expenses, and earning capacities to determine

equitable maintenance amounts.
3.5 CHILD CUSTODY AND GUARDIANSHIP

In child custody and guardianship matters under the Guardians and Wards Act, 1890 and the
Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act, 1956, Family Courts apply the doctrine of "welfare of

the child as the paramount consideration."!”

WELFARE OF THE CHILD
(Paramount Concern)
EMOTIONAL PHYSICAL m
WELFARE WELFARE

+ Bond with parents + Safe home + Preference if mature
+ Emotional well-being.  + Education * Development
+ Stability

Custody determinations fall into distinct operational categories:

e Interim Custody: Temporary arrangements during the pendency of main proceedings.
o Physical Custody: Granting primary residential rights to one parent while maintaining

equal parental responsibility.

'7 Gaurav Nagpal v. Sumedha Nagpal, (2009) 1 SCC 42; Guardians and Wards Act, 1890, § 13.
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e Shared / Joint Custody: Arranging divided physical time to preserve meaningful
relationships with both parents.
o Visitation Rights: Providing scheduled contact (in-person, overnight, or virtual) to the

non-custodial parent.
3.6 LEGITIMACY AND STATUS OF CHILDREN

Under Section 7(1)(e) of the Act, Family Courts possess exclusive jurisdiction to grant suits
and declarations regarding the legitimacy of any person. These cases often intersect with
Section 112 of the Indian Evidence Act, 1872 (Section 116 of Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam,
2023),'® which establishes a strong legal presumption of legitimacy for children born during a

valid marriage.

When paternity is contested, Family Courts must balance the need for truth with the child's
right to avoid the legal and social stigma of illegitimacy. Courts approach requests for
scientific testing, such as DNA profiling, cautiously, ordering them only when a prima facie

case is established and the test is crucial to resolving the dispute.
3.7 PROPERTY AND OTHER FAMILY-RELATED DISPUTES

Section 7(1)(c) grants Family Courts jurisdiction over suits and proceedings between parties

to a marriage concerning the property of either spouse or both.!” This includes:

e Claims for the return of Stridhan (a woman's exclusive property under Hindu law) or
dowry articles.

o Disputes over joint bank accounts, investments, and residential properties acquired
during cohabitation.

o Injunctions preventing one spouse from creating third-party rights or disposing of

matrimonial assets pending litigation.

By centralizing monetary, proprietary, and personal claims in a single forum, the Family

Court prevents multiplicity of litigation across different civil courts.

18 Indian Evidence Act, 1872, § 112; Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023, § 116.

19 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 7(1)(c), Act No. 66 of 1984; K.A. Abdul Jaleel v. T.A. Shahida, (2003) 4
SCC 649.
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3.8 EXECUTION OF FAMILY COURT ORDERS

A common criticism of civil litigation is that winning a decree is only half the battle;
executing it is equally challenging. Section 18 of the Family Courts Act provides that a
decree or order passed by a Family Court shall have the same force and effect as a decree or

order of a civil court and shall be executed in the same manner as prescribed by the CPC.?°

For maintenance orders under Chapter IX of CrPC / Chapter X of BNSS, the court can issue
distress warrants, attachment of salary orders, and commit defaulting payors to civil
imprisonment under Section 125(3). However, administrative delays in executing

maintenance warrants remain a persistent challenge in practice.
4. PROCEDURAL ROLE OF FAMILY COURTS IN DISPUTE RESOLUTION

| FAMILY COURT PROCEDURAL FLOWWAY |
|

[Institution of Suit]

[First Appearance of Both Parties]

[Mandatory Referral to Conciliation / Counseling]
(Section 9)

[Settlement Reached] [Conciliation Fails]
| |
[Consent Decree / Terms of [Return to Adjudication / Frame Issues]
Settlement Executed] |
[In-Camera Hearing & Flexible Evidence]
(Sections 11 & 14)
|

[Final Judgment / Decree]

20 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 18, Act No. 66 of 1984.
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(Section 17)
4.1 CONCILIATION AND RECONCILIATION

Unlike conventional civil courts, which focus primarily on legal adjudication, Family Courts
are built around conciliation. Section 9 of the Family Courts Act makes it mandatory for the
court to attempt conciliation at the earliest stage. The statutory mandate requires the judge to
pause formal adversarial proceedings and direct parties to explore reconciliation or a

negotiated settlement.?!

This mechanism recognizes that marital discords often stem from temporary communication
breakdowns, external interferences, or financial stress rather than irretrievable marital
breakdown. Conciliation allows parties to express grievances in a controlled, non-judgmental

environment, shifting the focus from legal fault to workable resolution.
4.2 COUNSELING AND MEDIATION

Counseling forms the psychological backbone of the Family Court system. Under Section 6,

the State Government provides appointed counselors to assist the court.

e Role of Counseling: Focuses on helping parties process emotional trauma, manage
hostility, understand the psychological impact of conflict on children, and evaluate
whether the marriage can be repaired.

o Role of Mediation: Focuses on practical negotiations. When reconciliation is not viable,
mediation assists parties in structuring mutually acceptable terms for separation, child

custody arrangements, alimony, and asset division.
4.3 INFORMAL AND FLEXIBLE PROCEDURE

To create an accessible, low-stress environment, Family Courts are granted procedural
flexibility. Section 10 of the Act applies the Code of Civil Procedure but explicitly empowers

the Family Court to lay down its own procedure to arrive at a settlement or establish facts.??

The environment is designed to be less formal than traditional civil courts: judges and

lawyers are encouraged not to wear formal gowns, courtrooms are organized to reduce

2! Family Courts Act, 1984, § 9(1); K. Srinivas Rao v. D.A. Deepa, (2013) 5 SCC 226.
22 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 10(3), Act No. 66 of 1984.
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physical distance between parties, and strict procedural technicalities such as rigid rules
governing amendments or strict timeframes for pleadings are applied flexibly to prioritize

substantive justice.
4.4 ROLE OF COUNSELOR AND WELFARE EXPERTS

Counselors and welfare experts act as specialized officers of the court. When a matter is
referred for counseling, the counselor conducts sessions, evaluates party interactions, and

submits a report to the judge.

In child custody disputes, family court welfare officers observe parent-child interactions,
evaluate home environments, assess psychological compatibility, and provide objective

assessments to assist the judge in determining the best interests of the child.
4.5 IN- CAMERA PROCEEDINGS

To protect family privacy and encourage open communication, Section 11 mandates that
Family Court proceedings be conducted in-camera if the court desires or if either party
requests it.>> Public hearings in traditional courts can expose intimate domestic details to
outsiders, leading to public embarrassment and escalating interpersonal hostility. In-camera
proceedings ensure that sensitive testimony regarding marital infidelity, medical conditions,

or domestic abuse remains confidential within the courtroom.
4.6 EVIDENCE AND PROCEDURAL FLEXIBILITY
Section 14 of the Act contains a crucial evidentiary departure:*

"A Family Court may receive as evidence any report, statement, document, information or
matter that may, in its opinion, assist it to deal effectually with a dispute, whether or not the

same would be otherwise relevant or admissible under the Indian Evidence Act, 1872."

23 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 11, Act No. 66 of 1984.

24 Family Courts Act, 1984, § 14, Act No. 66 of 1984.
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This provision frees Family Courts from rigid evidentiary rules regarding admissibility,
formal proof, and technical hearsay objections. Judges can review psychological evaluations,
informal audio/video recordings, electronic messages, and counselor notes directly, provided
principles of natural justice specifically giving both sides an opportunity to respond are

respected.
4.7 PROTECTION OF PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY

Confidentiality is essential for effective counseling and mediation. Statements made,
admissions conceded, or compromise offers put forward by either party during counseling
sessions are protected by privilege. If conciliation fails and the case proceeds to formal
adjudication, communications made during counseling sessions cannot be used as admissions
against the party in court, ensuring that parties can engage open-heartedly in settlement talks

without fearing legal prejudice later.
4.8 ROLE OF LAWYERS AND LEGAL AID

Section 13 of the Act limits the automatic right of legal practitioners to appear in Family

Courts:

Section 13 Rule: No party to a suit before a Family Court shall be entitled
as of right to be represented by a legal practitioner.
|—> Exception: Court may grant permission if deemed

necessary in the interest of justice.

L—» Mandate: Amicus Curiae / Legal Aid provided when a
party is unable to present their case adequately.
The underlying objective was to prevent lawyers from converting personal family disputes
into complex legal battles. However, in practice, courts regularly grant permission for legal
representation under Section 13 due to complex questions of law, dynamic asset valuations,
and cross-examinations. Furthermore, under Section 39A of the Constitution and the Legal
Services Authorities Act, 1987, indigent litigants are entitled to free legal assistance, ensuring

that restrictions on legal representation do not leave vulnerable litigants without guidance.

5. JUDICIAL APPROACH TOWARDS FAMILY COURTS IN INDIA
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5.1 ROLE OF SUPREME COURT IN DEVLOPING FAMILY COURT
JURISPRUDENCE

The Supreme Court of India has played a central role in guiding the development of Family
Courts, ensuring that procedural rules serve the broader goals of social justice, personal
autonomy, and gender equality. Through progressive statutory interpretation, the apex court
has transformed Family Courts from simple dispute resolution centers into instruments of

constitutional justice.

5.2IMPORTANT JUDICIAL DECISIONS ON FAMILY COURT JURISDICTION

The higher judiciary has repeatedly defined and clarified the jurisdictional contours of Family
Courts:

K.A. Abdul Jaleel v. T.A. Shahida (2003): The Supreme Court held that Section 7 of the
Family Courts Act must be interpreted broadly. The Court clarified that the Family Court
retains jurisdiction over property disputes between a divorced couple if the cause of action
arises from or is connected to their marital relationship, refusing a narrow reading that would

restrict jurisdiction strictly to active marriages.

Sanjeev Kapoor v. Chandana Kapoor (2020): The Supreme Court held that Section 125
CrPC is a social justice measure designed to prevent vagrancy. The Court clarified that
Family Courts must interpret maintenance provisions liberally to ensure financial protection

for dependent spouses and children.

Amardeep Singh v. Harveen Kaur (2017): The Supreme Court held that the six-month
statutory waiting period for mutual consent divorce under Section 13B(2) of the Hindu
Marriage Act is directory, not mandatory. The Court ruled that Family Courts possess the
discretion to waive this cooling-off period if all efforts at conciliation have failed and

prolonged waiting would only extend the parties' distress.
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LANDMARK JUDICIAL PRONOUNCEMENTS

K.A. ABDUL JALEEL

v. T.A. SHAHIDA
(2003)

AMARDEEP SINGH v. RAJ NESH v. NEHA

* Property jurisdiction HARVEEN KAUR (2021)
under Sec. 7 (2017)

l

GAURAV NAGPAL v. * 6-month period * Maintenance disclosure
SUMEDHA NAGPAL may be waived guidelines

(2009)

¢ Child welfare is
paramont.

5.3 JUDICIAL APPROACH TOWARDS CONCILIATION AND MEDIATION

The judiciary has consistently reinforced that conciliation is the core function of Family
Courts, not an administrative formality. In Shilpa Sailesh v. Varun Sreenivasan (2023),% the
Supreme Court re-emphasized that while the court must make genuine efforts toward
conciliation, forcing parties to remain in a dead marriage where there is an irretrievable
breakdown causes unnecessary hardship. Courts are encouraged to use mediation to structure
humane, fair settlement terms rather than compelling cohabitation against the clear wishes of

both parties.
5.4 JUDICIAL PROTECTION OF CHILDREN’S INTERESTS

In child custody disputes, the judiciary has prioritized the emotional and developmental
welfare of the child over the rigid statutory claims of parents. In Gaurav Nagpal v. Sumedha

Nagpal (2009), the Supreme Court held that:

"The welfare of the minor child is the paramount consideration, and the statutory rights of the
parents must yield to the child's interest. Moral and ethical welfare, along with physical well-

being, must guide the Court."

25 Shilpa Sailesh v. Varun Sreenivasan, 2023 SCC OnLine SC 544.
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Courts have also recognized the importance of shared parenting models, structured visitation,
and psychological support during custody transitions to minimize emotional trauma for the

child.
5.5 GENDER JUSTICE AND FAMILY COURT PROCEEDINGS

Matrimonial disputes frequently involve severe economic disparities between spouses.
Recognizing that procedural delays can disproportionately impact economically dependent
women, the judiciary established guidelines in Rajnesh v. Neha (2021). The Supreme Court
mandated that both parties in maintenance proceedings across all courts, including Family
Courts, must file comprehensive Affidavits of Assets and Liabilities.?® This requirement
minimizes delays, prevents concealment of income, and ensures that interim maintenance is

awarded swiftly based on transparent financial evidence.
5.6 BALANCING PERSONAL LAW AND CONSTITUTIONAL PRINCIPLES

Family Courts operate at the intersection of religious personal laws and constitutional
guarantees. The judicial approach continuously ensures that personal law rules are applied in
harmony with fundamental rights under Articles 14, 15, and 21. Where personal law
interpretations result in arbitrary hardship or inequality, the higher judiciary directs Family
Courts to prioritize constitutional morality, ensuring equal protection and dignity for all

parties.
6. ROLE OF FAMILY COURTS IN ACCESS TO JUSTICE

6.1 FAMILY COURT AS A MECHANISM FOR ACCESSIBLE JUSTICE

Access to justice requires more than creating physical courtrooms; it demands procedural
fairness, affordability, emotional safety, and timely resolution. Family Courts were designed
to democratize legal redress in personal disputes by lowering procedural barriers, simplifying

documentation, and reducing reliance on rigid legal formalism.

6.2 SPEEDY DISPOSAL OF FAMILY DISPUTES

26 Rajnesh v. Neha, (2021) 2 SCC 324.
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Delay in family law cases can cause severe financial and emotional harm. Unresolved
maintenance claims can leave dependent spouses without basic necessities, while delayed
custody decisions can erode parental relationships. By combining multiple claims such as
divorce, custody, property, and maintenance into a single forum and using summary
procedures for interim relief, Family Courts aim to resolve cases faster than general civil

courts.
6.3 REDUCTION OF ADVERSARIAL LITIGATION

Traditional adversarial litigation encourages opposing parties to take aggressive positions,
exaggerate claims, and highlight flaws in the other party. In contrast, the Family Court
framework promotes a collaborative environment. By encouraging mediated agreements,
parties retain agency over their outcomes, leading to higher compliance rates and less post-

decree litigation compared to contested judgments.
6.4 PROTECTION OF WOMEN AND CHILDREN

Family Courts serve as vital protective forums for women and children facing domestic abuse,

economic desertion, or unlawful displacement.

PROTECTIVE FUNCTIONS OF

FAMILY COURTS

1. FINANCIAL 2.PHYSICAL 3. CHILD
SECURITY PROTECTION WELFARE

« Maintenance + Protection orders « Safe visitation
« Earnings attachment « Eviction protection « Interim custody
« Stridhan recovery + In-camera proceedings « Education continuity

6.5 PROMOTION OF SETTLEMENT AND RECONCILIATION

When reconciliation is possible, Family Courts help couples repair their relationships through
counseling. When reconciliation is not viable, the court assists in securing a smooth, fair

dissolution. This dual focus ensures that marriages are not prematurely terminated due to
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temporary conflicts, while also preventing parties from remaining trapped in unviable

marriages indefinitely.
6.6 ROLE OF FAMILY COURTS IN REDUCING LITIGATIONBURDEN

By establishing dedicated forums for domestic disputes, the Family Courts Act relieved
District Courts and Subordinate Civil Judges of a heavy caseload. This specialization allows
civil courts to focus on commercial and property litigation, while enabling Family Court
judges to develop deep institutional expertise in personal law, psychology, and dispute

resolution.
7. CHALLENGES IN THE FUNCTIONING OF FAMILY COURTS

7.1 DELAY AND PENDENCY OF CASES

Despite their intended emphasis on speed, many Family Courts face severe case backlogs.
According to national judicial statistics, hundreds of thousands of family law cases remain

pending across India, with many taking years to reach final disposition.

Factors Driving Case Delays in Family Courts:

—> Excessive Case Filings vs. Limited Bench Strength
—> Adjournment Culture & Delaying Tactics by Legal Counsel
—> Protracted Multi-Stage Counseling Sessions

—> Delays in Executing Warrants for Maintenance Realization
—> Interlocutory Appeals to High Courts against Interim Orders

7.2 INFRASTRUCTURE AND INSTITUTIONAL LIMITATIONS

The physical infrastructure of many Family Courts falls far short of legislative intent. Rather
than featuring welcoming, non-intimidating spaces, many Family Courts operate out of
overcrowded, dilapidated complex buildings alongside criminal courts. Key infrastructure

deficits include:

o Absence of dedicated, child-friendly visitation rooms with toys and psychological aids.
e Lack of private, soundproof counseling chambers, forcing counselors to conduct

sensitive sessions in crowded rooms.
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o Inadequate waiting areas, forcing opposing parties and their families to wait in close

proximity, which often escalates tension.

7.3 SHORTAGE OF JUDGES, COUNSELLORS AND SUPPORT STAFF

The ratio of Family Courts to the population remains inadequate across India. Many courts
remain unstaffed for long periods due to delays in judicial transfers and appointments.
Furthermore, counselors and welfare officers are often appointed on short-term contractual
bases with minimal remuneration, leading to high turnover rates, low morale, and variable

counseling quality.

7.4 PROCEDURAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE CHALLENGES

While the Act provides for procedural flexibility, in practice, court procedures frequently
revert to rigid civil standards. Lawyers and judges often rely heavily on formal CPC
procedures, endless written objections, mechanical cross-examinations, and frequent

adjournments, frustrating the statute's non-adversarial goals.

7.5 UNEQUAL ACCESS TO LEGAL REPRESENTATIVE

Although Section 13 limits automatic legal representation, parties who can afford
experienced counsel frequently secure permission to appear, while financially disadvantaged
litigants struggle to present complex legal arguments. This imbalance is particularly evident

in contested property divisions, complex asset valuations, and cross-border custody disputes.

7.6 EMOTIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS OF FAMILY
LITIGATION

Family litigation involves deep emotional distress, trauma, and personal anger. Standard
judicial training focuses primarily on legal statutes, civil procedures, and case law, often
leaving judges under-prepared to handle emotional outbursts, trauma responses, and severe
psychological distress in the courtroom. Without specialized training in conflict de-escalation,

judges may struggle to maintain an empathetic, problem-solving courtroom dynamic.

7.7 REGIONAL AND STATE-LEVEL DIFFERENCES

The functioning of Family Courts varies widely across Indian states:
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Urban / Metro Family Courts

Greater awareness of legal remedies and

institutional resources.

Better access to professional counselors

and virtual hearing setups.

Specialized infrastructure available (e.g.,

dedicated child spaces).

High caseloads leading to administrative

backlogs.

Rural / Tier-3 Family Courts

Low awareness; social stigma limits

formal dispute filing.

Severe shortages of trained counselors

and support staff.

Often housed in standard civil court

premises without modification.

Geographic distance to court poses

significant travel barriers.

8. EMERGING ISSUES AND REFORM IN FAMILY COURTS

8.1 DIGITISATION AND E-FAMILY COURTS

The integration of information and communications technology (ICT) under the e-Courts
Project offers significant opportunities to modernize Family Courts. Digitization initiatives

include:

o E-Filing: Enabling remote submission of petitions, maintenance applications, and
evidence affidavits.

o Digital Case Tracking: Allowing litigants to track case status, hearing dates, and interim
orders online, reducing the need for physical visits.

o Virtual Display Boards: Streamlining daily courtroom scheduling to minimize long

waiting times in court corridors.
8.2 ONLINE MEDIATION AND VIRTUAL HEARINGS

The adoption of virtual hearings and Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) mechanisms has
expanded access to justice, particularly in matrimonial disputes involving non-resident

Indians (NRIs) or parties living in different cities.
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BENEFITS OF VIRTUAL FAMILY COURT PROCEEDINGS

2. LESS
1. NO TRAVEL 3. SAFE REMOTE
BARRIERS HESS gOTNET%LATION ACCESS

| | |

* NRI participation < Less courtroom « Safer for
* Saves time tension vulnerable
* Reduces cost « Easier mediation parties

Virtual hearings allow parties to participate without taking extensive work leave or incurring

high travel costs, while also offering a safe, low-conflict environment for vulnerable litigants.

8.3 ALTERNATIVE DISPUTE RESOLUTION

Integrating Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) frameworks specifically court-annexed
Lok Adalats, pre-litigation mediation centers, and collaborative law practices helps resolve
family disputes before they escalate into prolonged litigation. Lok Adalats have proven
particularly effective in finalizing consent decrees, settling compoundable family disputes,

and closing long-pending maintenance claims.

8.4 NEED FOR SPECIALISED TRAINING OF JUDGES

Presiding over a Family Court requires a distinct skill set compared to handling standard civil
or criminal benches. There is a growing consensus on the need for mandatory, continuous

training programs through State Judicial Academies. Training curricula should cover:

o Family psychology and child development dynamics.
o Gender sensitivity and trauma-informed judicial practices.
e Advanced mediation, active listening, and conflict de-escalation techniques.

o Financial analysis for assessing complex matrimonial assets and maintenance claims.
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8.5 STRENGTHENING COUNSELLING AND MEDIATION MECHANISMS

To restore counseling as the core mechanism of the Family Court system, institutional

reforms are necessary:

o Establishing permanent, cadre-based positions for family counselors with competitive
salaries and clear career progression.

o Mandating professional accreditations in clinical psychology, social work, or family
therapy for appointed counselors.

o Standardizing counseling protocols across all courts to ensure consistent, high-quality

mediation services nationwide.

8.6 IMPROVING INFRASTRUCTURE AND CASE MANAGEMENT

Family Courts require dedicated architectural planning. Courts should feature well-ventilated,
dignified waiting halls, child-care centers, private counseling rooms, and separate entry/exit
corridors for protected witnesses or victims of abuse. In addition, modern case management
systems such as setting strict time limits for pleadings, limiting unnecessary adjournments,
and scheduling specific time slots for hearings can significantly reduce daily courtroom

crowding and delays.

8.7 LEGAL AND INSTITUTIONAL REFORMS

Legislative updates are needed to align the Family Courts Act, 1984 with contemporary

socio-legal realities:

o Amending Section 13 to clarify the role of legal practitioners, balancing party
representation with non-adversarial conciliation.

o Updating Section 3 to mandate Family Courts in smaller administrative divisions based
on case volume rather than strict population thresholds.

o Formalizing shared parenting and joint custody frameworks within substantive
guardianship laws.

e Introducing statutory deadlines for deciding interim maintenance applications (e.g.,

mandatory disposal within 60 days of filing).

9. CRITICAL ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
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9.1 ASSESSMENT OF THE PRESENT ROLE OF FAMILY COURTS

This analytical study reveals that Family Courts have established a vital, specialized position
within India's legal architecture. They have successfully centralized varied family disputes
divorce, maintenance, guardianship, property, and custody under a single judicial framework.
By shifting the formal institutional focus toward conciliation, they have provided millions of

litigants with an alternative to purely confrontational litigation.

However, the transformative promise of the Family Courts Act, 1984 remains partially
unfulfilled. In many jurisdictions, Family Courts operate essentially as specialized civil
courts, adopting formal procedural habits that slow down dispute resolution and increase

costs for litigants.
9.2 EFFECTIVENESS OF CONCILIATION-BASED JUSTICE

Conciliation remains the most valuable structural feature of the Family Court framework, but

its application in practice is inconsistent:
EVALUATION OF CONCILIATION IN PRACTICE

FUNCTIONAL STRENGTHS OPERATIONAL
WEAKNESSES
e Restores communication
e Humane settlements
e Reduces future disputes

e Mechanical approach
e Rushed counselling
e Unfair compromise risk

Conciliation works best when conducted by trained professionals who balance empathy with
fairness, ensuring that settlements do not require vulnerable parties to compromise their basic

legal or financial rights.

9.3 ISSUES AFFECTING ACCESS TO JUSTICE

Access to family justice is constrained by four main factors:

o Infrastructure Deficits: Poorly designed court spaces increase stress and hostility for

visiting families.
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e Procedural Delays: Maintenance orders and child access petitions frequently face months
of delays, undermining emergency protections.

o Unequal Legal Assistance: The restriction on legal representation under Section 13 can
put unrepresented, less-educated litigants at a disadvantage against well-resourced
spouses.

o  Geographic Distribution: Concentrating Family Courts in large urban centers leaves rural

and semi-urban populations dependent on traditional civil courts.

9.4 MAJOR FINDINGS OF THE STUDY

1. Jurisdictional Success: Centralizing matrimonial, custodial, and maintenance jurisdiction
under Section 7 has streamlined family litigation and eliminated conflicting rulings from
multiple civil courts.

2. Implementation Deficits: The non-adversarial goals of the 1984 Act are often
compromised by formal procedural habits, frequent adjournments, and a confrontational
litigation culture.

3. Resource Shortages: Inadequate infrastructure, unstaffed counseling units, and high
judicial vacancies remain the primary operational bottlenecks in the Family Court system.

4. Judicial Leadership: Higher court decisions (such as Rajnesh v. Neha and Amardeep
Singh) have helped address procedural delays by waiving rigid waiting periods and
mandating standardized financial disclosures.

5. Modernization Gap: Digital tools, virtual hearings, and case management techniques are

applied inconsistently across different states and judicial regions.

9.5 SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

To improve the effectiveness of Family Courts, reforms should focus on administration,

infrastructure, capacity building, and procedural efficiency.

1. Administrative and Human Resource Reforms:

Family Courts should be established in every administrative district to improve access to
justice. A permanent cadre of trained counsellors, social workers, and child psychologists,
with proper remuneration and professional training, should be created. Standardized case-

management practices can also reduce delays.
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2. Infrastructure and Technological Upgrades:
Family Courts should provide child-friendly and privacy-oriented facilities, including
separate waiting areas and counselling rooms. E-filing, virtual hearings, and online mediation

should be strengthened to reduce geographical and financial barriers.

3. Capacity Building and Training:
Judges should receive continuous training in family psychology, child welfare, gender
sensitivity, counselling, and mediation. Counsellors should also undergo regular professional-

development programmes.

4. Statutory and Procedural Reforms:
Clear timelines, including a proposed 60-day framework for interim maintenance applications,
should be introduced. Financial assets and liabilities affidavits should be submitted at the

initial stage, following Rajnesh v. Neha, to improve transparency and reduce delays.

These reforms can make Family Courts accessible, child-sensitive, efficient, and responsive

while strengthening reconciliation and speedy family justice.

10. CONCLUSION

The Family Courts Act, 1984 marked a significant shift in Indian family justice by
recognizing that matrimonial, custodial and domestic disputes require a conciliation-oriented
and less adversarial approach. Over the years, Family Courts have provided specialized
mechanisms for maintenance, child welfare, reconciliation and dignified resolution of family

disputes.

However, challenges such as case backlogs, inadequate infrastructure, shortage of trained
counsellors and procedural delays continue to affect their effectiveness. When Family Courts
function like ordinary civil courts, the legislative objective of accessible, speedy and less

stressful family justice is weakened.

Strengthening Family Courts requires better infrastructure, professional counselling services,
digital facilities, adequate human resources and effective procedural timelines. These reforms
can help Family Courts become more responsive and child-sensitive institutions. By

combining legal efficiency with empathy and reconciliation, Family Courts can better protect
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human dignity, vulnerable family members and the constitutional values of justice and

equality.
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