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The Role of Trauma? 

Behavioral Learning Objectives

• Identifying best practices when generating 
ethical, and objective written custody reports.
•Critique strengths and weaknesses of a 
custody report as identified by family law 
professionals.
•Address impact of virtual sessions in custody 
evaluations. 
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Outline

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

I. Identifying best practices when 
generating ethical, and objective 
Written custody reports.

II. Recognizing strengths and weaknesses of a 
custody report as identified by family law 
professionals.

III. Lessons learned from Zoom and other Tele-
Health options. 
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I. Identifying best 
practices when 
generating ethical, and 
objective written custody 
reports.
• How to compile useful data 

supporting the conclusions/ 
recommendations of a report.

• How to conform to recognizable 
professional guidelines, standards 
and professional  parameters.This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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http://jeknetwork.typepad.com/networking/2011/01/stop-listening-to-your-asian-parents.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:LED_traffic_light_on_red.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


AFCC Ohio 4/7/21

Leslie M. Drozd, Ph.D. 
(leslie@lesliedrozdphd.com) 3

The Role of Trauma? 

,� Preparation and Planning ,,� Data Collection

,9�Data Analysis, Synthesis,
and Corresponding
Recommendations

,,,� Formation of Initial
Hypotheses and Preliminary 

Decision Tree

Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluation Decision Tree: Process & Procedures

9� Reflection, Review,
Consultation, and Revision

Education: Standards/Guidelines.
Social Science Research.

Decision to accept the case.
Appointment Order.

Getting familiar with the case:
Identifying Case-Specific Issues & 

Sources for Obtaining Data.

Organization of the issues into 
themes & clusters.

Formation of hypotheses.
Creation of decision trees.

As data are collected, finalization 
of hypotheses & decision tree.

Collection of information from the 
parents, children and other 
important collateral sources 

regarding issues set forth in the 
appointment order.

Making sense of the information.
Analysis: Detailed examination of 

the data in relationship to the 
hypotheses as a basis for 

interpretation.
Synthesis: Combining & explaining 

of the data collected & analyzed 
resulting in recommendations. 

Double checking the work product 
to make sure the process & 

procedures have been transparent, 
all methods/procedures were 

followed, all information 
considered, & that the 

recommendations are followed up 
with measures of accountability.

Drozd, Olesen, & Saini (2013). Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluations: Using Decision Tree to Increase Evaluator Competence & Avoid Preventable (UURUV�
������������OHVOLH#OHVOLHGUR]GSKG�FRP�����2OHVHQ3K'#DRO�FRP�����PLFKDHO�VDLQL#XWRURQWR�FD
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Ohio Code related to families including Best Interests
RC 3109.04, RC 3109.051

Case Law

Local Court Rules

Standards (floor) and Guidelines (ceiling/aspirational)

i.    Ohio Rule of Superintendence for Custody Evaluations (Sup.R.91.01-91.09)
ii. Local Rules of Court – challenges, withdrawals, complaints. 
iii. AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation (2006)
iv. Guidelines for Examining Intimate Partner Violence: A Supplement to AFCC

Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation.(2016)
v.     AFCC Guidelines for Court-Involved Therapy (2010)
vi. American Psychological Association Specialty Guidelines for Forensic Psychology

(2013)
vii. American Psychological Association Guidelines for Child Custody Evaluations in

Family Law Proceedings (2010)
viii. American Psychiatric Association Practice Guidelines
ix. National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics (2017)

Laws, Codes, Case Law, Standards & Guidelines
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http://www.tanveernaseer.com/do-you-manage-or-lead-look-to-your-family-role/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Standards and Guidelines
i. Family Code and Local rules of court
ii.    Ohio Rule of Superintendence for Custody Evaluations

iii. AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody 
Evaluation (2006)
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/ModelStdsChildCustodyEvalSept2006.pdf

iv. Guidelines for Examining Intimate Partner Violence: A 
Supplement to AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child 
Custody Evaluation.(2016)
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/Center%20for%20Excellance/Guidelines%20
for%20Examining%20Intimate%20Partner%20Violence.pdf

v. AFCC Guidelines for Court-Involved Therapy (2010)
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/PublicDocuments/CEFCP/Guidelines%20for
%20Court%20Involved%20Therapy%20AFCC.pdf
ocialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English
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Standards and Guidelines

vi. American Psychological Association Specialty Guidelines for 
Forensic Psychology (2013)
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/forensic-psychology.pdf

vii. American Psychological Association Guidelines for Child 
Custody Evaluations in Family Law Proceedings (2010)
https://www.apa.org/practice/guidelines/child-custody

viii.American Psychiatric Association Practice Guidelines
https://psychiatryonline.org/guidelines

ix. National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics (2017) 
https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-
English
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https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/ModelStdsChildCustodyEvalSept2006.pdf
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/Center%20for%20Excellance/Guidelines%20for%20Examining%20Intimate%20Partner%20Violence.pdf
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/PublicDocuments/CEFCP/Guidelines%20for%20Court%20Involved%20Therapy%20AFCC.pdf
https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/forensic-psychology.pdf
https://www.apa.org/practice/guidelines/child-custody
https://psychiatryonline.org/guidelines
https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English
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Optimal Parenting Time Plan Decision Tree
What is the optimal parenting time that 
WKH�FKLOG�Vhould spend with each parent?

Safety Issues
&KLOG
V�
Strengths & 
Weaknesses

3DUHQW
V�0HQWDO�
6WDELOLW\ 	�
&DSDFLW\

&KLOG
V
Temperament 

�&KLOG's 
Perspective and 

Wishes

Adjustment and 
Resiliency

Gatekeeping
Adaptive / 

Maladaptive
Facilitative / 
Restrictive / 
Protective

Age and Stage 
of Development

Mental stability 

Parent capacity
Attunement
1XUWXUDQFH
3URWHFWLRQ
7HDFKLQJ
3URPRWLQJ�FKLOG
V
VHSDUDWH�DQG�
XQLTXH�QHHGV

C
 

Parent problems
+\SHU�YLJLODQW
,QWUXVLYH
7RR�OD[���WRR�ULJLG
6HOI�FHQWHUHG
(QPHVKHG

Substance Misuse 
and Abuse

Logistics
����3DUHQW
V

Relationship

Communication Distance / time 
between homes

Supports the other 
parent's autonomy 

as a parent

Proximity of child's 
educational / social 

networks

Exchanges

&KLOG
V�
5elationships

&KLOG
V�KLstorical 
relationship with 

each parent

Sibling 
relationships

�����&KLOG
V
relationship with 
extended family

&KLOG
V�FXrrent 
relationship with 

each parent

Transition of child's 
items

������&KLOG
V�
Uelationship with 
peer networks

Degree of 
synchronicity of 

parents' calendars

Religious and 
holiday schedule

DPQZSJHIU�������-FTMJF�.��%SP[E
�1I�%�
�/BODZ�8��0MFTFO
�1I�%�
���.JDIBFM�4BJOJ
�.48
�1I�%��	MFTMJFESP[E!HNBJM�DPN


0QUJNBM�1BSFOUJOH�5JNF�%FDJTJPO�5SFF�#BTFE�6QPO�4IBSFE�1BSFOUJOH�.FHB�"OBMZTJT
�"'$$
�5PSPOUP�	����
�
-FTMJF�.��%SP[E
�1I�%�
�/BODZ�8��0MFTFO
�1I�%�
���.JDIBFM�4BJOJ
�.48
�1I�%��	����
������
MFTMJF!MFTMJFESP[EQIE�DPN��OBODZXPMFTFO!HNBJM�DPN��NJDIBFM�TBJOJ!VUPSPOUP�DB

*OUJNBUF�1BSUOFS
WJPMFODF

 $IJME�"CVTF
/FHMFDU
�1IZTJDBM
�

 1TZDIPMPHJDBM
�
4FYVBM
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Multiple Hypotheses
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Normal 
Development 

Parenting 
Problems

Affinity Alienating

Self-centered

Enmeshment

Intrusive

Too Lax/Too Rigid

Misattuned

Abuse

Child Abuse

0U[PTH[L
7HY[ULY�
Violence 
B07=D

Estrangement

Identification with 
the aggressor

Substance 
Abuse

Child’s Reaction Parent’s Behavior

Sabotaging by 
either parent

����	��������
�

�����������
�������������	VQEBUFE������XJUI�TVHHFTUJPOT�CZ�%FVUTDI
�3�
�����


1BSFOUJOH�1MBO���$IJME�$VTUPEZ�&WBMVBUJPOT��6TJOH�%FDJTJPO�5SFFT�UP�*ODSFBTF�&WBMVBUPS�$PNQFUFODF���"WPJE�1SFWFOUBCMF�&SSPST��///0)
4	

(SPNOTLU[

*OPSK�
=\SULYHIPSP[PLZ

;LTWLYTLU[HS�
�LTV[PVUHS��
WYVISLTZ�
ILMVYL�HNL��

,_WVZ\YL�
[V�WYPVY�
[YH\TH

*OPSKOVVK
(K]LYZP[`

Intrusive

:LSM�ISHTPUN
JVWPUN�
Z[YH[LN`

���9LZPZ[�9LM\ZL�+LJPZPVU�;YLL
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��&KLOG�LV
FUHGLEOH�	�KDV
EHHQ�D�YLFWLP
RI�FKLOG�DEXVH
	�RU�ZLWQHVVHG
DEXVH�

��&KLOG�KDV�EHHQ�D
YLFWLP�RI�FKLOG�DEXVH
DQG�RU�ZLWQHVVHG
DEXVH��EXW�GXH�WR
PLVJXLGHG�OR\DOW\
ZLOO�QRW�GLVFORVH�WKH
DEXVH��

�� ,W�LV�XQNQRZQ�DQG
XQOLNHO\�WR�EH�NQRZQ
ZLWK�FHUWDLQW\
ZKHWKHU�WKH�FKLOG�KDV
EHHQ�D�YLFWLP�RI�FKLOG
DEXVH�DQG�RU
ZLWQHVVHG�DEXVH�
JLYHQ�WKH�GDWD�KDYH
EHHQ�FRPSURPLVHG
RYHU�WLPH�

�� &KLOG�KDV�QRW�EHHQ�D
YLFWLP�RI�FKLOG�DEXVH�DQG�
RU�ZLWQHVVHG�DEXVH�
KRZHYHU��D��K\SHU�YLJLODQW
SDUHQW�LQDFFXUDWHO\
EHOLHYHV�WKDW�WKHLU�FKLOG
KDV�EHHQ�D�YLFWLP�RI�FKLOG
DEXVH�

�� &KLOG�KDV�QRW�EHHQ�D
YLFWLP�RI�FKLOG�DEXVH
DQG�RU�ZLWQHVVHG
DEXVH��EXW�D�SDUHQW�LV
XVLQJ�WKH�DOOHJDWLRQ�RI
FKLOG�DEXVH�WR
PDQLSXODWH�WKH�FRXUW
V\VWHP�GXULQJ�FKLOG
FXVWRG\�OLWLJDWLRQ�

��&KLOG�LV�FUHGLEOH�	
KDV�QRW�EHHQ�D�YLFWLP
RI�FKLOG�DEXVH�DQG�RU
ZLWQHVVHG�DEXVH��EXW
FKLOG�KDV�EHFRPH
DOLHQDWHG�IURP�WKH
LGHQWLILHG�SDUHQW
SHUSHWUDWRU�DQG�KDV
PLVSHUFHLYHG�DQG
PLVFKDUDFWHUL]HG
LQQRFHQW�DPELJXRXV
LQWHUDFWLRQV�

+DV�WKH�FKLOG�EHHQ�
D�YLFWLP�RI�FKLOG�
DEXVH�DQG�RU�
ZLWQHVVHG�DEXVH"

Deutsch, R. Drozd, L., & Ajoku, C. (2020). Trauma-informed interventions in parent-child contact cases, 
In B. Fidler & N. Bala (Eds), Parent-child contact problems: Concepts, controversies & conundrums.  
Family Court Review, vol 58(2). 
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Selective Attention Video

https://youtu.be/vJG698U2Mvo

13

“Sustaining doubt is harder work 
than sliding into certainty.” 

Daniel Kahneman (2011) 
Thinking fast & slow. 

“In all social science research and all predication, 
it is important that we be as explicit as possible 

about the degree of uncertainty that accompanies 
our prediction.” 

King et al, 1994, p.212

14

https://youtu.be/vJG698U2Mvo
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021

15

Stress is not always bad.
Stress is not always traumatic.
Trauma can be stressful.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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https://mommysnippets.com/adverse-childhood-experiences/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://blogs.ubc.ca/qualresearch/category/research-examples/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://researchparent.com/category/books/kids-books/kindergarten/page/5/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Screen, Screen, Screen………..

Safety Issues

Always Screen for IPV &
for Other Safety Issues

Consider Multiple 
Hypotheses

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Association of Family 
and Conciliation Courts

Guidelines for 
Examining Intimate
Partner Violence:              
A Supplement to the AFCC Model
Standards of Practice for Child
Custody Evaluation 

© 2016 Association of Family and Conciliation Courts 

www.afccnet.org
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https://horstaandemaas.sp.nl/nieuws/2020/01/veiligheid
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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Screening

Screening for 
domestic or intimate 
partner violence, 
child abuse/neglect, 
& substance 
misuse/abuse should 
occur in every case.This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SAThis Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SAThis Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021
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For Screening of IPV Consider….

BWJP* IPV Screening Guide (2017) 
https://www.bwjp.org/assets/ipv-screening-guide-3-
28-17.pdf. 

MASIC** (2010). 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227667044_
The_Mediator%27s_Assessment_of_Safety_Issues_an
d_Concerns_MASIC_A_Screening_Interview_for_Inti
mate_Partner_Violence_and_Abuse_Available_in_the_
Public_Domain

Screening is an ongoing process. 
*BWJP=Battered Women’s Justice Project.
** MASIC=Mediator’s Assessment of Safety Issues & Concerns
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https://theconversation.com/children-with-autism-arent-necessarily-visual-learners-42758
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
https://effectivechildtherapy.org/homepage/young-girl-talking-with-counselor-at-home/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://effectivechildtherapy.org/therapies/therapy-or-medication/their-projects-off-to-a-good-start/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://effectivechildtherapy.org/tips-tools/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:US_Navy_070721-N-6645H-071_Cryptologic_Technician_Technical_1st_Class_Wayne_Good_greets_a_child_at_Alia_School_for_Early_Intervention.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://www.researchgate.net/
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Focus of the  
Assessment

1 of  4

• Whether the abuse &/or alienation/ 
restrictive gatekeeping and/or other 
variables involve disagreements that  have 
escalated into physical violence as the result 
of poor impulse control or   poor conflict 
management skills; 

• Whether the abuse &/or alienation/ 
restrictive gatekeeping and/or other 
variables are associated with substance 
abuse and/or mental illness; 

• Whether the abuse &/or alienation/ 
restrictive gatekeeping and/or other 
variables is a reaction to the stress of 
separation or divorce without any history of 
abuse or propensity for abuse; Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021

21

Focus of the  
Assessment

2 of  4

• Whether the abuse &/or alienation/ 
restrictive gatekeeping and/or other 
variables have been used to prevent or 
protect against real or perceived threats or 
risk of harm; 

• Whether risk factors for lethality are 
present; 

• The degree to which the responsibility for 
any abuse and/or alienation/restrictive 
gatekeeping, and/or other variables is 
primarily one parent’s responsibility or 
shared; 

Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021

22
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Focus of the  
Assessment

3 of  4

• Whether one partner has exercised power to 
intimidate, isolate, denigrate, control and 
subordinate the other partner, frequently 
resulting in significant fear, trauma, 
disempowerment, and/or entrapment; 

• Whether shared parent-child anxiety is present; 

• Whether other permutations are present; 

• What, if any, tactics have been employed to 
restrict or promote the child’s relationship with 
the other parent.

• Whether risk factors for lethality are 
present; 

Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021
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Focus of the  
Assessment

4 of 4

• The degree to which the responsibility for 
any abuse and/or alienation/restrictive 
gatekeeping, and/or other variables is 
primarily one parent’s responsibility or 
shared; 

• Whether one partner has exercised power 
to intimidate, isolate, denigrate, control and 
subordinate the other partner, frequently 
resulting in significant fear, trauma, 
disempowerment, and/or entrapment; 

• Whether shared parent-child anxiety is 
present; 

• Whether other permutations are present; 
• What, if any, tactics have been employed to 

restrict or promote the child’s relationship 
with the other parent.Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021

24
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The Balance 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

25

• Children, parents and 
families need to be safe.

• If there’s been a situation 
that has occurred that might 
disturb, upset, or even. 
traumatize a child, 
immediate assessment and 
treatment are indicated.  
Presence of a social support 
will prevent the level of 
stress from becoming toxic.

Safety First

Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021

26

http://keithssongs.blogspot.com/2011/12/cat-on-hot-tin-roof.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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Ongoing 
Contact 

• It is best for 
children to have a 
safe, consistent, 
ongoing 
relationship with 
both of their 
parents.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Deutsch, Drozd, & Saini, 2021

27

Resist/Refuse Treatment 

The experiences of 
trauma are to be 
dealt within healing 
of individuals & the 
family as a whole 
(Trauma-Focused 
Model - TF).

Treatment should begin upon 
screening and assessment and 
can begin before “findings” by 
child protective services, an 
evaluator, and/or the court. 
Concentration should be on 
gaining coping skills and 
promoting resiliency.

CAUTION: Don’t treat trauma without (a finding of) trauma.

28

http://www.tanveernaseer.com/do-you-manage-or-lead-look-to-your-family-role/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


AFCC Ohio 4/7/21

Leslie M. Drozd, Ph.D. 
(leslie@lesliedrozdphd.com) 15

Matrix I
Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluations: Using Decision Trees to Increase Evaluator Competence and Avoid Preventable Errors

Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluation Matrix I: Information Gathering

Source of Concern Mother’s Information Father’s Information Child ’s Information Collateral 
Information

Evaluator 
Observations

Mother
Father

Mother .
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Other Issues Relevant to Situation 

Child’s adjustment

Child’s Preferences

Parenting Competency

Co-Parenting Capacity

Relocation

Intimate Partner or Domestic Violence

Child Abuse/Maltreatment and/or neglect 

Substance Abuse

Mental Health

       Leslie M. Drozd, Ph.D., Nancy W. Olesen, Ph.D., & Michael Saini, MSW, Ph.D. (2013)

���������
29

Matrix II.
Child Custody & Parenting Plan Evaluation Matrix II: Analysis 

Source of Concern Summary of Information Analysis of Information: Reliability & Validity Inferences: Safety, Access, Transitions, Decision-Making

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Leslie M. Drozd, Ph.D., Nancy W. Olesen, Ph.D., & Michael Saini, MSW, Ph.D.(2013)
Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluations: Using Decision Trees to Increase Evaluator Competence and Avoid Preventable Errors

Other Issues

Co-Parenting Capacity

Intimate Partner or Domestic Violence

Child Abuse/Maltreatment and/or Neglect

Substance Abuse

Mental Health

Parenting Competency

Relocation

Child’s Preferences

Child’s adjustment

30
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Matrix III.
Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluations: Using Decision Trees to Increase Evaluator Competence and Avoid Preventable Errors

Parenting Plan & Child Custody Evaluation Matrix I: Information Gathering

Source of Concern Mother’s Information Father’s Information Child ’s Information Collateral 
Information

Evaluator 
Observations

Mother
Father

Mother .
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Mother
Father

Other Issues Relevant to Situation 

Child’s adjustment

Child’s Preferences

Parenting Competency

Co-Parenting Capacity

Relocation

Intimate Partner or Domestic Violence

Child Abuse/Maltreatment and/or neglect 

Substance Abuse

Mental Health

       Leslie M. Drozd, Ph.D., Nancy W. Olesen, Ph.D., & Michael Saini, MSW, Ph.D. (2013)

���������31

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 
BY-SA
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http://www.picpedia.org/highway-signs/l/limitation.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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How Confident Are You?
• Did you collect sufficient reliable data to 

consider reasonable alternative 
explanations of the subject? 

• What reasonable alternative 
explanations of the case facts and data 
that you collected did you consider?

• When during the 
evaluation/assessment process did you 
consider each reasonable alterative 
explanation of the data? While 
collecting the data? (preferable); After 
you collected the data? (vulnerable to 
confirmatory bias); As you wrote your 
report (especially vulnerable to 
confirmatory bias)?

• Why did you discard each reasonably 
alternative explanation that you did not 
accept?

Zervopoulous, J. Psychology Law Brief, July 21, 2020 

33

II. Recognizing strengths and weaknesses of a 
custody report as identified by family law 
professionals.

a. How can mental health 
professionals ensure the referral 
(psycho-legal) questions are 
addressed?

b. How do judicial officers 
determine weaknesses that could 
undermine the accuracy and 
helpfulness of a report?

c. How do attorneys utilize 
information from a report to 
advocate for their client?

34
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III. Lessons Learned from Zoom & Other 
Telehealth Options.

a. Can we get useful 
data virtually?

b. Will we continue 
using virtual means as 
a protective 
mechanism to work 
with certain families 
such as DV victims? 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Should Telehealth be used in conducting an 
evaluation in a COVID world?
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Should telehealth be used in conducting an evaluation in a COVID world? 

SAFETY. Safety comes first. Can the procedure proposed be done safely?, If so, 
continue. If you cannot safely conduct the procedure, you should not conduct the 
evaluation, so stop.   

COVID-19 may make face-to-face unsafe. 
 

COMPETENCE. The next question is competence (which is an ethical 
issue).  Remember, one can qualify as an expert based upon knowledge, skill, 
experience, training OR education.  The question is, "Do I have the skills or 
competence to conduct the procedure to be used?" (FRE 702 and Competence in 
Ethical Principles and APA Telehealth Guidelines).  There is an expectation that 
competence requires an ability to adapt to differing situations.  If yes (you can 
competently perform procedure), then continue.  If not, stop.  

TRUSTWORTHY DATA. The next question concerns scientific acceptability of the 
procedure to be used in relation to the task.  Have others validly and reliably used the 
procedure for tasks similar to the one under consideration?  The procedure is one 
designed to collect data and facts sufficient to develop an opinion.  The research from 
the telepsychology community may be helpful.  Unfortunately, many forensic 
psychologists are better at distinguishing "forensic" from clinical than noting the 
similarities between clinical and forensic.  Dale & Smith (2020) illustrate that the 
justifications for using VC in R-CCEs comes from cases and research in other areas of 
psychology.  The Ethical Code allows one to use "novel" procedures as long as the ways 
in which the procedures are departures from standard procedures and  any limitations 
are noted. If it is believed that the procedure will produce helpful, valid, reliable, and 
trustworthy data, continue. If not, stop.  

 
ADMISSIBILITY. Are the data & facts collected a sufficient basis for conclusions/ 
opinions/ recommendations? IF yes, provide conclusions/opinions/recommendations 
while noting limitations, if any.  If not, collect additional data or stop.   

 

NO 

YES 

NO 

YES 

YES 

NO 

YES 

NO 

Draw conclusions, 
create opinions, make 
recommendations &  
state limitations 
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PARENTING PLAN
& CHILD CUSTODY
EVALUATIONS

Using Decision Trees to
Increase Evaluator Competence 
& Avoid Preventable Errors
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