Introduction:  The following guidelines were prepared by the Psychology & Law Committee of the Delaware Psychological Association (DPA).  They are based on and do not replace or supercede the American Psychological Association’s “Guidelines for Child Custody Evaluations in Divorce Proceedings” as published in the July, 1994 issue of American Psychologist (Vol. 49, No. 7, 677- 680).

The purpose of the Psychology & Law Committee of DPA is to educate psychologists and the broader professional and lay community about matters relevant to the interface of professional psychology and law.  The Psychology & Law Committee does not investigate or adjudicate complaints about custody evaluations or custody evaluators.
GUIDELINES FOR PERFORMING CUSTODY/VISITATION EVALUATIONS

1.
Where possible, both parents should accept one psychologist (evaluator) and a Court Order should support that choice.

2.
The psychologist should request from the attorney(s) and/or parents who appoint or retain him/her for the purpose of performing a custody evaluation the following:  the questions to be addressed by the evaluation;  a fair summary of the information from prior hearings;  and the pertinent legal issues, including relevant documents.
3.
The chosen psychological evaluator should not be or have been the therapist of any of the parties involved and should not, following the evaluation, be a therapist to any of the parties. This is not intended to preclude the psychologist/evaluator from monitoring the compliance of the family with the recommendations made by the court.

4.
The evaluator's professional background should include education, training, experience and/or supervision in the areas of child and family development, psychopathology, the impact of divorce on children, and conducting custody evaluations. Competence in performing psychological assessments of children, adults and families is necessary.

5.
Psychologists and parents will enter into a written agreement setting forth the fees, services to be performed and responsibilities for payment. If parents and/or attorneys request a written report, terms, fees and time frames for the report will be decided in advance.  Informed consent is necessary in conducting an ethical custody evaluation. To promote the neutrality of the psychologist, all or a portion of the fees will be collected in advance. The limits of confidentiality will be clearly described.

6.
A comprehensive custody evaluation should include one or more interviews with all pertinent caretakers and with the children alone. An observation of the parent-child interaction should also be included. Interviews and tests should emphasize information pertaining to parenting skills and capabilities. In assessing parenting capabilities, the evaluator should consider factors that include, but are not limited to, medical conditions, cultural background(s), personality and psychopathology affecting each parent. Areas to be investigated in the assessment of the child include physical and emotional needs, developmental stage, personality, health and life experiences.

7.
The evaluator strives to use the most appropriate methods available for addressing the questions raised in a specific child custody evaluation. The evaluator generally uses multiple methods of data gathering, including, but not limited to, clinical interviews, observation and/or psychological assessments. Important facts and opinions are documented from at least two sources whenever their reliability is questionable. The evaluator, for example, may review potentially relevant reports; e.g., from schools, healthcare providers, child-care providers, agencies and institutions. Evaluators may also interview extended family, friends and other individuals when the information is likely to be useful. If significant information is gathered from third parties and may be used as the basis for conclusions, evaluators corroborate it by at least one other source whenever possible and appropriate and document this in the report.

8.
The psychologist will communicate the results of the custody evaluation to the appropriate attorney(s).  If, after the evaluation is completed, additional information or circumstances result in a modification of the psychologist’s findings, these changes will be communicated to the appropriate attorney(s) prior to the relevant judicial hearing.

