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Caveat lector:
We can communicate minimum standards and
ethical mandates but no one really knows
how to conduct a reliable and valid family
observation in the context of CCE.
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Caveat emptor:
How do you balance ideals
with practical realities
such as time and cost?
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10.2 PARENT-CHILD OBSERVATIONS

Each parent-child combination shall be observed
directly by the child custody evaluator, unless
there is a risk to the child’s physical or
psychological safety.

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.1 Awareness of Observer Effects: Evaluators
shall be mindful of the fact that their presence
in the same physical environment as those being
observed creates a risk that they will influence
the very behaviors and interactions that they
are endeavoring to observe.” .

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (a) All children, including pre-verbal children, shall be observed
with their parents, unless verifiable threats to the child’s physical or
psychological safety will create foreseeable risk of significant harm to
the child or where conducting such an observation is impossible (as when
a parent is incarcerated or overseas). Where parent-child observations
have not been conducted on the basis of possible risk to a child,
evaluator shall have an affirmative obligation to articulate the basis for
their decisions.

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (b). Observations of parents with children shall be conducted in
order that the evaluator may view samples of the interactions between
and among the children and parents, and may obtain observational data
selecting parenting skills and each parent’s ability to respond to the
children’s needs. In the course of such observations, evaluator shall be
attentive to:
(1)
Signs of reciprocal connection and attention
“sensitive and responsive”
AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (b). Observations of parents with children shall be conducted in
order that the evaluator may view samples of the interactions between
and among the children and parents, and may obtain observational data
selecting parenting skills and each parent’s ability to respond to the
children’s needs. In the course of such observations, evaluator shall be
attentive to:
(2)
Communication skills





Choice of wording
Pace
Listening
Acknowledging, validating

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (b). Observations of parents with children shall be conducted in
order that the evaluator may view samples of the interactions between
and among the children and parents, and may obtain observational data
selecting parenting skills and each parent’s ability to respond to the
children’s needs. In the course of such observations, evaluator shall be
attentive to:
(3)
Methods by which parents maintain control, where doing so
is appropriate





Authoritarian v. authoritative?
Incentives and rewards?
Threats and Punishments
Follow through?

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (b). Observations of parents with children shall be conducted in
order that the evaluator may view samples of the interactions between
and among the children and parents, and may obtain observational data
selecting parenting skills and each parent’s ability to respond to the
children’s needs. In the course of such observations, evaluator shall be
attentive to:
(4)
Parental expectations relating to developmentally
appropriate behavior

 Special needs accommodations?
 Adjusting to each child’s
abilities?
 Accommodating stress of the
process?

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (b). Observations of parents with children shall be conducted in
order that the evaluator may view samples of the interactions between
and among the children and parents, and may obtain observational data
selecting parenting skills and each parent’s ability to respond to the
children’s needs. In the course of such observations, evaluator shall be
attentive to:
(5)
When parents have been asked to bring materials for use
during the interaction session, [compliance with the request and] the
appropriateness of the materials brought.





Snacks, drinks, meals?
Meds?
Diapers, clothing
Activities, games, distractions?

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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10.2 (c) Each Parent-Child combination shall be observed, unless
doing so is not feasible… observation shall be conducted subsequent to
the first set of interviews with the parents, unless there are compelling
reasons to do otherwise; evaluator shall refrain from offering custody
and/or access recommendation if observations for both parents with all
children have not been completed; and, in formulating their opinions
concerning the significance of parent-child interactions, evaluator shall
consider religious, cultural, ethnic, and lifestyle factors.

AFCC Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluations (2007). Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
(2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70‐91 [Martindale, D. A.,
Reporter.]
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Hynan , D. J. (2003). Parent-child observations in
custody evaluations. Family Court Review, 41, 214223.
Simon, R.A. & Shelton, K. (2014). Issues in ParentChild Observations in Child Custody Evaluations
Conference : AFCC 51st Annual Conference –
Navigating the Waters of Shared Parenting:
Guidance from the Harbour
Schmidt , R. Cutress , L. J. Lang , J. Lewandowski , M.
J. Rawana , J. S. (2007). Assessing the parentchild
relationship in parenting capacity evaluations:
Clinical applications of attachment research.
Family Court Review, 45, 247-258.
Baker , J. K. Messinger , D. S. Ekas , N. V. Lindahl , K.
M. Brewster , R. (2010). Non-expert ratings of
family and parent-child interaction. Journal of
Family Psychology, 24, 775-778.
Acklin , M. W. Cho-Stufier , L. (2006). The science
and art of parent-child observation in child custody
evaluation. Journal of Forensic Psychology Practice,
6, 51-62.
Garber, Benjamin D. (2016). Exploring a processoriented forensic family observation protocol.
Family Court Review, 54(2), 261-276.
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“…observations made by trained
professionals are less susceptible to
systematic biases than parents’ selfreports and teacher reports …”
(Saini & Polak, 2014, p. 186)
Saini, Michael & Polak, Shely (2014). The ecological validity of parent-child observations: A review of empirical evidence related
to custody evaluations. Journal of Child Custody: Research, Issues, and Practices, Vol 11(3), 181-201.
Hynan , D. J. (2003). Parent-child observations in custody evaluations. Family Court Review, 41(2), 214-223.
Acklin , M. W. Cho-Stutler , L. (2006). The science and art of parent-child observation in child custody evaluation. Journal of
Forensic Psychology Practice, 6(1), 51-62.

14

Well documented lack of standardized observational
methods and procedures as well as a lack of uniformity for
conducting parent-observations.
Ways to standardize home visits: One visit to each home
all people living at home must be present; Same time a day
for each visit; Same length of time for each visit (1 ½ to 2
hours).
Saini, Michael & Polak, Shely (2014). The ecological validity of parent-child observations: A review of empirical evidence related
to custody evaluations. Journal of Child Custody: Research, Issues, and Practices, Vol 11(3), 181-201.
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American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry
Practice Parameters for Child Custody Evaluation. (1997). Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol.36 (6). 57S- 68S.

“The assessment of the quality of the
attachments between the parents and the
children is the centerpiece of the
evaluation.”
16

American Psychological Association
Guidelines for Child Custody Evaluations in Family Law Proceedings. (2010). American Psychologist. Vol. 65, N. 9, 863-867. DOI: 10.1037/a0021250)

“The evaluation focuses upon ... fit”

17

American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers
American Academy of matrimonial lawyers (2013) child custody evaluation standards. Vol. 25, 251-294.

“The custody evaluator should observe
each parent-child combination, unless
there is a risk…”
18
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Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
Association of Family and Conciliation Courts (2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70-91
[Martindale, D. A., Reporter.]

“Evaluators shall assess the relationships
between each child and all adults …”
19

Association of Family and Conciliation Courts
Association of Family and Conciliation Courts (2007). Model Standards of Practice for Child Custody Evaluation. Family Court Review, 45(1), 70-91
[Martindale, D. A., Reporter.]

“each parent-child combination
shall be observed directly…”
20

1986
Keilin , W. G. Bloom , L. J. (1986). Child custody evaluation practices: A survey of experienced professionals. Professional
Psychology: Research and Practice, 17, 338-346.
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Ackerman, M. J., Bow, J. N., & Mathy,
N. (2021). Child custody evaluation
practices: Where we were, where we
are, and where we are
going. Professional Psychology:
Research and Practice, 52(4), 406–
417.
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“It is strongly recommended that
the parent‐child observation be videotaped
because of the wealth of data that arises
during the structured process.
Later contemporaneous review of
both parent‐child observation tapes
may provide more‐telling comparisons
of parenting strengths, weaknesses,
and bond[s] with the children.”
Benjamin, G. Andrew H.; Gollan, Jackie K., (2003). Forensic practice guidebook. Family evaluation in custody litigation: Reducing risks of ethical
infractions and malpractice, Forensic practice guidebook (pp. 49-64). Washington, DC, US: American Psychological Association, p. 67
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for observations
during naturalduring
occurring family
interactions
(e.g., meal
times, homework).
Plan
Plan
for observations
natural
occurring
family
interactions
 Conduct the observation in a comfortable setting.
(e.g.,allmeal
times,
 Observe
significant
parties.homework).
Parent‐child observations may include each parent with each child, but it
should also include a period of time where the parent is observed with all children together. Step‐parents
partners who live together
should be included
in thetogether
parent‐child observations.
andStep‐parents
and partners
who live
should be included in the
 Choose activities that are familiar to the children and parents.
parent‐child
observations.
 Use
both structured and
unstructured activities.
 Use culturally appropriate methods for observing.
Spend
… prolonged
engagement
the
observation
can
increase
the visit,
of an observation

sufficient time observing.
Although in
there
is no
set standard for the
duration
prolonged engagement in the observation can increase the representativeness of the parent‐child
representativeness of the parent‐child interactions.
interactions.
 Check‐in with parents. Assess the accuracy of the observation by asking parents whether the duration of
the…observation
Assessprovided
the accuracy
of therepresentation
observation
byparent‐child
asking interactions.
parents whether
a fair and accurate
of their
 Conduct further observation(s) if necessary.
the duration of the observation provided a fair and accurate
 Use methods consistently with both parents.
representation
their parent‐child
 Document
the methods forof
conducting
the observation. interactions.
 Document all deviations and report limitations.
Saini, Michael & Polak, Shely (2014). The ecological validity of parent-child observations: A review of empirical evidence related to custody evaluations.
Journal of Child Custody: Research, Issues, and Practices, Vol 11(3), 181-201.
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WHO
will you observe?

25

Recommend that each child be observed individually with
each parent twice, and in a group with each parent and all
siblings once. For a family with two parents and two
children the yields 10 observation sessions.

Schutz, Dixon, Lindenberger, Ruther (1989). Solomon’s sword: A practical guide to conducting child custody evaluations

26

Observe both parents with all children together. Observe
all significant parties. Parent-child, all children together,
step-parents and partners who live together. Observe all
significant parties.

Hynan, D.J. (2014) Child custody evaluation: New theoretical applications and research. Springfield, Ill. Charles C. Thomas Publisher, LTD.
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How long
will you observe?

28

almost half of the custody evaluation reports did not
provide sufficient detail regarding the parent-child
observation to classify the observation according to
whether the visits were structured or unstructured. They
also found that the majority of evaluators did not indicate
the duration of the parent-child observations within the
custody evaluation report. When the duration was
reported, time spent in observation ranged from 20
minutes to 8 hours per session.

Bow and Quinnell (2002)

29

Hynan (2003) recommends each parent participate in a
minimum of two observation sessions that are each 45 to
60 minutes long.

30
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How often
will you observe?

31

Observe each parent in the office with each
child on two occasions. Then conduct home visit
with all children present.
(so 2 parents, 2 children = 10 observations?)

Schulz et al. (1989) as cited in Hynan (2014)

32

WHERE
will you observe?
• Office?
• Home?
• Neutral environment?

33
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Rohrbaugh recommends home visit of 1-1.5 hours at each home
and then observe each parent with each child in the office.

Rohrbaugh, J.B. (2008). A comprehensive guide to child custody evaluations: Mental health and legal perspectives. New York, Springer.

34

92% of Custody observations of parent-child take
place in an office or playroom.

Bow and Quinnell (2001).

35

How
will you document your
observations?
• Notes?
• Audio record?
• Audio and video
record?
• Request parties to
summarize after?

36
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Does the sequence of
observations matter?

37

Sequence of observations is seldom addressed
but a critical variable





Primacy effects?
Learning effects?
Ecological validity?
Fatigue over time?

38

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A process‐oriented evaluation•How
paradigm:
does Parent A prep
•What
didParent
each parent
child for
B?
Data from within AND between
observe?
•How
does the child

•How
typical
was with
the
manage
reunion
dyadic
interaction?
Parentdoes
B? the child
•How
•How
typical
was the
do the
parents
manage
separation?
exchange?
child
manage
F2F?
•How
does
the parent
•How
typical
was
the
reunion?
does
the
child
manage
separation?
child?
•How
does
the parent
manage
parents’
F2F?
•What
didreunion?
each
parent
manage
•How
does
Parent
B
see
about
own
behavior?
facilitate
child’s
•How
does
the child
•What
didseparation?
each parent
transition?
manage
see about
parent’s
•How
does
the
•How
doesother
the child
parent
behavior?
manage
manage separation
separation?from
Garber, Benjamin D. (2016). Exploring a process-oriented forensic family observation protocol. Family Court Review, 54(2), 261-276.)
parent A?
Parent A delivers child to observation
Parent A is excused
First child interview
Parent A joins child
Child‐Parent A dyadic observation
Parent B arrives at pre‐designated time
Parent A leaves the premises
Child‐Parent B dyadic observation
Parent B is excused
Second child interview
Follow‐up adult debriefing

39
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But that’s so complicated!
 Much less complicated than most school
outings, dance recitals, or soccer
tournaments
 The problems that arise are as informative
as the plan itself!
o Who is late?
o Who is early?
o Boundaries, limits, roles
 More time efficient for all!

40

Seeing the real child and better
understanding his experience

41

Schedule:
10:00 Parent A arrives with child:
Child individual interview #1
11:00 Parent A joins examiner and child:
Parent‐child observation #1
12:00 Parent B arrives, knocks on door and enters
Parent A leaves premises entirely
Parent‐child observation #2
1:00 Parent B goes to wait room:
Child individual interview #2
2:00 Parent B departs with child

42
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Within data
10:00 Parent A arrive with child:
Child individual interview #1
11:00 Parent A join examiner and child:
Parent‐child observation #1
12:00 Parent B arrive, knock on door and enter Repeat
measures
Parent A leave premises entirely
Parent‐child observation #2
1:00 Parent B go to wait room
Child individual interview #2
2:00 Parent B depart with child

43

Within data
10:00 Parent A arrive with child
Child individual interview #1
11:00 Parent A join examiner and child
Parent‐child observation #1
12:00 Parent B arrive, knock on door and enter
Parent A leave premises entirely
Parent‐child observation #2
1:00 Parent B go to wait room
Child individual interview #2
2:00 Parent B depart with child

Repeat
measures

44

Observe transition!
10:00 Parent A arrive with child
Child individual interview #1
11:00 Parent A join examiner and child
Parent‐child observation #1
12:00 Parent B arrives, knock on door and enter
Parent A leaves premises entirely
Parent‐child observation #2
1:00 Parent B go to wait room
Child individual interview #2
2:00 Parent B depart with child

45
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WHAT
will you observe?

• Structured v. unstructured?
• What are criteria or landmarks?
• Example: Baumrind types?

46

Structured Rating System?

47

Achenbach Child Behavior Coding System
Iowa Family Interaction Rating Scale
Structural Family System Ratings
The System for Coding Interactions and
Family Functioning
 Family Problem Solving Code
 Uniform Child Custody Evaluation System





cites
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Acklin and Cho-Stutler (2006) distinguish three types of structured parent-child
interactions
 Free play: the most unstructured. Free play encourages parents to allow their
children to choose and lead activities with the parents playing along as directed by
the child.
 Parent – directed play: involves parents taking the lead in providing instructions to
the children. The purpose of this play is to measure the degree of parental control
child compliance.
 Parent – directed chore: the most structured activity. This involves a cleanup
scenario instructed by the parent to the child. The instructions allow the observers
to note the degree of task clients and noncompliant; the parents’ quality of
instructions, and any associated child behavior.
cites

49

structured visits allow a greater opportunity to
observe the parents and the child working together
toward a goal. The purpose of introducing the task
rather than watching a “natural” interaction is to elicit
the behaviors of interest for both the parents
(praise, attunement, attentiveness, directness) and
the child (compliance, comfort, cooperation).

Bow and Quinnell (2001))

50

Cooperative block building tasks
Observe what?








Limit setting
Process versus product
Frustration tolerance
Communication
Negotiation/compromise
Affect management &
expression

Observe whom?






Each parent-child dyad
Co-parent interactions
Sibling interaction
Deference to you

51
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 Who complements, accommodates
whom?
 How does the parent manage win-lose?
 How is frustration managed?
 Who allies with whom?
 Who leads?
 Who follows?

52

Process-centered?

“help me find…?”
“what do you think?”

Follow child’s lead

Shared pleasure

Process oriented

53

Task-centered?

Task-oriented
directive

“We have to build it
tall”

Where does this child
look for praise?

“That’s going to
send it over”

54
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Flexible/child-centered/GWTF?

“A maze could be good, too!”

Does not take the bait
(“Travis is going to break it!”)

“That’s okay, let’s start up again”

55

Authoritative/directive/critical?

“girls, do this …”

Not good enough?

“Nice job!”

56

Competitive block building tasks
 Frustration tolerance/soothing?
 Affect management &
expression?
 How are teams created?
 Process versus product?
 Limit setting?
 Leadership
 Fun?

57
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Process-centered?

Mom checks in visually x3

Mutual pleasure; child wins

58

Task-centered and
competitive?

“Don’t give up”

“oh, you stinker!”

“Good job!”

“You make that tower!”
“alright”

59

Flexible/child-centered/GWTF?

Engaging, supportive

Models behavior:
“I’m sorry, I’ll try to be more
careful.”

Defuses upset;
Switches focus easily

60
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Self-involved

Disconnected; self-involved

Both girls’ towers fallno response/support/encouragement

61

Let’s make this a dialogue
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