Preparing for a Custody Evaluation in New Jersey

New Jersey Family Law Lawyers Explain the Evaluation Process

A judge who cannot resolve a contested child custody dispute in New Jersey based on the
parents’ descriptions or pleadings may order a custody evaluation. This is a formal assessment
by a mental health professional who meets with the family and reports recommendations back
to the court and counsel. Many parents facing one for the first time have no idea what to
expect. Their behavior during the process can shape the outcome more than they realize.

Our New Jersey family law attorneys at Williams Law Group, LLC regularly guide parents through
this complex legal process from start to finish. As a result, we understand what evaluators look
for and what the court does with a finished report. We also know how a parent can prepare for
their custody evaluation.

What Is a Custody Evaluation?

A custody evaluation is a structured assessment conducted to help a court decide custody and
parenting time when there is an issue in dispute related to same. It typically involves interviews,
observation, and sometimes psychological testing designed to assess each parent’s stability and
parenting capacity. New Jersey courts rely on Rule 5:3-3 to appoint or approve the expert who
conducts it. The evaluator then applies the best interests standard found in N.J.S.A. 9:2-4.

Courts generally order an evaluation only when the parents cannot agree on their own. The
case typically involves genuine disputes about parenting ability, safety, or a child’s specific
needs, rather than routine disagreements over scheduling. Many custody cases resolve without
ever reaching this step, since a full evaluation adds real time and expense that not every case
requires.

Who Conducts a Custody Evaluation in New Jersey?

A licensed psychologist, psychiatrist or other mental health professional typically conducts the
evaluation. The court may appoint a neutral evaluator, or the parties may jointly select one.
Each parent may also retain a separate expert, depending on how the case is postured. The
specific arrangement can shape how the process actually unfolds.

Rule 5:3-3 requires any evaluator who performs a custody assessment to conduct a strictly non-
partisan review focused on the child’s best interests. That requirement holds regardless of who
is paying for the evaluation. An evaluator who previously provided therapy to a member of the
family generally cannot be appointed to this role, since that prior relationship could
compromise neutrality.

How Can a Parent Prepare for a Custody Evaluation?
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Parents who take a few concrete steps beforehand tend to feel less overwhelmed once the
process actually begins. Preparation cannot guarantee a particular outcome, but it can help an
evaluator see an accurate picture of the family as it really is, rather than a version shaped by
anxiety or last-minute scrambling. Useful steps often include:

e Organize Relevant Documents — Gather school records, medical records, and any existing
parenting time schedule the evaluator may want to review.

e Prepare Your Home for a Visit — A clean, child-ready living space can support an
evaluator’s observations if a home visit is scheduled.

e Be Honest and Consistent — Evaluators are trained to notice inconsistencies, so answer
questions honestly rather than rehearsing a script.

e Talk to Your Child Age-Appropriately — Let a child know a professional wants to talk with
them without suggesting what they should say.

None of these steps requires presenting a perfect household. Evaluators generally expect
ordinary family life, not a staged version of it. The evaluator, through their years of experience,
will be able to tell if you are putting on a show rather than acting in your normal fashion.
Genuine, consistent behavior tends to come across more favorably than a performance, even
when that behavior is imperfect.

What Happens During the Evaluation Itself?

A typical evaluation includes separate interviews with each parent. It also usually includes
interviews or observation sessions with the children, along with a home visit for each
household. The evaluator may also speak with collateral sources, such as teachers, pediatricians
or therapists, with the family’s consent.

The full process can take anywhere from a couple of months to longer in complex cases. The
timeline depends on the evaluator’s schedule and how many people need to be interviewed.
Cost varies as well, since a joint evaluator and a pair of separately retained experts come with
very different price tags.

Once the evaluation is complete, the evaluator submits a written report to the court and the
parties involved. That report typically includes specific recommendations about custody and
parenting time.

What Mistakes Should Parents Avoid During an Evaluation?

Certain missteps can undermine an otherwise strong case, even when a parent’s underlying
parenting is perfectly sound. Avoiding these pitfalls matters just as much as any of the
preparation steps described earlier, since a single misstep can undo careful preparation.
Common mistakes evaluators tend to notice include:



e Coaching a Child on What to Say — Evaluators are trained to recognize rehearsed
answers, and coaching can seriously damage a parent’s credibility.

e Criticizing the Other Parent — Negative comments about a co-parent tend to reflect
poorly on the parent making them, not the other way around.

e Missing or Rescheduling Appointments — Repeated cancellations can suggest a lack of
cooperation to an evaluator, even when the underlying reasons are entirely legitimate.

e Being Combative With the Evaluator — Treating the evaluator as an adversary rather than
a neutral professional rarely helps a parent’s position.

A parent who feels anxious about the process is not automatically at a disadvantage. Evaluators
generally focus on patterns of behavior over time, not a single tense moment during an
interview. Nervousness alone rarely factors into a final recommendation, since most evaluators
expect some degree of stress from both parents.

How Does the Evaluation Affect a Custody Case?

The report can carry real weight, though it does not automatically decide the outcome on its
own. A judge considers the evaluator’s recommendations alongside other evidence already in
the case. Either parent can still challenge the findings through cross-examination or a competing
expert of their own.

Under Rule 5:3-3, the court cannot simply adopt a court-appointed evaluator’s conclusions.
Both parents must get a chance to question the expert first. This gives a parent who disagrees
with a report a real opportunity to challenge it before a final custody decision is made.

How Can a New Jersey Family Law Lawyer Help Me Prepare?

A custody evaluation can feel like the most important few months of an entire custody case.
Walking into one unprepared puts a parent at a real disadvantage. Understanding what an
evaluator is looking for often matters as much as the underlying facts of the case itself.

Our New Jersey family law attorneys at Williams Law Group, LLC help clients prepare for every
stage of a custody evaluation. That includes organizing records beforehand and reviewing a
finished report line by line before it reaches the court. We also cross-examine evaluators and
retain competing experts when a report does not reflect a family’s actual circumstances.

You should not have to face a custody evaluation without knowing what to expect and being
prepared before the process starts. If you have an upcoming evaluation or questions about a
report you already received, contact us. We can walk you through the process and help you
understand exactly what to expect at each step.
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