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ABSTRACT

This is the first known study of psychologists and their evaluations of children
specifically subject to care and protection Family Court custody proceedings, and
replicates and extends some overseas research. The Family Court refers to these
psychologists as report writers. The evaluations are referred to as s178 Children,
Young Persons, and Their Families Act (1989) psychological reports. Overall, report
writers in this study meet the criteria to be considered as forensic experts. When
compared to overseas studies (e.g., LaFortune & Carpenter, 1998), the most popular
evaluation procedures used here were similar with the exception of the use of test
instruments. It was found that report writers here (a) do not often use test
instruments, (b) do not utilise a wide range of instruments, and (c) do not use test
instruments specifically designed for custody evaluations. Report writers do believe
that they have an important contribution to make in Family Court matters. The
majority also expressed positive comments about this type of work. However, it does
appear that report writers are operating in some respects within various sets of
guidelines, but not so in other respects. In particular, and contrary to the guidelines,
report writers provide recommendations, do not obtain relevant on-going training or
engage in the administration of appropriate tests, and importantly do not appear to
keep current with relevant literature. Furthermore, it is recommended that one set of
guidelines be developed and that these offer greater levels of specificity. This
research also extends the study of Jameson, Ehrenberg, and Hunter (1997) that looked
into factors relating to the best interests of the child standard. Abuse factors (e.g.,
sexual and physical) rated the highest among report writers. Many new factors
introduced for this study, including historic abuse, were also highly rated (e.g.,
emotional abuse and/or neglect, child’s safety with other children, and child’s
physical or psychological vulnerability). Participants were also surveyed concerning
the mandatory reporting of child abuse. The majority do not favour its introduction.
If such a policy were to be introduced, the majority of participants want professionals
who interact with children, particularly medical doctors and school teachers, to report
confirmed incidents of physical abuse, sexual abuse, and the neglect of physical
needs. The Discussion considers the value of one coherent set of guidelines for report

writers, which includes up to date research findings.
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