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ONn 1he Use of Psychological Tests in Child Custody Evaluations

P sychological evaluation
using psychological tests
or assessment tools is an
important part of a comprehensive
custody evaluation. Some evalua-
tors do base custody recommen-
dations simply on information ob-
tained in interviews and from col-
lateral sources but this introduces
many sources of error and pro-
duces a questionable foundation
upon which to develop an expert
opinion about custody.

Psychological test results de-
scribe the psychological function-
ing of the parties involved in a
custody evaluation. Information
derived from clinical interview-
ing, a social history, observation,
and collateral contacts can then
assist in understanding these find-
ings in the context of the individ-
ual’s personal history and func-
tioning within the family. 7%e re-
sults from psychological testing
alone are not sufficient to make
custody recommendations.

A psychologist must choose
assessment methods carefully
when the results of psychological
evaluations are to be used in fo-
rensic settings. Evaluation tech-
niques which are perfectly appro-
priate in mental health settings
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may not be suitable for civil liti-
gation because the opportunities
to compensate for measurement
error, such as observation over
time, are not available to the cus-
tody evaluator.

When an examiner reports the
results of psychological testing to
the court, it is incumbent upon the
professional to be well versed as
to the limitations of any given
test, to choose tests which con-
form to prevailing rules of evi-
dence for expert testimony and to
have a sound rationale for the use
of those which do not. It is essen-
tial that the measurement tools
selected actually evaluate con-
structs relevant to custody deci-
sions. These constructs might in-
clude, parenting ability, emotional
stability, maturity, general knowl-
edge, or communication abilities,
to name only a few. It is also im-
portant that the examiner know if
a particular psychological test is
known to be inaccurate when used
with custody litigants.

The gold standard for psycho-
logical tests is that they be stan-
dardized, reliable, and walid.
Admissibility standards require
that evaluation procedures be sci-
entifically reliable and generally

accepted. Ability tests such as the
Wechsler series (WAIS-III,
WISC-1V), personality tests such
as the MMPI-2, and some meas-
ures of parenting conform to these
standards and are frequently cho-
sen as data collection tools. How-
ever, there are evaluation tools
such as the Rorschach Psychodi-
agnostic, which will never con-
form to this requirement because
of the nature of the constructs
evaluated. As a result, the Ror-
schach is not referred to appropri-
ately as a psychological test but as
an assessment device or tool and
can be regarded as scientifically
reliable if it is scored using the
Exner Comprehensive Scoring
System.

Tests of Ability

Typically referred to as “IQ”
tests in the past, the Wechsler
scales are better regarded as indi-
ces of basic cognitive ability, such
as comprehension, verbal skills,
planning, attention, or decision-
making, to name a few factors
that might be of interest for a cus-
tody evaluation. Also of interest
would be any qualitative differ-
ences noted when comparing the
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test results of both custody liti-
gants, particularly with regard to
communication abilities and cog-
nitive style. Comparing quantita-
tive differences in IQ’s would
only be useful if discrepancies
suggest parents might not be able
to work together or communicate
effectively.

Tests of ability were not de-
signed to evaluate custody liti-
gants and results can be more an
index of education than ability.

The response set of the evaluation
participant can also limit the va-
lidity of the results if the individ-
val is defensive or culturally un-
used to taking tests.

Not all evaluators assess intel-
lectual ability when conducting a
custody evaluation. Some are not
knowledgeable about develop-
mental and cognitive explanations
for ability test scores. Others
omit ability testing and feel that
reporting scores would foment
dissent and competition among
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custody litigants. This omission
can be reasonable if information
about cognitive ability is available
elsewhere. However, the absence
of valid information about cogni-
tive ability can introduce error in
interpreting the results of person-
ality tests and lead to recommen-
dations for custody which do not
have a solid foundation in fact. \J/

Did you kmow that some personality tests
are lkmown to overpathologize female
custody litiganis? See the October issue
of Clinical Psychology Insights.



