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High-conflict family law cases often stem from unresolved psychological dynamics between the parents rather than deficiencies in parenting

practices alone. This article introduces the Parent-Focused Psychological Evaluation – the PFPE (Siegel, 2025) as an alternative forensic

model that examines individual parental psychological functioning to assist the courts in understanding persistent conflict. Unlike traditional

Child Custody or Parenting Plan Evaluations, the PFPE is designed to assess personality traits, emotional regulation, and conflict behaviors

without involving the children directly. The model is increasingly relevant in jurisdictions across the country where prolonged and repetitive

litigation clogs up the courts’ dockets and impacts children’s well-being.

Family courts routinely manage parental disputes that have escalated beyond legal disagreements into chronic psychological conflict. These

high-conflict cases are characterized by repeated litigation, entrenched hostility and refusal to cooperate (Asen & Morris, 2020; Deck et al.,

2023, Saini & Birnbaum, 2007). Traditionally, courts have used the child custody/parenting plan evaluation as the standard tool to guide

determination of best interest issues, yet those evaluations often fail to identify the underlying psychological causes of the conflict. The PFPE

shifts the focus from the child’s environment and adjustment to the psychological functioning of the parents themselves. This approach aims

to explain why parents cannot resolve conflict, not simply what parenting behaviors are observable.

The PFPE model is especially poignant where family courts are increasingly burdened by litigants repeatedly filing motions and petitions

reporting alleged violations of orders and a variety of other transgressions. While some are relevant, it seems in these high conflict cases

some of these litigants refuse to follow court’s orders or they have so little emotional flexibility that the other side’s slightest transgression

causes an avalanche of negative emotions (Davies et al., 2018; Platts et al., 2024). It may be that one parent repeatedly disregards court

orders, or they expect, even demand that their schedule and plans take precedence over the other parent’s plans and possession time.

These persistent interparental conflicts, especially when fueled by personality disorders, unresolved trauma, or rigid interpersonal patterns,

pose significant risks to children’s emotional development (Clark et al., 2004; Connell & Goodman, 2002; Laulik et al, 2013; Lee et al., 2024;

Leichsenring et al., 2024; Sommerfeld & Bitton, 2020).

The PFPE gives the court an option of ordering psychological evaluations without requiring a full custody assessment. This allows the

evaluator to provide the court clinically relevant information about the parents without placing further stress on the child or requiring

evaluator determinations about legal or physical custody.

These evaluations are conducted by skilled, experienced psychologists trained in the assessment, diagnosis and treatment of mental health

issues and disorders. They have received advanced training in human development, psychopathology and family systems. They should

have advanced training in the administration and interpretation of psychological testing and clinical assessment techniques and practical

experience in the clinical assessment of mental disorders. These practitioners should also have experience in the family court systems as

child custody evaluators and/or providers of court-ordered therapy with court-involved families.  

The PFPE provides the depth of assessment necessary by:

Conducting multiple clinical interviews with each parent

Utilizing validated psychometric instruments

Reviewing collateral sources (court records, mental health history, CPS files)

Integration of peer-reviewed research on personality pathology, family systems, and conflict behavior

1. Clinical Interviews

Each parent has multiple 1–2-hour interviews focused on their psychological history, relationship patterns, and response to conflict. The

interviewer assesses:

1/3

https://abpp.org/newsletter-post/parent-focused-psychological-evaluation-a-new-approach-to-understanding-high-conflict-family-dynamics/


Personal history (family of origin issues, presence/absence of meaningful relationships, mental health history, medical/legal history,

other important areas of inquiry)

Descriptions of current parenting conflicts and past conflicts

General mental status and emotional regulation capacity

Attributional style (blame vs. insight)

Cognitive rigidity and narrative control

2. Psychological Testing

PFPE employs personality testing to reveal traits such as:

Narcissism, grandiosity, depression, antisocial, etc.

Borderline features (affective instability, identity disturbance)

Defensiveness and minimization of responsibility

3. Collateral Review

External data helps validate or challenge the parent’s self-report. This includes:

Past therapy records

CPS investigations

Legal pleadings

Communications with schools or therapists

4. Literature Integration

Each evaluation integrates current psychological research linking specific personality features to the case’s co-parenting dysfunction. This

adds forensic credibility, so the Court understands this case is not unique but follows researched patterns. These patterns can be utilized by

the evaluator to prepare case-specific psychological recommendations and the Court to issue informed, specific and rulings that can bring

together mental health treatments when necessary and enforceable rulings holding litigants/parents accountable. 

The Parent-Focused Psychological Evaluation is a timely and necessary innovation in forensic psychology for family law. By shifting the

focus from parenting behaviors to the psychological traits that sustain legal conflict, PFPE offers courts a clinically sophisticated, legally

defensible, and ethically appropriate alternative to traditional custody evaluations.

Overloaded court systems may find this model especially useful. PFPE is not a replacement for custody evaluations in cases involving

abuse or direct risk to children, but it is an ideal alternative in high-conflict, high-litigation situations where the child’s emotional distress is a

secondary effect of parental dysfunction

As family courts seek more efficient and meaningful tools to resolve conflict and protect children, the PFPE model offers answers to

questions like “Why does the conflict persist?” and “What are the psychological barriers to resolution?” making it indispensable in modern

forensic practice.
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