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This study focuses on the process of Court-Appointed Expert Consultation (Consulenza Tecnica d’Ufficio, CTU) that parents involved in high-conflict separations must undergo. The CTU is an expert psychological assessment commissioned by the court to assist legal proceedings, aimed at providing judges with essential information for well-founded decisions. Given that this is a relatively new but rapidly growing field in Italy, also considering the increasing divorce rates, specific scientific literature on the subject is still limited. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to examine in greater depth how separated parents perceive and experience this process, considering the psychological aspects involved, their expectations, their evaluation of the investigation’s utility, and the motivations underlying their request. Through qualitative research based on semi-structured interviews, the results highlight that participants view the CTU as a useful decision-making tool for the judge, but also as a mediator and guardian of minors. However, parents often confuse the role of the CTU with that of a mediator. Many parents expect a “corrective” CTU for the other parent, based on the idea that the problem lies with the other party. Indeed, while the request primarily arises to protect the children, it is also aimed at countering the other parent. Parents described the process as a demanding but ultimately useful, offering opportunities for reflection and new insights. The CTU is ultimately seen as a “validation” of parental suitability and a tool for vindication, but also as not always resolving family conflicts. We believe these findings can be highly useful for the Courts that initiate the investigation, as well as for all professionals involved, including psychologists, lawyers, and juvenile judges.
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1 Introduction

Numerous studies in the literature concur that parental separation and divorce are highly distressing transitions that destabilize the entire family unit, ranking among the most stressful life events for individuals and families (Pajardi et al., 2018; Bavagnoli, 2023; Deck et al., 2023). These experiences create critical psychological, emotional, and relational challenges for both parents and children (Zohoor and Kroll, 2008). A common difficulty is separating the couple’s relationship from their parental role (Giommi, 2002), resulting in disruption of the educational processes of the involved minors (Malagoli and Lubrano, 2016; Agostini et al., 2011; Radetzki et al., 2022).

We also know that separation experiences can sometimes create dynamics in which children are unduly involved (Bernet, 2015; Gottman, 2017), often through false accusations (Mercurio, 2021), sometimes assuming a consolatory function, support, and complicity with the suffering parent (Davidson et al., 2014; Dijkstra, 2017; O'Hara et al., 2019; Lange et al., 2022). In many cases, minors are subjected to explicit and implicit pressures, including economic ones (Visser et al., 2017; Lamela et al., 2016; Cavanna and Chiara, 2021). We know that in cases of high and persistent conflict, there are serious effects on the developmental path of minors (Harold and Sellers, 2018; Verrocchio et al., 2018; Pajardi et al., 2019) and on post-traumatic stress symptomatology (Camisasca et al., 2016).

To protect their children, some parents end up not explaining what is happening, creating situations of uncertainty for which children are not emotionally prepared. Conversely, other parents embrace the idea of involving their children and speaking clearly with them, more for ideological reasons than for protective needs, resulting in a failure to respect children’s processing times (Sarrazin and Cyr, 2007; Shumaker and Kelsey, 2020). In some countries, there is a tradition of developing a management plan for the involved minors’ paths before separation, while in the Italian context, this occurs only rarely, and decisions about children are often made during emotional conflict or when parents’ capacities are undermined by psychological distress (Henry et al., 2011; Roma et al., 2018; Treloar, 2019).

Several authors emphasize that negative effects can be exacerbated during judicial separation (Polak and Saini, 2019; McHale and Carter, 2019; Fabricius and Luecken, 2007). Many studies have focused on family and extrajudicial mediation processes (Giommi, 2002; Ellis, 2022) or on the difficulties inherent in difficult separations between spouses (Johnston, 1994; Mahrer et al., 2018; Van Dijk et al., 2020; Iudici and Corsi, 2017).

Despite such evidence, very few scientific studies (Verde and Passoni, 2009) have dealt with what occurs during the court-appointed expert consultation (CTU) activity, a procedure that can be activated by judicial activity in the Italian context when the dispute between parents involves minors and jeopardizes their health and protection. This procedure is initiated when the judge must decide on issues beyond ordinary knowledge, requiring specialized expertise (Franchi, 1973), thus requiring a sector expert. Presumably, this deficiency is linked to a fairly recent activity, which spread in the 1970s, with an interdisciplinary character involving both psychology and law.

Given the considerable developmental risk situations described above, there is a need to better explore the experience of those who must undertake this path and the related psychological factors involved. The research questions concern how parents perceive the CTU, specifically, what are the participants’ theories. What is the basis for the request, how are parents positioned regarding the CTU’s activities, and what expectations do parents have of the CTU? How do parents evaluate the process during the CTU (progress) and at the conclusion of the process?

The general aim is to collect data that can promote an improvement in the consultation activities of the various professionals involved and the judges, and naturally to positively impact the health of minors involved in parental disputes. This research thus intends to delve into the experience of parents who, following conflictual separation or divorce, face the Court-Appointed Expert Consultation process through the legal system and are assisted by a consulting psychologist. The objective is to detect how parents configure the court-appointed consultation activity, particularly to understand what expectations parents harbor, how the request to initiate a consultation occurs (when the request is from the parents and not the judge), and how the experience is evaluated by those who participated, whether as the requester (the one who initiates the request) or the resistant (the one who is involved by the other parent).



2 Legal consultation and evaluation in the international context: main orientations

Child custody evaluations differ across countries but share the common goal of safeguarding children’s well-being (Kelly, 2014). In the United States, the “Child Custody Evaluation” is conducted by forensic psychologists or specialized social workers, who examine the family situation through interviews, observations, and psychological tests (Bow and Quinnell, 2001). The process typically includes interviews with both parents, children, and other significant figures in the child’s life, as well as observations of parent–child interactions. Experts may also gather information from external sources such as teachers or doctors. In the United Kingdom, the “Child Arrangements Order” with “Welfare Report” is prepared by CAFCASS, an independent organization that assesses the interests of children in family proceedings (Masson, 2014). In Germany, the “Sachverständigengutachten” is an in-depth expert opinion conducted by psychologists or pedagogists, which examines family history and parenting skills (Salzgeber, 2015). In France, the “Expertise psychologique” or “Enquête sociale” focuses on the family environment and the emotional stability of parents (Neyrand, 2011). Australia uses the “Family Report” or “Child Custody Assessment,” known for its attention to child safety and risk assessment (Cashmore and Parkinson, 2009). In Canada, the “Custody and Access Assessment” emphasizes parents’ ability to collaborate in the child’s interest (Bala, 2004).

Prevalent methodological approaches include multimodal assessment, data triangulation, ecological assessment, focus on the best interest of the child, evaluation of parenting skills, and risk analysis (Gould and Martindale, 2007). However, these practices present some documented limitations. Expert subjectivity can influence assessments, despite the use of standardized tools. Studies have shown variability in recommendations between different evaluators for similar cases (Emery et al., 2005). Assessments often provide only a brief ‘snapshot’ that may fail to capture long-term family dynamics (Kelly and Ramsey, 2009). The process can be stressful for families and may even intensify existing conflicts (Johnston et al., 2009). Moreover, high costs can limit accessibility, raising equity issues (Bow and Quinnell, 2004). The predictive validity of these assessments has been questioned by research (Emery et al., 2005). Cultural biases may emerge in the tools and methodologies used (Rohrbaugh, 2008). Other limitations include the potential focus on conflict rather than cooperation, long completion times, difficulties in assessing very young children, and the lack of systematic follow-ups to evaluate the effectiveness of recommendations in the long term (Kelly, 2014; Gould and Martindale, 2007).



3 Court-appointed expert consultation (CTU) and party-appointed expert consultation (CTP) in civil proceedings in Italy

Expert consultation is a cognitive intervention within the legal process, structured only in highly conflictual cases where the spouses’ positions are irreconcilable. In separation proceedings, especially those with high conflict, the judge needs to avail themselves of the technical support of a CTU expert in the field, typically a psychologist, psychiatrist, or child neuropsychiatrist, to understand the situation of minor children and analyze parental competencies (Gennari and Tamanza, 2017).

Here, the intervention of the consulting psychologist falls into two macro areas: the evaluation of parental capacities and ability to act (Iudici et al., 2020a), and the investigation of family relationships and child custody situations (Sammicheli, 2019). The expert’s purpose is to provide specialized psychological knowledge that exceeds everyday understanding and serves as a foundation for resolving legal issues.

According to the fundamental right of defense, parties have the option to be assisted by a Party-Appointed Technical Consultant (CTP), whom they nominate and who is tasked with verifying that the expert operations are conducted correctly (Salvini et al., 2008).

Party-appointed consultants (CTPs) safeguard the interests of the parent they assist while also collaborating with the court-appointed expert to protect the child’s welfare and monitoring that the consultative and expert activities are carried out according to criteria recognized in the scientific community and generally not adverse to their party (Salvini et al., 2008). At the conclusion of the assignment, the CTU is required to provide written responses to the posed questions in the form of a report or Court-Appointed Expert Consultation, which is a psychological evaluation indicating the best modalities for child custody (Sammicheli, 2019).

According to the civil code, decisions are made in the best interest of minors, to ensure they do not experience additional psychological distress beyond what may potentially occur during separation, and to safeguard their growth and development (Salvini et al., 2008). The judgment subsequently issued by the judge is transformative, aiming to overcome the conflict and relational difficulties between parents and between parents and children.



4 Method


4.1 Knowledge background

Because few studies address the psychological aspects of the Court-Appointed Expert Consultation process, we aimed to explore how parents perceive the process and the role of the expert. To investigate the existential dimension of individuals, the research was conducted based on the premises of the interactionist perspective (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969; Salvini, 2004; Iudici et al., 2020a; Iudici et al., 2020a), which considers it important to explore the meanings that people attribute to their lived experiences. The fundamental concept introduced by these authors is that our action in the world is guided by the meaning we attribute to things, people, and events. This meaning arises within discourses, in which subjects actively participate (Romania, 2012).



4.2 Research method

This research employs qualitative methods of social research (Flick, 2009) to highlight the qualitative aspects of the investigated experience, interpret the meanings that subjects bring to their experiences, and valorize their words (Hennink et al., 2020).

A qualitative methodology was chosen to capture parents’ opinions, beliefs, and interpretations of their experiences during the CTU process. A semi-structured interview was used as the research method to analyze the discourses and accounts related to the participants’ lived experiences. Open-ended questions allow the person to express their opinions and recount their experiences freely, unconstrained by options (Jenn, 2006). Simultaneously, the semi-structured interview grants ample freedom to the researcher, allowing discussion of all themes, collection of necessary information, and exploration of the interviewee’s point of view (Cohen and Crabtree, 2008) (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Track interview.
 

 	

	1. How would you describe the role and functions of a Court-Appointed Expert Psychologist (CTU)?

	2. What expectations do/did you have regarding the Court-Appointed Expert Psychologist (CTU)?

	3. Describe the reasons that led you to request/accept the Court-Appointed Expert Consultation (CTU).

	4. Describe what you intend/intended to pursue through the Court-Appointed Expert Consultation (CTU).

	5. What expectations do/did you have regarding the progress of the Court-Appointed Expert Consultation (CTU) process?

	6. How would you describe the progress of the process?








 



4.3 Participants, recruitment and data collection

The study recruited 31 parents as participants, including 15 women and 16 men, aged between 34 and 60 years.

The inclusion criteria adopted to allow participation in the research were the presence of separation or divorce proceedings, the completion of a CTU process, and the presence of one or more minor children. Participants were at different stages of the CTU process when they joined the research: 15 were awaiting the judge’s final hearing (formally open general activity), while the other 16 had already received the judge’s decision (formally concluded activity).

Here we describe the procedure defined for conducting the research.

First step: Involvement of psychologists who are experts in forensic consultation.


Expert recruitment was conducted by writing to various expert psychologists registered in the national register of court-appointed technical consultants and briefly describing the research objectives. Some of the individuals approached declined the invitation, while some psychologists accepted it. They were sent a specific presentation of the project with a request to ask parents for their availability to be contacted by researchers.


Second step: Experts inform parents involved in a CTU about our research.

The experts asked all parents under their care for a CTU if they were interested in participating in the research. This for a period of approximately six months, three months before and after the start of the research, if they were interested. The experts then offered parents the opportunity to contact the researchers.

Third step:


Interested parents contact the researchers, who arrange a meeting to carry out the research.


The appointment was scheduled at the end of the CTU investigation (for those who were undergoing counselling at that time) and immediately for those who had already completed the investigation.

Fourth step:

The researchers carry out the investigation.


The researchers then contacted the parents and verified their characteristics for inclusion in the research. All participants, before taking part in the qualitative interviews, were sent informed consent forms, along with instructions about the research procedures, the identity of the researchers, and received answers to their questions.
All interviews were conducted remotely via the Zoom platform and lasted between 40 and 60 min, taking place between November 2022 and September 2024. At the beginning of each interview, participants were reminded of the possibility to review and withdraw their consent for data use at any point during the research, as well as the option to not answer questions if they felt uncomfortable doing so.


All names were replaced with randomly generated codes to ensure anonymity. Since the court-appointed technical consultation procedure is an institutional practice, we believe there are no significant differences in the cities and different regions (Lombardy, Tuscany, and Veneto) where the psychologists come from.

Other notes:

All participants were involved by the researchers, having no impact on the investigation objectives or on the experts evaluation objectives.

The research investigations aimed at capturing beliefs about the activation of the CTU, the request, the expectations, and the ongoing and overall experience.

The role of the CTU professionals was only to request the availability of parents to participate in the investigation, which was then conducted independently by the researchers. There was therefore no specific interest in the CTU professionals, who did not have access to the data. Of these, 21 participants formally requested the initiation of the CTU (“requesters”), 9 accepted it passively (“resistants”), and 1 participant did not provide this information.

The research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Padua with number 4736 (Tables 2, 3).


TABLE 2 Participants information.


	
	Participant code
	Gender
	Age
	Occupation
	Number of children
	Duration cohabiting or married
	Applicant

 

 	1 	P1 	F 	56 	Architect 	3 	7 years 	No


 	2 	P2 	F 	51 	Secretary 	1 	18 years 	Sì


 	3 	P3 	M 	41 	Entrepreneur 	3 	14 years 	No


 	4 	P4 	F 	41 	Factory worker 	3 	15 years 	Sì


 	5 	P5 	M 	43 	ASPP 	1 	3 years 	Sì


 	6 	P6 	F 	38 	Office worker 	1 	5 years 	Sì


 	7 	P7 	M 	34 	Cook 	1 	5 years 	Sì


 	8 	P8 	M 	38 	Works in logistics 	2 	7 years 	No


 	9 	P9 	M 	53 	Company manager 	1 	16 years 	No


 	10 	P10 	M 	57 	Pastry chef 	2 	10 years 	No


 	11 	P11 	M 	41 	Manager 	1 	11 years 	Sì


 	12 	P12 	M 	43 	Police officer 	1 	7 years 	Sì


 	13 	P13 	F 	34 	Unemployed 	2 	7 years 	Sì


 	14 	P14 	F 	55 	Secretary 	2 	20 years 	Sì


 	15 	P15 	F 	57 	Real estate agent 	2 	18 years 	Sì


 	16 	P16 	M 	60 	Psychiatrist 	1 	15 years 	Sì


 	17 	P17 	M 	52 	Real estate agent 	2 	14 years 	No


 	18 	P18 	F 	55 	Freelancer 	1 	18 years 	Si


 	19 	P19 	M 	39 	Entrepreneur 	1 	10 years 	No


 	20 	P20 	M 	36 	Freelancer 	1 	7 years 	No


 	21 	P21 	F 	48 	Office Worker 	2 	12 years 	Sì


 	22 	P22 	M 	55 	Teacher 	2 	14 years 	No


 	23 	P23 	F 	47 	Office Worker 	1 	13 years 	Sì


 	24 	P24 	M 	43 	Architect 	3 	8 years 	No


 	25 	P25 	F 	49 	Secretary 	3 	9 years 	Sì


 	26 	P26 	M 	55 	Entrepreneur 	2 	19 years 	Sì


 	27 	P27 	M 	52 	Factory worker 	2 	15 years 	No


 	28 	P28 	F 	50 	Health and safety officer 	2 	20 years 	Sì


 	29 	P29 	F 	39 	Office worker 	2 	13 years 	Sì


 	30 	P30 	F 	37 	Cook 	1 	12 years 	Sì


 	31 	P31 	F 	44 	Teacher 	1 	14 years 	No




 


TABLE 3 Age and gender distribution of the study participants.


	
	31–50 years
	50–65 years
	Tot
	Average¹
	Std. Deviation Cam (Dev. St. C.)¹
	Std. Deviation Pop. (Dev. St. P.)¹
	Std. error mean¹
	p-value²

 

 	M 	9 	7 	16 	46,37 	7.55 	8.03 	2.07 	


 	% 	56.25% 	43.75% 	100% 	 	 	 	 	


 	F 	9 	6 	15 	46.73 	8.29 	7.29 	1.95 	


 	 	60% 	40% 	100% 	 	 	 	 	


 	Tot. 	18 	13 	31 	46.55 	7.80 	7.68 	1.40 	


 	 	100% 	100% 	100% 	 	 	 	 	


 	 	100% 	100% 	100% 	 	 	 	 	





¹Mean, standard deviation and standard errors refer to the age of the participants. ²P-value refers to the mean ages of men and women.
 



4.4 Data collection

All interviews were conducted remotely via the Zoom platform and lasted between 40 and 60 min, taking place between November 2022 and September 2024.

At the beginning of each interview, participants were reminded of the possibility to review and withdraw their consent for data use at any point during the research, as well as the option to not answer questions if they felt uncomfortable doing so.

Recruitment was conducted by writing to various psychologists registered in the national register of court-appointed technical consultants and briefly describing the research objectives. Some of the individuals approached declined the invitation, while some psychologists accepted it. They were sent a specific presentation of the project with a request to ask parents for their availability to be contacted by researchers. The researchers then contacted the parents and verified their characteristics for inclusion in the research. All participants, before taking part in the qualitative interviews, were sent informed consent forms, along with instructions about the research procedures, the identity of the researchers, and received answers to their questions. All names mentioned were replaced with codes composed of random letters to ensure the anonymity of participants’ data. Since the court-appointed technical consultation procedure is an institutional practice, we believe there are no significant differences in the cities and different regions (Lombardy, Tuscany, and Veneto) where the psychologists come from. This is also because the inclusion criteria concern objective aspects that are transversal to the context of belonging.

For their recruitment, agreements were made with three psychologists working as Court-Appointed Technical Consultants in Florence, Milan, and Padua, who authorized collaboration with the researchers and identified individuals with suitable characteristics for this research. The research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Padua with number 4736.



4.5 Data analysis

Subsequently, the material was reviewed and analyzed using the Positioning Analysis methodology theorized by Davies and Harré (1990), with the aim of highlighting the modalities employed by participants to narrate their experience.

The concept of ‘positioning’ comes from the cognitive psychology of social action and explores the explicit and implicit reasoning patterns in people’s interactions (Harré et al., 2009). Positioning represents the fundamental way in which a self and identities are inserted into social interactions at practical, emotional, and epistemic levels. Harré and Van Langenhove (1992) describe self-positioning and other-positioning, arguing that both are implicated in the same act, as positions are complementary to each other. They are reflexive with respect to social actions, meaning actors are positioned by social acts and the meaning of social acts depends on how actors are positioned, what rights and duties they have (Table 4).


TABLE 4 Criteria for analyzing discourse position (Davies and Harré, 1990; Harré and van Langenhove, 1992).
 

 	Language used 	It examines the metaphors, idioms and linguistic expressions used in discourse to understand how they influence positioning.
 Metaphors, rhetoric, linguistic acts (e.g. complaints), verb tenses, expressions used, interpretations and implicit and assumed meanings (the “unspoken”).


 	Narrative lines and positional acts 	It analyzes how people construct and use stories to position themselves and others: Narratives, accounts, and ways of describing one's position regarding something.
 It studies the specific actions that people take to establish or modify social positions: Actions and activities implemented in responding to questions or addressing a particular issue


 	Social and cultural context 	It considers how the broader context influences the positioning of individuals.


 	Moral/normative prescriptions 	The rights and duties that each person assumes or undergoes implicitly or explicitly.


 	Macro-themes 	The plots of the subjects' stories, within which the sub-themes are found, which would be the positions taken by the subjects.




 



4.6 Validation of scientific data

Credibility was obtained by specifying the researchers’ cognitive references, namely the epistemological and conceptual references described above. A second aspect concerned familiarity with the data, given that two of the researchers had previously dealt with legal psychology and were registered in the register of court-appointed technical consultants. Furthermore, the data were analyzed by all the researchers involved in the study, first defining the themes and positions individually, then there was a comparison aimed at resolving doubts and differences detected in understanding the text. To define significant aspects, the recursiveness of the text was also evaluated. Regarding the transferability of results, the data classification criteria were described and made explicit through the positioning analysis criteria, aimed at detecting the language used (metaphors, linguistic expressions, etc.), the discursive and prescriptive modalities of a moral order, the most emerging themes (see Table 3). This allowed for internal uniformity upstream and then allows for a generalized process of possible data transfer, this specific method, which falls within the methodologies of text analysis, allows the use of data reducing subjective interpretations of those who perform the analysis. Furthermore, this method is based on an accurate collection of the text, word for word, thus increasing accuracy. The positioning of the interviewed person can be deduced from the reported text. This is why in the results there was considerable use of the text and discourse reported by the participants. Finally, in our case, the investigation is very specific, concerning a very defined institutional practice, therefore in this case it is easier to make observations on the characteristics of the participants involved. The reliability of our work is given by the coherence between the epistemological assumptions and the definition of the protocol of knowledge questions, which were prepared trying to obtain not so much the contents but the discursive processes used by the interviewed people. Reliability is also given by the relationship between the results and the discussion, oriented to bring out the implications of the text rather than giving standardized explanations. The researcher’s reflexivity part consisted of constantly monitoring the application of the method used. For example, during the analysis, when it was noticed that the answers were not congruent with the purposes underlying the questions, we proceeded to discard the answer or to confront the psychologists involved in the first phase of the research. Regarding data saturation, it occurred for theoretical reasons. The analysis was concluded after 31 based on the following three criteria: the answers tended to repeat themselves, the identified themes contained a wide range of references, and the text was developed in order to obtain congruent data with respect to the defined objectives and based on how the relationship between the sub-dimensions clarified the general positioning of the participants. The repetitiveness of the text was monitored by noting when the text began to repeat itself. This process was implemented by all three researchers. The team consulted, evaluating when both the themes and the positions tended to become recursive. To try to disconfirm this sharing process, three further interviews were organized in which no further significant data emerged. In some cases, the linguistic expression was different at the lexical level but not at the positioning level. The specificity of the objectives and the monitoring of recursiveness allowed for a definitive sharing regarding the closure of the analysis.




5 Results and discussion


5.1 The configuration of the CTU


5.1.1 CTU as a decision-making tool

Several participants use the words “useful” and “fundamental” to define the psychologist, recognizing that without their help, the judge could not make an appropriate decision. This perception aligns with findings from other studies that have shown the crucial importance of the forensic psychologist’s role in the judge’s decision-making process in child custody cases (Bow and Quinnell, 2001). These words are used to position the psychologist as an auxiliary figure to the judge, tasked with resolving a specific situation. Some consider them a helpful figure in understanding how to deal with children, while many others see them as a mediator between spouses or as a protector of children’s needs.

For example, one participant who had favorably accepted the CTU states: “It’s a very useful figure for the judge, helping them make truly delicate decisions. Without a psychologist, I think it would not be possible. It’s very useful for understanding relational dynamics” (P4). However, from these words, we cannot discern the real utility of the CTU psychologist for the parents. We do not understand if it can be useful for reflection, change, or improvement; rather, it provides more of a description of their functions.



5.1.2 CTU as a mediation tool

A word used to define the CTU as a third figure who reconciles spouses would be “Family Mediator.” However, as highlighted by Kelly (2014), there is often confusion between the roles of family mediator and court-appointed technical consultant. Kelly emphasizes the importance of maintaining a clear distinction between these professional roles, underlining that family mediation and forensic psychological evaluation are distinct processes with different objectives.

For example, some participants describe its functions as: “Role of family mediator, studying and understanding possible resources for the family and children in relation to custody” (P19); “I understood that it helps to reconcile parents when minor children are involved. Fortunately, it protects and preserves their needs” (P16). Participants grasp the CTU’s function of protecting minor children, but they do not seem to have a clear understanding of the difference between mediator, therapist, and Court-Appointed Technical Consultant. On the other hand, this figure is rather emerging, and in the literature, there are many more studies regarding the family mediation process, which is different from that of the CTU (Turchi and Romanelli, 2019).

Moreover, the psychologist is described as a third figure who observes silently and then draws conclusions, above the parties. Indeed, they are defined as an “external eye,” indispensable for solving problems that otherwise could not be seen from within: “An external eye is needed to ‘judge’, to analyze problems that otherwise would have no solutions. When you are inside, it’s hard to solve on your own and see things, but if a third person tells you, everything changes” (P8).

Implicitly, the subjects seem to express the need to be helped by someone who sees the situation impartially and objectively, to understand how to behave and to demonstrate their reasons. It’s as if the psychologist is invested with many expectations and hopes because the couple alone cannot resolve the problematic situation.



5.1.3 CTU as a functional tool for minors

One participant configures the role of CTU as a tool oriented towards protecting the minor and not towards themselves as a parent, stating: “The CTU has a fundamental role in helping the minor, understanding even deeper and unconscious issues, and guiding the minor to understand, to autonomously resolve all this, with the aim of resolving their discomfort, positively overcoming the problems” (P24).

This excerpt seems to imply that the psychologist’s intervention helps only the child and not the family unit. Thus, the focus is shifted to a third person, outside the couple. On one hand, it seems to be an advantage as the parent directs their attention to the child’s needs; on the other hand, it’s as if the intervention does not concern themselves, as if it wasn’t meant for reflection, but only for another person to do so.

While it’s true that international literature emphasizes the importance of primarily considering the well-being of minors in custody evaluations (Emery et al., 2005), it’s also true that such attention in the observed text seems to be practiced more in an ideological sense or in opposition to the parents’ health (Turchi et al., 2022).

In any case, participants manage to grasp the function of the CTU as one who protects and considers the needs of the children. For example, one subject states: “My children’s needs would have been forgotten if there had not been the CTU psychologist” (P17). The past perfect tense is used, in conditional terms, as if the participant were predicting what would have happened without the psychologist’s intervention. The interviewee positions the detection of need based on the presence of the CTU, believing that the psychologist is helpful, but not specifying how.



5.1.4 CTU as a guarantee tool

To describe the functions of a CTU psychologist, several people use the verb “should,” positioning the psychologist in a normative and prescriptive way. Thus, participants describe the psychologist’s functions based on what they believe they should do, attributing a role to them. Therefore, the subjects in question also position themselves normatively, as those who had to be evaluated by the psychologist, particularly if they were suitable in the role of parents.

For example, one person responds in this way: “In my specific case, the psychologist had to evaluate my parental suitability. I had been presumably declared unfit for my role as a mother, and therefore I had to prove psychologically suitable to independently manage the children” (P3). This participant implies that the CTU was requested by the husband to ensure that she could be suitable to care for the children. Parental suitability was a recurring theme, with some parents describing the process as if they had to pass a test and receive a ‘stamp of approval’ from the psychologist, thanks to a guarantor who evaluates them.

In reference to this, international literature highlights how the guarantee tool is the fulcrum of evaluation practices in the legal field, despite various evolutions over time (Ackerman and Pritzl, 2011).




5.2 The configuration of the request


5.2.1 Promoting the protection of one’s children

Most often, the request arises from the need to protect minor children, due to a “difficult situation” according to some participants. The main motivation, therefore, seems to be to protect the children and prevent them from further suffering, as one participant states: “I believe my daughter needs to free herself from a great burden within her” (P28). Consequently, several participants express the objective of protecting and prioritizing their children’s needs, for example: “I wanted our daughter’s voice to be heard in this whole matter” (P12).

What emerges from various accounts is that the CTU is established precisely to protect minor children, thus positioning it as a useful means to achieve an end. In this regard, one participant states: “The children would be forgotten if not for the CTU” (P4). Some participants express their fears and guilt towards their children: “I wanted to find a way to make my children feel better, as they are the ones who suffer the most” (P27); “It’s not fair for children to pay for their parents’ mistakes” (P6).

Indeed, they seem to realize the effects that conflict between parents can have on children, even in the long term. This awareness reflects the results of numerous studies that clearly show how prolonged parental conflict can have significant negative psychological effects on children (McIntosh, 2003; Amato, 2010; Grych and Fincham, 2001; Hetherington and Kelly, 2002), including psychopathological ones (Harold and Sellers, 2018).

Then there are those who “fight” for shared custody of the children, opposed by the other parent who would prefer sole custody: “I was asking for the daughter, while my wife disagreed. I wanted to spend at least more time with her” (P14); “I wanted equal rights for our son and I wanted to spend more time with him” (P18).

Both these excerpts are taken from speeches made by fathers who had to accept the CTU due to accusations from their wives and who are trying to recover their relationship with their children.



5.2.2 To counter the behavior of the other parent

We can observe a passivizing mode of speaking from some participants, with the attribution of blame to the other spouse and implicit accusations, as in this case: “My husband only accepted because I insisted, for him there were no problems” (P26).

Another participant lists the shortcomings of the ex-spouse without arguing and excluding themselves from the discourse: “The father’s behavior, the absence, the lack of responsibility towards the daughters, the approach” (P11). Thus, the attention is completely shifted to the other person, losing sight of the family system.

Among the objectives of some participants, there persists a desire for revenge against the other spouse, so in this case we cannot speak of a real objective, but of a desire shifted towards another person, as follows: “But I wanted him to be unmasked and for all the things he had done, especially to our children, to come out. He really made life impossible for them” (P7). We are always within a passive process of delegation.

“I wanted an expert to evaluate our situation and above all to make my husband reason and evaluate him as a suitable parent to take care of our daughter” (P16); “I would like the father to fully perform his role” (P20).

Here, from a narrative point of view, we can notice a deresponsibilizing positioning from which emerges a content of complaints about the other person’s shortcomings. It’s as if the CTU was requested only due to the fault and responsibility of the other person, without considering that the process must be faced together.

Participants believe that only the other person should achieve the objectives, so we cannot consider them real objectives, but delegations. Also in this case, this data confirms some other studies on the negative value of an accusatory positioning towards the other parent (Emery, 2012).



5.2.3 Passive and obligatory acceptance

In this case, one of the two spouses positions themselves (or is positioned) as the one who opposes the separation and consequently also the CTU. It often happens that this parent ensures that even the children do not accept the separation, practicing a position of opposition to the other parent. The result is that the children lose contact with one of the two parents, usually frequenting only the one they live with. In this regard, one participant states: “The request arose because basically my ex-husband never accepted the separation and moreover did not make my children accept the separation. I still do not see them or hear from them even though the CTU seemed to be going well” (P21).

A recurring theme was children being drawn into the conflict, creating a form of triangulation, also confirmed by several studies in the literature (Patrizi, 2012; Johnston et al., 2009). Some participants argue that the children are manipulated by one parent, who would tell them what to declare before the judge to strike at the other parent: “She turned them against me and wanted them to declare in the CTU that they did not want to stay with their father because he was violent. The children’s psychologists said they were happy with their father” (P7).



5.2.4 To improve one’s parenting skills

Some participants declare they want to: “Communicate more functionally with the ex” (P19) thanks to the CTU; “Be present and adequate parents for the children, fulfill one’s duty” (P23). These responses can be read thinking that the CTU can be truly useful if the participants position themselves as they declare. The declaration occurs when the people in question are still at the beginning of the process and are expressing their expectations. There are those who want to “Avoid conflict thanks to the CTU, which helps to reflect” (P3), a theme that is also confirmed by some studies in the literature. In fact, according to Patrizi (2012), despite the difficulties and implications of CTU work, such a process can become a useful opportunity for spouses to reflect on the family situation and the interests of the children. Some participants declare to “See things with different eyes” (P30), which means that the CTU in some cases can help promote the idea of positive change, emphasizing the difference between a before and after. Some authors have highlighted the importance of increasing co-parenting skills in the post-separation period, bringing long-term benefits for children (Pruett and DiFonzo, 2014; Consegnati et al., 2018).




5.3 The configuration of expectations


5.3.1 The expectation of a corrective CTU

Several participants described the psychologist as having a corrective role, almost like an educator entrusted with adjusting problematic behaviors: “I expect them to understand the dynamics and correct the attitudes that can hinder decisions to be made for the children and limit the conflict between exes for the well-being of the minor” (P15).

In any case, participants implicitly express a request for help (for themselves or for the children or for the other partner), such as: “I expect them to be able to help our daughters with their relationship with their father” (P31); “I expect to be able to find a balance with our daughters” (P22).

These excerpts of discourse come from people who have requested the CTU for what they define as “failures” of the other parent and therefore harbor different expectations towards the process, but shift their objective towards another person. This tendency to focus on the shortcomings of the other parent has been widely documented in international literature. It is indeed known that many parents in conflict often tend to project responsibilities onto the other partner, hindering effective collaboration for the well-being of the children (Johnston et al., 2009). In fact, some declare that the process could serve the other partner for reflection. Here we note the tendency of some participants to speak only of the other partner and not for themselves, as if the process had been undertaken for only one of the spouses and not for both.

The hope of many is that the other spouse will reflect thanks to the CTU; consequently, they often use passivizing expressions, attributing blame and responsibility to their partner. This implies that the subjects undertake the CTU not for the family “we,” but because the consulting psychologist intervenes on the other partner, delegating to them the resolution of the problematic situation.

This dynamic is in line with what is reported in the literature, namely the fact that spouses fail to remain united as parents, even if separated, and to collaborate for the children. They struggle to separate the couple relationship from the parental one and to still feel part of the family after separation (Cigoli and Scabini, 2014). This difficulty has also been highlighted by other authors, who emphasize the importance of helping parents maintain effective co-parenting despite separation (Emery, 2012). Moreover, it seems that participants do not grasp the precise function of the CTU psychologist: they are not meant to help or judge, but rather to explore situations that go beyond the judge’s knowledge and provide a sort of snapshot, thanks to which decisions can be made.



5.3.2 Expecting to understand what other roles do not see

Many participants express the need and desire to be recognized by the CTU psychologist, to demonstrate who they are, perhaps because this was lacking within the couple: “They really look at the problems and protect people. They look at the facets in the couple and in the minor that judges and lawyers do not see” (P11).

Regarding linguistic acts, participants’ polemics and complaints towards the judicial system, lawyers, and Party-Appointed Technical Consultants recur. In this case, participants express their opinions, specifying that they are introducing the personal dimension. Participants contrast the figures of CTP and lawyers with that of CTU, declaring for example: “The lawyer thinks about the interests of the client and not about protecting the minor, so the psychologist was really needed. They grasp nuances that legal lawyers do not grasp., with all due respect. They really look at the psychological state of the minor above all. They really look at the problems and protect people. The lawyer protects at a legal level and not psychologically” (P9); “The CTPs accused each other and this is ridiculous. They teach you how to be another person, they tell you how to respond and how to behave. The psychologist should understand clear signals, which lawyers often do not understand” (P2).

The use of the verb “should” positions the psychologist normatively, as if the participants were imposing a task on them. In making these speeches, participants used comparison methods, paralleling the different figures and especially explicating the differences. Therefore, it is interesting to understand how parents see the various professional figures differently. In fact, some authors argue that a clear understanding of the different professional roles can lead parents towards a more effective and less conflictual separation process (Kelly, 2014).



5.3.3 Expecting less than the help received

Some participants declare that they had no particular expectations regarding the figure of the psychologist or that they were not very aware of it before undertaking the process. In most cases, there is then a change in positioning: from the few initial expectations, participants declare that the process then proved to be very useful. In this regard, one subject declares: “At the beginning, I did not even know what it was about. In hindsight, I realize it was the best solution” (P29).

In this case, indeed, the linguistic expression “in hindsight” is used to indicate that a change occurred between before and after the CTU intervention. A theme that often emerged is that the man is the figure most penalized by the judge, while the CTU, instead, seems to render justice to fathers. An emblematic phrase is this: “The mother, by default, always has all the rights and the father does not. It rendered me justice. It’s the best process” (P23).

This theme is also confirmed by the literature, which maintains that the mother has always been the figure to whom children are predominantly entrusted. Especially before the 2006 reform, when the criterion of exclusive custody was in force, the custody of minor children was the responsibility of the mother, penalizing the paternal figure (Patrizi, 2012). From 2006 onwards, with the reform of shared custody, the father has also been able to acquire importance as a caregiver (Gennari et al., 2016). This evolution of the paternal role in the context of custody has been widely discussed in international literature as well (Warshak, 2014; Fabricius et al., 2012; Pruett and DiFonzo, 2014). Several authors have highlighted the growing importance of paternal involvement and how this has been progressively recognized in custody processes in many Western countries (Lamb, 2010; Adamsons and Johnson, 2013; Nielsen, 2018). Probably, however, from the words of some participants, it is understood that within the judicial system there are still cultural legacies that lead to penalizing the paternal figure.




5.4 The evaluation of the court-appointed technical consultation (CTU) process: the CTU path


5.4.1 Challenging but more useful than expected

Participants often described the CTU process as ‘challenging’: “At first it seemed like a useless and somewhat challenging process, but then it helped me understand the deep motivations that had pushed me to make this choice” (P17). However, we see that from an initial difficulty, the participant changes their positioning regarding the process, declaring that it proved useful, using the adverb “Instead.” Thus, their expectations were positively disappointed.


“I realize that I initially experienced the CTU as an injustice, but gradually I noticed that it was useful to understand that I needed to consider some things better, like my son’s need to be at peace” (P13).


What initially felt like an ‘injustice’ often transformed into an opportunity to better understand one’s child. And further, “I did not like the idea of having to air my private affairs, even though in the end I saw that it was useful because I was helped to grasp aspects that I usually do not consider” (P7).

This perception of initial fatigue, followed by a recognition of the usefulness of the process, is in line with what has been observed by other authors, who confirm its positive meaning (Bow and Quinnell, 2001).

The difficulty is not only experienced towards the process, but also towards one’s spouse, who seems to hinder it: “Very challenging because I had to defend myself based on nothing. It was useful for me and my children, not for the mother. The mother did not take advantage of it and did not understand the meaning of the process, she only used it for money. The civil relationship, as the judge wanted, does not exist” (P19). In this case, it’s interesting to note that the interviewee had not requested the CTU, but had accepted it, after being accused of physical violence by his ex-wife. Despite this, it seems that the CTU served him more than his partner, especially because from his words we can understand that the relationships remained conflictual even after the process. In several excerpts, despite the lack of collaboration between the two spouses and the consequent difficulty in facing the process, the interlocutors report having nevertheless taken the opportunity to reflect individually, and not as a couple.

Among the responses, one parent used the adjective “protective” to describe the intent to preserve the interests of minors: “As far as I’m concerned, I’m very happy because in a sense it does me justice. It’s protecting the child. At the moment I only thought about her and we are going towards the path I wanted and that she wanted too, that is, to be together more” (P13). This father recounts having taken the CTU to defend himself, to be able to spend more time with his daughter, which the mother seemed to prevent. The process seems to have served him and his daughter, while the other parent is not even mentioned in the discourse, as if they were not part of it.


“The CTU played a role as an opportunity for redemption to see one’s role appreciated: ‘The CTU was fundamental in having my right to be a father and be with my son recognized. Without this CTU, the mother would have continued to be the only one who could make decisions’” (P11).


Many then reiterate the fact that the CTU was undertaken only thinking of the children and their protection, as in this case: “It was unpleasant because I was annoyed to see my ex-partner and remember particularly arid years humanly. If E. had not been in childhood, I would have left my partner many years ago. I did not do it because I was aware that I would have lost my son, that she would have taken him away. No judge would have given a two-year-old child to a father” (P1).

In some cases, the consultation was requested to protect the children from serious dysfunctional behaviors of the other parent: ‘Reluctantly, I requested the CTU because it had become impossible to help my son defend himself against his father’s bullying’ (P24) and also ‘Without the CTU, it would never have come out that the mother needed help and needed to take medication. When I said it, I wasn’t listened to’ (P16).



5.4.2 CTU as an opportunity to discover new aspects of oneself

Some participants argue that the CTU allowed for the emergence of content that might otherwise not have emerged. “It was very fundamental for me because in the end things came out that sometimes one does not even imagine thinking about. It brought out my character better” (P14). In this case, we can grasp the usefulness of the CTU as it allowed for self-reflection and better self-discovery, although the process did not then give the desired results. In fact, this participant then recounts: “I’m only sorry that it did not serve in the end. It had started to serve from the moment the CTU was interrupted” (P9).

The following texts account for how the consultation offered parents the opportunity to experience and recognize competencies in themselves that they did not believe they had: ‘I did not think I would be able to handle all the stress that the CTU required’ (P21) and also ‘There were many moments when I wanted to get up and leave, but I always managed not to do it’ (P4).

This ability of the CTU to facilitate new understandings has also been found by other authors, who emphasize how the evaluation process can often lead to significant insights for both parents and professionals involved (Bow and Quinnell, 2004; Gould and Martindale, 2007; Stahl, 2011; Austin and Drozd, 2012).




5.5 The evaluation of the court-appointed technical consultation (CTU) process: outcomes of the CTU process


5.5.1 The CTU as a “validation” of suitability

The parents experienced the court-appointed expert assessment as a process aimed at validating their parenting skills.


“At the end of this process, the psychologist deemed me suitable for parental responsibility and produced a report highlighting the determining factors for the decision made. The CTU served to definitively decide the sentence, especially regarding the placement of the children. In fact, from there we decided how to manage them and how often they would see their father” (P12).


This is also and especially true for fathers: ‘Thank goodness the CTU recognized that I can be a dad. Without it, I always had to ask for the mother’s opinion. Now I can finally decide on my own whether to take my daughter to the swimming pool and whether or not to put a sweater on her’” (P29).

This participant responds using a descriptive style and recounts the usefulness of the CTU process as if referring to obtaining a stamp after passing a test. We must take into account that this participant had undertaken the CTU in 2004, before the enactment of the Shared Custody Law, at her husband’s request.

This perception of the CTU as a kind of ‘parenting test’ is also discussed in the literature, which warns against reducing custody evaluations to simple assessments of parental and personal suitability (Emery et al., 2005).

CTU as a tool for revenge and the assertion of certain rights brings out significant emotional aspects, also presented in terms of catharsis and personal redemption, infact someone said: “It served a lot, but today Italian justice is behind. The custody is joint but then it’s 5 days with the mother and 2 with the father, so I see little of the children. Money is used to get revenge on the other person. The children’s needs have been completely forgotten, except in the CTU. The children have been tossed around in important years for their growth. When they grow up, they will understand that no one did their good, except the CTU. The CTU exposed the mother, who was manipulating the children.” (P23).


“Everyone told me I was exaggerating, but the court-appointed expert proved that I was right to worry about my children. I will always be grateful for this because now I have even more confidence in my own assessments.” (P19).


Here returns the criticism of the legal system and, on the contrary, the idea that the CTU served for many reasons. When the interviewee says that no one helped the children, he refers to both the legal system and the mother, using an accusatory tone, as can also be seen from the verb “Expose.” We always notice this desire for revenge on the part of the spouses, who take the CTU for this purpose.

This dynamic has been explored by Bow and Quinnell (2001), who note how custody evaluations can sometimes be perceived by parents as an opportunity to “win” against the other parent. In line with the theme of fathers’ revenge, there are several interesting excerpts to report, such as: “The CTU helped a lot because without it no judge would have given me E. It’s a really powerful investigative tool, if done for the right period of time (not too short). It’s a very powerful tool for emotional investigation, on relationship mechanisms and individual parents’ abilities. It can overturn the now certain defeat on the part of fathers” (P21). This excerpt illustrates the strong emotional involvement of participants, who often described the consultation as decisive and life-changing.



5.5.2 The CTU as a non-resolutive tool

However, some participants felt the process failed to produce the desired outcomes, such as: “There were not many, it seemed there was an improvement, but then in reality there was nothing. The custody of the children is 50%, only they are very angry about how the father is making them live it and they do not want to see me. They have been very ‘tampered with’ by people behind, including my ex-husband, who do not make them accept the thing. After 3 years we are still at square one” (P15).

Here too, it seems that the process did not go well due to the fault of one of the two spouses, who somehow prevents the children from seeing the other parent, rather than legitimizing them. The theme of parental alienation is often implicated in this type of situation and also requires a clinical analysis capable of bringing out the complex dynamics that can lead children to refuse contact with a parent after separation (Fidler and Bala, 2010). In fact, the frustration expressed regarding the definition of “conflictual couple” without an in-depth analysis of the conflict dynamics reflects some of the criticisms made of evaluations such as office consultation, which sometimes requires a detailed analysis of conflict dynamics, rather than resolutive evaluations (Johnston et al., 2009; Colacicco, 2018).

Another example of dissatisfaction with the outcomes is represented by the definition of “conflictual couple” that does not address the dynamics of the conflict: “It was said that we are a conflictual couple, but it was not considered that verbal and non-verbal aggressions always start from the mother: it’s impossible to talk to her, she yells at you.. but we are conflictual” (P14). Here it seems that the father’s dissatisfaction is linked to a sort of equidistance of the CTU about the dynamics of the conflict, which he considers improper, as he feels he is suffering aggression rather than acting in an equal role with his ex-partner. When mothers complain, the mode is the same: ‘It wasn’t taken into consideration at all that the father is a violent person who raises his voice and more as soon as he is contradicted. I do not agree at all that they defined us as conflictual’ (P25).


“Sometimes the dissatisfaction is linked to expectations that are not in line with the objectives of a CTU, such as when parents complain about inadequate alimony amounts: ‘How can one be satisfied if I have to leave half of my salary to my ex’ and also ‘The CTU did not take into account that the father works a lot under the table and spends a lot on his vanities while leaving his son to suffer for the new backpack that I cannot buy him’” (P17).


The perception of the CTU as a not always resolutive tool reflects some of the challenges discussed by several authors. Stahl and Simon (2013) discusses how, despite the best intentions, custody evaluation processes may sometimes not completely resolve family conflicts.





6 Conclusion

This research aims to provide a starting point for reflection on a topic still underrepresented in literature and seeks to assist professionals working in this field, such as Social Services operators, for whom it could be useful to understand how to better prepare parents facing a Court-Appointed Technical Consultation (CTU) process.

Parents’ view of the CTU as ‘demanding but useful’ suggests that better preparation could substantially reduce the stress of the process. This could lead to a more positive and constructive experience for all parties involved, also in reference to the limitations of this type of assessment reported at the international level.

This need to improve CTU practice is supported by studies such as Bow et al. (2011), which highlighted the importance of continuous and specialized training for professionals involved in consultation and evaluation in the legal field.

For psychological consultants as well, starting from parents’ expectations and experiences, it could be useful to understand which themes to focus on more and how to approach them. If legislators and psychologists are aware of the images that parents attribute to the CTU process and the consulting psychologist, they can make various reflections on the underlying motivations and understand how to better approach the work. This could also be an opportunity to further align the legal and psychological sectors, which sometimes, according to some participants, do not converge.

It would be ideal for sector operators to clarify the different forms of intervention available to separated parents: technical consultation, family mediation, and psychotherapy.

This clarification could help parents better understand the process and manage their expectations more realistically, which is another limitation present in international practices.

This need for clarity has also been emphasized by Kelly (2014), who highlighted the importance of clearly distinguishing between different professional roles in the context of child custody disputes, benefiting users, involved professionals, and involved institutions.

Indeed, it is common during interviews for participants to express therapeutic requests and expectations of in-depth and prolonged parenting support, which are not the proper aims of a technical consultation. As a result, parents often misunderstand the process and enter it with incorrect expectations. It is not uncommon during consultation operations for one or both parents to ask the CTU to maintain professional secrecy on what is reported, demonstrating the role confusion acted out, since the CTU, being a public official, cannot guarantee secrecy on what is told to them, but on the contrary has the obligation to report the contents of the consultation to the Judge.

At the same time, given the requests and needs of the participants, it could be useful for a CTU psychologist to ensure that the Court-Appointed Technical Consultation also incorporates or integrates moments of mediation or clinical psychology (Iudici et al., 2019; Iudici et al., 2017), for example by involving other professionals in problem management from the outset. One could indeed consider an intersection between these similar paths, precisely to avoid delegating the protection of one’s personal and parental situation to the judge’s response.

It may be valuable—even innovative—to integrate elements of mediation or psychotherapy into the CTU process, potentially enhancing its overall effectiveness. This idea of an integrated approach between legal and clinical fields is supported by studies such as Pruett et al. (2012), which demonstrated the effectiveness of multidisciplinary interventions in the context of child custody disputes.

In this regard, the results of this research offer further insights to improve some of the limitations previously identified in parental evaluation practices present in international procedures. Firstly, the importance of a multimodal approach emerges, along with attention to the participant’s text and discourse, and the related triangulation of data, which could significantly contribute to reducing the subjectivity of the individual expert, one of the main limitations previously highlighted.

In this sense, the richness of comments during the interview, especially referring to the other person, suggests that various issues are still unresolved between ex-spouses, even years after separation. This data could help sector operators understand the best time to start a CTU process, to avoid dwelling too much on the conflict between the two spouses, rather than on issues related to the children. Furthermore, a task of the consulting psychologist is to consider the opportunity for further psychological and/or social assistance following the CTU, to monitor custody conditions and decisions made during the process (Gennari et al., 2016) without mistake (Iudici et al., 2015).

The idea of post-CTU monitoring, which emerged from the study, could increase the long-term effectiveness of the decisions made, thus improving the predictive validity of the assessments, another critical point previously highlighted in international practices.

In this regard, particularly interesting is the consideration (shared by several participants) that the CTU should have a longer duration. This would indeed facilitate the consolidation of that change which otherwise risks being interrupted along with the CTU. This temporal extension could provide a more complete and less ‘snapshot’ view of the family situation, thus overcoming one of the temporal limitations previously mentioned at the level of international practice.

This idea aligns with the recommendations of Stahl and Simon (2013), who emphasized the importance of in-depth and prolonged evaluations over time to fully understand the complexity of family dynamics.

In this regard, the practice of some Courts to follow the CTU strictu sensu with a monitoring period is often viewed favorably by parents, as monitoring allows maintaining the drive to act in relational modalities more in line with the objective of the children’s interest. Parents often report that once the procedure ends, if the CTU has not reconciled the parents’ positions, conflict quickly resurfaces.

Finally, the results highlight the importance of strengthening parenting skills, not merely resolving conflict. This shift in focus could lead to more lasting and beneficial results for the minors involved.

The results, although representative of the population requesting this type of evaluation, require further investigation as this research is also exploratory.

It is also necessary to consider various limitations of the present research, including the fact that a limited number of participants were recruited, due to the difficulty of involving them and accessing their stories. In the future, it would be interesting to replicate the study attempting to expand the number of people, so as to cross-reference data with as many experiences as possible, perhaps also from different regions of Italy to see similarities and differences. Moreover, it would be interesting to select participants who have undertaken the process with different CTU psychologists, with different training, so as to have more information in this regard. In this sense, our data are limiting since most people evaluated the CTU process in an overall positive way, having found competent and attentive psychological professionals who left participants with a good memory on a human level, and not just in terms of results obtained.

In this regard, future research could try to collect more data relating to the CTU psychologists in question, trying to understand their training, professional experiences, and studies, to understand if this affects the process and participant satisfaction. Another limitation of this research is the fact that participants were at different stages of the CTU process at the time of the interview, some were awaiting judgment, while others had already received it. Regarding the last research question, which aims to assess the overall experience of the consultation process with the psychologist, we believe that those who had not received a response from the judge had less time to reflect on the entire experience. Therefore, we believe that for these individuals, the results should be interpreted with caution.

Then in the future, it would be ideal to be able to interview both members of the couples to have both versions of the story. Indeed, in the present research, it was not possible to interview both spouses of each couple, thus losing the vision of the situation as a whole. A longitudinal design could assess whether changes following the CTU are sustained over time or only short-lived. Finally, further research on the topic could help professionals working in this field to understand how to make parents more aware of the process they will face, how to promote collaboration, and ensure that the CTU provides lasting results for all family members and promotes the health of the involved minors. The findings offer practical insights for improving CTU practice, making it more effective, equitable, and focused on children’s well-being. Implementing these recommendations could significantly improve the management of child custody in high-conflict separations.



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author/s.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Ethics committee -University of Padova. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study. Written informed consent was obtained from the individual(s) for the publication of any potentially identifiable images or data included in this article.



Author contributions

AI: Methodology, Data curation, Conceptualization, Supervision, Writing – original draft, Formal analysis, Writing – review & editing. FR: Data curation, Writing – original draft, Conceptualization, Investigation. TF: Investigation, Writing – review & editing, Conceptualization.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article. Open Access funding provided by UniversitÃ degli Studi di Padova | University of Padua, Open Science Committee.



Acknowledgments

The authors would like to express their gratitude to Marco Diotallevi, Viviana Pistolesi, Elena Varoli for their collaboration.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

The author(s) declared that they were an editorial board member of Frontiers, at the time of submission. This had no impact on the peer review process and the final decision.



Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References
	 Ackerman,M. J., and Pritzl,T. B. (2011). Child custody evaluation practices: a 20-year follow-up. Fam. Court. Rev. 49, 618–628. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-1617.2011.01397.x
	 Adamsons,K., and Johnson,S. K. (2013). An updated and expanded meta-analysis of nonresident fathering and child well-being. J. Fam. Psychol. 27, 589–599. doi: 10.1037/a0033786 
	 Agostini,F., Monti,F., and Tassotti,G. (2011). Il minore nella transizione al divorzio. Sviluppi teorici e dati empirici sui processi di adattamento a breve e lungo termine. Età Evol. 99, 110–128.
	 Amato,P. R. (2010). Research on divorce: continuing trends and new developments. J. Marriage Fam. 72, 650–666. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00723.x
	 Austin,W. G., and Drozd,L. M. (2012). Intimate partner violence and child custody evaluation, part I: theoretical framework, forensic model, and assessment issues. J. Child Custody 9, 250–309. doi: 10.1080/15379418.2012.749717
	 Bala,N. (2004). Assessments for postseparation parenting disputes in Canada. Fam. Court. Rev. 42, 485–510. doi: 10.1111/j.174-1617.2004.tb00665.x
	 Bavagnoli,A. (2023). “Co-parenting and dysfunctional parenting: a systematic review” in Maltrattamento e abuso all'infanzia. Franco Angeli, Milano. 25, 57–93.
	 Bernet,W. (2015). Children of high-conflict divorce face many challenges. Psychiatr. Times 32:9. Available online at: https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/children-high-conflict-divorce-face-many-challenges
	 Blumer,H. (1969). Symbolic interactionism: Perspective and method. Berkeley: University of California Press.
	 Bow,J. N., Gould,J. W., and Flens,J. R. (2011). Examining parental alienation in child custody cases: a survey of mental health and legal professionals. Am. J. Fam. Ther. 39, 382–392. doi: 10.1080/01926180801960658
	 Bow,J. N., and Quinnell,F. A. (2001). Psychologists' current practices and procedures in child custody evaluations: five years after American Psychological Association guidelines. Prof. Psychol. Res. Pract. 32, 261–268. doi: 10.1037/0735-7028.32.3.261
	 Bow,J. N., and Quinnell,F. A. (2004). Critique of child custody evaluations by the legal profession. Fam. Court. Rev. 42, 115–127. doi: 10.1111/j.174-1617.2004.tb00637.x
	 Camisasca,E., Miragoli,S., and Di Blasio,P. (2016). Conflittualità genitoriale e sintomatologia da stress post-traumatico nei figli: uno studio esplorativo. Maltrattamento Abuso Allinfanzia. 2:139–149. doi: 10.3280/MAL2016-002008
	 Cashmore,J., and Parkinson,P. (2009). Children's participation in family law disputes: the views of children, parents, lawyers and counsellors. Fam. Matters 82, 15–21. Available online at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1471693
	 Cavanna,D., and Chiara,B. (2021). Mind the gap. Lo spazio mentale per i figli nel conflitto distruttivo tra ex coniugi. Psicol. Clin. Sviluppo 25, 97–100. doi: 10.1449/100293
	 Cigoli,V., and Scabini,E. (2014). Tra doppia oscurità e doppia nascita: il destino del legame adottivo. Scabini E. e Rossi G. (a cura di). Allargare lo spazio familiare: adozione e affido. Milano: Vita e Pensiero.
	 Cohen,D. J., and Crabtree,B. F. (2008). Evaluative criteria for qualitative research in health care: controversies and recommendations. Ann. Family Med. 6, 331–339. doi: 10.1370/afm.818 
	 Colacicco,F. (2018). Le coppie genitoriali molto conflittuali, collusive e ambivalenti: la separazione coniugale come fattore protettivo sui figli? Minori Giustizia 2, 132–146. doi: 10.3280/MG2018-002012
	 Consegnati,M. R., Macrì,C., and Zoli,B. (2018). La tutela del minore nella separazione conflittuale: La CTU dall'aspetto valutativo-diagnostico a quello trasformativo. Manuale pratico per consulenti tecnici. Ed. Franco Angeli, Milano.
	 Davidson,R. D., O'Hara,K. L., and Beck,C. J. (2014). Psychological and biological processes in children associated with high conflict parental divorce. Juv. Fam. Court. J. 65, 29–44. doi: 10.1111/jfcj.12015
	 Davies,B., and Harré,R. (1990). Positioning: the discursive production of selves. J. Theory Soc. Behav. 20, 43–63. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-5914.1990.tb00174.x
	 Deck,P., Eisensmith,S., Skinner,B., and Cafaro,J. (2023). Identifying indicators of high-conflict divorce among parents: a systematic review. Adv. Soc. Work 23, 392–408. doi: 10.18060/26384
	 Dijkstra,S. (2017). “Listening to children and parents: seven dimensions to untangle high-conflict divorce” in The United Nations convention on the rights of the child. (Leiden (The Netherlands): Brill Nijhoff), 857–878.
	 Ellis,D. (2022). Evaluation of adversarial adjudication and divorce mediation as options for high-conflict parents experiencing divorce. Gend. Women's Stud. 5:2. doi: 10.31532/GendWomensStud.5.1.002
	 Emery,R. E. (2012). Renegotiating family relationships: Divorce, child custody, and mediation. New York: Guilford Press.
	 Emery,R. E., Otto,R. K., and O'Donohue,W. T. (2005). A critical assessment of child custody evaluations: limited science and a flawed system. Psychol. Sci. Public Interest 6, 1–29. doi: 10.1111/j.1529-1006.2005.00020.x 
	 Fabricius,W. V., and Luecken,L. J. (2007). Postdivorce living arrangements, parent conflict, and long-term physical health correlates for children of divorce. J. Fam. Psychol. 21, 195–205. doi: 10.1037/0893-3200.21.2.195 
	 Fabricius,W. V., Sokol,K. R., Diaz,P., and Braver,S. L. (2012). “Parenting time, parent conflict, parent-child relationships, and children's physical health” in Parenting plan evaluations: Applied research for the family court. eds. K. Kuehnle and L. Drozd (New York: Oxford University Press), 188–213.
	 Fidler,B. J., and Bala,N. (2010). Children resisting postseparation contact with a parent: concepts, controversies, and conundrums. Fam. Court. Rev. 48, 10–47. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-1617.2009.01287.x
	 Flick,U. (2009). Designing qualitative research. London: Sage publications.
	 Franchi,G. (1973) Delle modificazioni della competenza per ragioni di connessione, in, Allorio,E. Commentario al codice di procedura civile, Utet, Torino.
	 Gennari,M. L., and Tamanza,G. (2017). Alienazione Genitoriale (PAS) e procedimenti di Consulenza Tecnica d'Ufficio: Evidenze cliniche dall'analisi di alcune valutazioni. Maltrattamento Abuso Allinfanzia 19, 13–27.
	 Gennari,M., Tamanza,G., and Mombelli,M. (2016). La mediazione familiare. Milano: Raffaello Cortina Editore.
	 Giommi,R. (2002). La mediazione nei conflitti familiari. Firenze: Giunti Editore.
	 Gottman,J. M. (2017). “The roles of conflict engagement, escalation, and avoidance in marital interaction: a longitudinal view of five types of couples” in Interpersonal, Development (Routledge), 359–368.
	 Gould,J. W., and Martindale,D. A. (2007). The art and science of child custody evaluations. New York: Guilford Press.
	 Grych,J. H., and Fincham,F. D. (2001). Interparental conflict and child development: Theory, research, and applications. New York: Cambridge University Press.
	 Harold,G. T., and Sellers,R. (2018). Annual research review: Interparental conflict and youth psychopathology: an evidence review and practice focused update. J. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 59, 374–402. doi: 10.1111/jcpp.12893 
	 Harré,R., Moghaddam,F. M., Cairnie,T. P., Rothbart,D., and Sabat,S. R. (2009). Recent advances in positioning theory. Theory Psychol. 19, 5–31. doi: 10.1177/0959354308101417
	 Harré,R., and van Langenhove,L. (1992). Varieties of positioning. J. Theory Soc. Behav. 20, 393–407.
	 Hennink,M., Hutter,I., and Bailey,A. (2020). Qualitative research methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage.
	 Henry,W. J., Fieldstone,L., Thompson,M., and Treharne,K. (2011). Parenting coordination as an antidote for high-conflict divorce and court relitigation. J. Divorce Remarriage 52, 455–471. doi: 10.1080/10502556.2011.609421
	 Hetherington,E. M., and Kelly,J. (2002). For better or for worse: Divorce reconsidered. New York: W. W. Norton & Company.
	 Iudici,A., Alborghetti,E., and Ferri,C. (2017). “Mediation as a restorative justice tool: applications in the Italian juvenile judicial context” in Perspectives, progress and considerations for the future. eds. Restorative, transitional, and justice (New York: Nova Science Publishers), 201–226.
	 Iudici,A., and Corsi,A. G. (2017). Evaluation in the field of social services for minors: measuring the efficacy of interventions in the Italian Service for Health Protection and Promotion. Eval. Program Plann. 61, 160–168. doi: 10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2016.11.016 
	 Iudici,A., Corsi,A. G., and Turchi,G. (2020a). Evaluating a case of parent separation in social services through a text analysis: clinical and health implications. J. Soc. Serv. Res. 46, 1–11. doi: 10.1080/01488376.2018.1511884
	 Iudici,A., Faccio,E., Castelnuovo,G., and Turchi,G. P. (2019). Methodological bias that can reduce (or affect) the process of diagnostic construction in clinical settings. Front. Psychol. 10:157. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00157 
	 Iudici,A., Masiello,P., Faccio,E., and Turchi,G. (2020b). Tackling prejudice and discrimination towards families with same-sex parents: an exploratory study in Italy. Sex. Cult. 24, 1544–1561. doi: 10.1007/s12119-020-09711-x
	 Iudici,A., Salvini,A., Faccio,E., and Castelnuovo,G. (2015). The clinical assessment in the legal field: an empirical study of bias and limitations in forensic expertise. Front. Psychol. 6:1831. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01831 
	 Jenn,N. C. (2006). Designing a questionnaire. Malays. Fam. Physician. 1:32. Available online at: https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4797036/pdf/MFP-01-32.pdf
	 Johnston,J. R. (1994). High-conflict divorce. The Future of Children 4, 165–182. doi: 10.2307/1602483
	 Johnston,J. R., Roseby,V., and Kuehnle,K. (2009). In the name of the child: A developmental approach to understanding and helping children of conflicted and violent divorce. Mental Health Law & Policy Faculty Publications. 22. Available online at: https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/mhlp_facpub/22
	 Kelly,J. B. (2014). “Origins and development of parenting coordination” in Parenting coordination in postseparation disputes: A comprehensive guide for practitioners. eds. S. A. Higuchi and S. J. Lally (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association), 13–34.
	 Kelly,J. B., and Ramsey,S. H. (2009). Child custody evaluations: the need for systems-level outcome assessments. Fam. Court. Rev. 47, 286–303. Available online at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1845505
	 Lamb,M. E. (2010). The role of the father in child development. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
	 Lamela,D., Figueiredo,B., Bastos,A., and Feinberg,M. (2016). Typologies of post-divorce coparenting and parental well-being, parenting quality and children's psychological adjustment. Child Psychiatry Hum. Dev. 47, 716–728. doi: 10.1007/s10578-015-0604-5 
	 Lange,A. M., Visser,M. M., Scholte,R. H., and Finkenauer,C. (2022). Parental conflicts and posttraumatic stress of children in high-conflict divorce families. J. Child Adolesc. Trauma 15, 615–625. doi: 10.1007/s40653-021-00410-9 
	 Mahrer,N. E., O'Hara,K. L., Sandler,I. N., and Wolchik,S. A. (2018). Does shared parenting help or hurt children in high-conflict divorced families? J. Divorce Remarriage 59, 324–347. doi: 10.1080/10502556.2018.1454200 
	 Malagoli,T. M., and Lubrano,L. A. (2016). Il rifiuto e il disagio dei figli nei casi di separazione conflittuale: possibili percorsi evolutivi. Maltrattamento Abuso Allinfanzia 18, 43–53. doi: 10.3280/MAL2016-S02004
	 Masson,J. (2014). The quality of care proceedings reform. J. Soc. Welfare Fam. Law 36, 82–84. doi: 10.1080/09649069.2014.886882
	 McHale,J. P., and Carter,D. K. (2019). Through the eyes of the child: an advanced parenting coordination intervention for high conflict post-divorce families. Anuario Psicol. 49, 156–163. doi: 10.1344/anpsic2019.49.16
	 McIntosh,J. E. (2003). Enduring conflict in parental separation: pathways of impact on child development. J. Fam. Stud. 9, 63–80. doi: 10.5172/jfs.9.1.63
	 Mead,G. H. (1934). Mind, Self, and Society. Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press.
	 Mercurio,V. (2021). Coppie in tribunale: il cambiamento del conflitto genitoriale e le false accuse. J. Psychosoc. Syst. 5, 44–53. Available online at: https://jpsjournal.org/new/ojs/index.php/JPS/article/view/75
	 Neyrand,G. (2011). L'enfant, la mère et la question du père: Un bilan critique de l'évolution des savoirs sur la petite enfance. Paris: Presses Universitaires France.
	 Nielsen,L. (2018). Joint versus sole physical custody: outcomes for children independent of family income or parental conflict. J. Child Custody 15, 35–54. doi: 10.1080/15379418.2017.1422414
	 O'Hara,K. L., Sandler,I. N., Wolchik,S. A., Tein,J. Y., and Rhodes,C. A. (2019). Parenting time, parenting quality, interparental conflict, and mental health problems of children in high-conflict divorce. J. Fam. Psychol. 33, 690–703. doi: 10.1037/fam0000556 
	 Pajardi,D., Trionfi,C., La Spada,V., Castoldi,S., Rubis,C., and Vagni,M. (2019). La decisione del giudice di fronte all'alta conflittualità genitoriale: quando ricorrere alla coordinazione genitoriale. Maltrattamento Abuso Allinfanzia, (2019/3).
	 Pajardi,D., Vagni,M., La Spada,V., Giostra,V., and Maiorano,T. (2018). Stress e competenze genitoriali nelle separazioni giudiziarie: analisi dei fattori protettivi e di rischio nelle relazioni parentali. Ricerche di psicologia 4, 693–712. doi: 10.3280/RIP2018-004009
	 Patrizi,P. (2012). Psicologia della devianza e della criminalità. Roma: Carocci.
	 Polak,S., and Saini,M. (2019). The complexity of families involved in high-conflict disputes: a postseparation ecological transactional framework. J. Divorce Remarriage 60, 117–140. doi: 10.1080/10502556.2018.1488114
	 Pruett,M. K., and DiFonzo,J. H. (2014). Closing the gap: research, policy, practice, and shared parenting. Fam. Ct. Rev. 52, 152–174. doi: 10.1111/fcre.12078
	 Pruett,M. K., Ebling,R., and Insabella,G. (2012). Critical aspects of parenting plans for young children. Fam. Court. Rev. 42, 39–59. doi: 10.1111/j.174-1617.2004.tb00632.x
	 Radetzki,P. A., Deleurme,K. A., and Rogers,S. M. (2022). The implications of high-conflict divorce on adult–children: five factors related to well-being. J. Fam. Stud. 28, 801–821. doi: 10.1080/13229400.2020.1754277
	 Rohrbaugh,J. B. (2008). A comprehensive guide to child custody evaluations: Mental health and legal perspectives. New York: Springer Science & Business Media.
	 Roma,P., Marchetti,D., Ferracuti,S., and Verrocchio,M. C. (2018). Caratteristiche psicologiche e relazionali in coppie altamente conflittuali coinvolte nell’alienazione genitoriale. Ricerche Psicol 4, 679–669.
	 Romania,V. (2012). Ruoli, identità, interazioni. Un approccio interazionista (pp. 1–188). Liguori Editore, Napoli.
	 Salvini,A. (2004). Psicologia clinica. Padova: Domeneghini.
	 Salvini,A., Ravasio,A., and Da Ros,T. (2008). Psicologia Clinica Giuridica. Firenze: Giunti.
	 Salzgeber,J. (2015). Familienpsychologische Gutachten: Rechtliche Vorgaben und sachverständiges Vorgehen. München: Beck.
	 Sammicheli,L. (2019). La perizia psicologica: prospettive e metodi in psicologia e psicopatologia forense. Bologna: Il Mulino.
	 Sarrazin,J., and Cyr,F. (2007). Parental conflicts and their damaging effects on children. J. Divorce Remarriage 47, 77–93. doi: 10.1300/J087v47n01_05
	 Shumaker,D., and Kelsey,C. (2020). The existential impact of high-conflict divorce on children. Person-Centered Exp. Psychother. 19, 22–37. doi: 10.1080/14779757.2020.1717985
	 Stahl,P. M. (2011). Conducting child custody evaluations: From basic to complex issues. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
	 Stahl,P. M., and Simon,R. A. (2013). Forensic psychology consultation in child custody litigation: A handbook for work product review, case preparation, and expert testimony. Chicago: American Bar Association.
	 Treloar,R. (2019). Parents making meaning of high-conflict divorce. Aust. N. Z. J. Fam. Ther. 40, 85–97. doi: 10.1002/anzf.1347
	 Turchi,G. P., Orrù,L., Iudici,A., and Pinto,E. (2022). A contribution towards health. J. Eval. Clin. Pract. 28, 717–720. doi: 10.1111/jep.13732 
	 Turchi,G. P., and Romanelli,M. (2019). Dialogical mediation as an instrument to promote health and social cohesion: results and directions. Comun. Soc., 131–140. doi: 10.17231/comsoc.0(2019).3065
	 Van Dijk,R., Van Der Valk,I. E., Deković,M., and Branje,S. (2020). A meta-analysis on interparental conflict, parenting. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2020.101861
	 Verde,A., and Passoni,E. (2009). La consulenza tecnica di parte nelle cause di separazione e divorzio fra psicologia forense e psicologia clinica. Rass. Ital. Criminol. 3, 493–516.
	 Verrocchio,M., Marchetti,D., Roma,P., and Ferracuti,S. (2018). Relational and psychological features of high-conflict couples who engage in parental alienation. Ricerche Psicol. 41, 679–692. doi: 10.3280/RIP2018-004008
	 Visser,M., Finkenauer,C., Schoemaker,K., Kluwer,E., Rijken,R. V. D., Lawick,J. V., et al. (2017). I’ll never forgive you: high conflict divorce, social network, and co-parenting conflicts. J. Child Fam. Stud. 26, 3055–3066. doi: 10.1007/s10826-017-0821-6 
	 Warshak,R. A. (2014). Social science and parenting plans for young children: a consensus report. Psychol. Public Policy Law 20, 46–67. doi: 10.1037/law0000005
	 Zohoor,A. R., and Kroll,T. (2008). Divorce and its consequences for health of families. Psicol Salute, 18:5–22. Available online at: https://www.francoangeli.it/riviste/articolo/34429


Copyright
 © 2025 Iudici, Rainieri and Fiorini. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Court-appointed expert consultation in Italy: an ethnographic study of parents’ beliefs, expectations, and experiences



		1 Introduction



		2 Legal consultation and evaluation in the international context: main orientations



		3 Court-appointed expert consultation (CTU) and party-appointed expert consultation (CTP) in civil proceedings in Italy



		4 Method



		4.1 Knowledge background



		4.2 Research method



		4.3 Participants, recruitment and data collection



		4.4 Data collection



		4.5 Data analysis



		4.6 Validation of scientific data









		5 Results and discussion



		5.1 The configuration of the CTU



		5.1.1 CTU as a decision-making tool



		5.1.2 CTU as a mediation tool



		5.1.3 CTU as a functional tool for minors



		5.1.4 CTU as a guarantee tool









		5.2 The configuration of the request



		5.2.1 Promoting the protection of one’s children



		5.2.2 To counter the behavior of the other parent



		5.2.3 Passive and obligatory acceptance



		5.2.4 To improve one’s parenting skills









		5.3 The configuration of expectations



		5.3.1 The expectation of a corrective CTU



		5.3.2 Expecting to understand what other roles do not see



		5.3.3 Expecting less than the help received









		5.4 The evaluation of the court-appointed technical consultation (CTU) process: the CTU path



		5.4.1 Challenging but more useful than expected



		5.4.2 CTU as an opportunity to discover new aspects of oneself









		5.5 The evaluation of the court-appointed technical consultation (CTU) process: outcomes of the CTU process



		5.5.1 The CTU as a “validation” of suitability



		5.5.2 The CTU as a non-resolutive tool















		6 Conclusion



		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Acknowledgments



		Conflict of interest



		Generative AI statement



		Publisher’s note



		References



















OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers | Frontiers in Psychology

Court-appointed expert
consultation in Italy: an
ethnographic study of parents’
beliefs, expectations, and
experiences












OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers Frontiers in Psychology






