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Relocation in child custody presents a psycho-legal dilemma of trying to preserve stability in the 
child‘s residential family unit while maintaining continuity in the role of the nonresidential par- 
ent. Courts haveshownastrongpreferencetopemitingthechildtomoveaway withtheresiden- 
tial parent unless there is a showing of potential harm to the child. The forensic violence risk 
assessment literature provides an analogous conceptual framework for understanding the pre- 
diction of harm. Instead of predicting violence, the evaluator is predicting the effect of environ- 
mental circumstances on the child’s adjustment. A forensic psychology model of risk assess- 
ment is adapted to the relocation problem. The elements of the model are an expected base rate of 
short-term emotional distress due to relocation, risk and modulating factors, and how to handle 
the potential consequences of prediction errors. A hierarchical predictive process, derived 
hypotheses, and practical considerations in relocation are discussed. 

PSYCHO-LEGAL DILEMMAS 
IN RELOCATION 

The problem presented by relocation cases has been described in a recent 
New York opinion as “one of the knottiest and most disturbing problems” 
facing courts.’ The tension in the law encountered in this area may constitute 
the next phase in the evolution of child custody law because it forces courts to 
try to reconcile sometimes competing social policy goals. Courts face the pri- 
mary psycho-legal dilemma of trying to preserve stability in the child’s reor- 
ganized family unit with the primary residential parent and responding to leg- 
islative directives to facilitate the child’s relationship with both parents who 
may share joint legal custody. When the custodial parent wishes to move 
away from the old community, it can create an incongruity, and the court may 
be forced into a position to set a priority between these two goals. This area is 
forcing courts to grapple with the current structural realities of the American 
family in a society with high rates of mobility and divorce. The definition of 
the family is challenged in this context.* 
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Relocation scenarios present a Catch-22 of trying to decide which type of 
parental loss is least harmful to the child. The trier of fact must determine the 
degree of risk of harm facing the child if he or she moves away or if a change 
in custody would occur and the child would stay in the home community with 
the noncustodial parent. This article presents a model for this task of risk of 
assessment that may be helpful to decision makers, child custody evaluators, 
and researchers. 

Recent state high court decisions have provided guidelines for trial courts 
on how to approach these difficult cases. Courts have generally allowed the 
custodial parent to move away with the child as long as certain guidelines are 
met, especially arranging for suitable visitation between the child and non- 
custodial parent. Recent opinions also provide guidelines for how the non- 
custodial parent can show why the relocation should be disallowed. While 
attempting to set up guidelines to achieve more uniformity in relocation law? 
the courts also acknowledge the broad discretion afforded the trial judge to 
make an individualistic determinati~n.~ 

States have developed slightly different standards to determine the modi- 
fication of prior child custody decrees in relocation cases. Many states use a 
best interests of the child standard after the moving party can show that the 
move-away would constitute a “substantial change in circumstances.”’ A few 
states use a more difficult endangerment standard where to successfully 
oppose the move-away the noncustodial parent must establish that the physi- 
cal health of the child is endangered or that emotional impairment would be 
likely.6 Recent cases make clear that relocation law is a subset of the broader 
case of modification of prior decrees of custody or parenting time,’ but the 
context of relocation calls for guidelines specific to the uniqueness of aparent 
and child moving away? Opinions have differed in whether there is an 
explicit presumption in favor of the custodial parent wishing to move? Most 
states indicate that the motives of the custodial parent for moving away 
should be examined,” and all recent opinions stipulate that a “suitable” or 
“reasonable” alternative visitation arrangement needs to be constructed.” 
Cases generally suggest that factors should be examined that show how the 
quality of life for the child will be affected by a relocation, either through 
enhancement of or harm to the child’s development. A common thread 
through these cases is the need for the decision maker to perform a calculus of 
relative benefit versus loss associated with a relocation. Whereas the doctrine 
of best interests of the child is the conceptual umbrella for relocation law, the 
language in recent opinions suggests that the trier of fact needs to predict the 
potential degree of harm, impairment, detriment, and loss of benefit associ- 
ated with moving away from the noncustodial parent and home community 
or of not being able to move away with the custodial parent.12 The trial court 
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judge must predict the degree of harm associated with a new set of environ- 
mental circumstances facing the child. 

INFERENTIAL DECISION MAKING 

Child custody determinations differ from most other areas of law in that 
the trier of fact must make inferential judgments about what life will be like 
for the child in the future. This is true in an initial determination of custody, 
and it becomes the focus of the relocation case. In criminal or civil cases, the 
decision maker is looking at past conduct to determine sanction or compensa- 
tion, and in competency cases the present status of a person is the issue. Relo- 
cation cases call for predictions into the future concerning a child's adjust- 
ment, welfare, and potential for negative outcomes under different sets of 
conditional living arrangements. In assisting the court, the task of the child 
custody evaluator is to predict the degree of potential harm and benefit asso- 
ciated with a new set of environmental circumstances. 

ANALOGY OF VIOLENCE 
RISK ASSESSMENT 

One other area of psychology and law that requires an inferential approach 
is the prediction of harmful behavior by individuals: release of hospitalized 
psychiatric patients, future violence or misconduct by convicted offenders, 
and likelihood of child abuse by a caretaker. This area has been the focus of 
researchers and legal precedent for 25 years.I3 Experts have informed the 
courts of the serious limitations in the ability of clinicians to accurately pre- 
dict violent behavior, with the common success rate of 30% offered as the 
best to expect.14 Courts have nonetheless insisted that mental health profes- 
sionals need to attempt to assist courts in their decision making on this infer- 
ential task.I5 More recently, researchers have refined theoretical approaches 
to offer clinicians the potential to increase the accuracy of predictions in indi- 
vidual cases. 

The new approach to dangerous behavior has been reconceptualized into a 
generic framework of risk assessment that has potential application to a vari- 
ety of problems and populations: workplace violence, school violence, sex- 
ual misconduct, and prison and hospital release. Commentators have indi- 
cated that shortcomings of past approaches to risk assessment were due to the 
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lack of finding enough predictive variables and problems in defining the out- 
come to be measured.I6 Dangerousness traditionally was predicted based on 
the person’s pattern of past violent behavior and demographic characteris- 
tics. Poor predictive success was partly due to trying to predict a narrowly 
defined, rare event (i.e., a particular violent ,,).I7 Prediction is now 
enhanced by making shorter term predictions, stating predictions in probabil- 
istic rather than dichotomous terms, specifying more exactly the population 
addressed, using broader outcome measures (i.e., verbal and behavioral 
aggression as well as violence), and measuring a variety of psychological 
predictor variables. 

Recent models of risk assessment for violence potential have grouped 
variables into individual, historical, contextual, and clinical categories.’* 
This permits researchers to identify risk factors that increase predictive accu- 
racy for the type of behavior in question for a particular population. For 
example, violence by released mentally ill patients is predicted by “psycho- 
pathy, anger, impulsiveness, delusions, hallucinations, threatkontrol over- 
ride symptoms, social support, and demographic  factor^."'^ Predicting the 
degree of risk for sexual offenders or child abusers would likely be a function 
of other sets of risk factors. 

The methodology for risk assessment points the researcher and clinician 
to try to discover a base rate for predicting the criterion variable (i.e., vio- 
lence) and to be mindful of the types of errors one can make in offering pre- 
dictions. Early research on violence and the mentally ill identified the pattern 
of past aggression and demographic factors as providing a base rate of 30% 
accuracy. Two types of errors are possible in any predictive task. A false posi- 
tive is identifying a situation as likely to occur (i.e., a violent act) when no 
violence occurs. Second, a false negative is predicting violence will not occur 
when in fact it does take place. The goal of risk assessment is to minimize 
both types of errors and to maximize the prediction of true positives and true 
negatives. Predictive accuracy is enhanced by measuring variables that add to 
accuracy beyond the base rate. This is accomplished through research that 
identifies variables correlated with the outcomes of interest and by using 
case-specific variables that clinical experience identifies as relevant. 

The violence risk assessment model is also clinically useful for identify- 
ing interventions that may lower the risk of harm to others. The custody 
evaluator can offer similar recommendations on risk reduction strategies in 
the relocation context. This includes treatment, supervision, placement, and 
making resources available?’ 
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APPLICATION TO RELOCATION 
RISK PREDICTION 

Risk assessment in the relocation case is logically the same as other legal 
contexts in terms of the need to predict harm, but different in the source of the 
harm. Instead of harm caused by an individual perpetrator, the task is to pre- 
dict potential harm derived from environmental circumstances. Instead of 
one harmful act being the target behavior, the harm in child custody predic- 
tion is a child’s adjustment to a set of circumstances. The task of identifying 
risk factors is the same. The ability to predict short-term adjustment by a 
child will be more accurate than long-term predictions. The need to measure 
all the relevant variables that will enhance the probability in the risk assess- 
ment is equally important. Difficulties with establishing a base rate and 
potential for false positives and false negatives are present in the context of 
resolving a relocation custody case in a manner least harmful for the child. A 
false positive occurs when one predicts emotional harm to the child due to 
relocation, but the child may be fine after mild adjustment problems in the 
short term. A false negative is discovered post hoc when the prediction is that 
the child will adapt well to relocation, but the outcome turns out to be very 
detrimental for the child’s welfare. 

The noncustodial parent, through counsel, will argue that a move-away is 
harmful to the child and that the best interests of the child will be best served 
by disallowing the move and, if necessary, transferring residential custody. 
Their burden is to demonstrate the likely effect of certain relevant factors on 
the welfare and development of the child to the extent of harm or impairment. 
The noncustodial parent will point to the lost benefit of less contact with a 
parent, friends, school, and extracurricular activities as likely to create harm. 
The custodial parent will argue that the child will be resilient by coping with 
short-term distress of separation, that the parenting time plan will allow for a 
continued relationship, and that there will be benefits due to the move such as 
the parent’s new job and social support from family or friends. The noncusto- 
dial parent may counterargue that the child may be malleable, but not resil- 
ient, because with a very long distance relocation there will be a qualitative 
change in the parenting functions by the noncustodial parent that will create 
long-term damage to the child. 

RISK ASSESSMENT THE RESEARCH BASE 

There are four types of psychological literature that provide some basis for 
predicting how children will respond to relocation. It needs to be kept in mind 
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that research findings are in the form of aggregate data and can offer only a 
general guideline for the individual case. Much of this scientific database was 
developed to explain children’s adjustment to divorce and other significant 
life events and traumas, but commentators propose that its application to 
relocation is straightforward, as relocation constitutes a significant poten- 
tially negative life transition event.” 

First, there is a limited amount of research on the effects of relocation or 
change in residences and of relocation on children of divorce in particular. 
Research shows that relocation can have a negative impact on children’s 
adjustment, such as in school performance?* but individuals vary greatly in 
how well they adapt to residential change.23 Other studies show that com- 
pared to children from intact families, the children of divorce who relocate 
show relatively worse adjustment.% It appears that relocation is a general risk 
factor for child psychopathology and adj~stment.’~ 

Second, theory and research on attachment, separation, and developmen- 
tal life stages provide a basis for understanding how age-related competen- 
cies affect life adjustment to stress and the role that attachment, separation, 
and individuation may play in response to relocation. This literature suggests 
the potential for devastating and long-term effects due to early separation 
from a caregiver.z6 It also shows that children are capable of forming strong 
attachments to multiple caretakers and suggests how to arrange visitation 
patterns for children in relation to their developmental stages and tasks?’ By 
extrapolation, there is a basis to predict differential responses to relocation in 
infants and toddlers versus preschool children versus school-age children. 
Attachment theory also emphasizes the importance of the child’s sense of 
time (or lack of it) when separated from attachment figures. The implications 
of relocation decisions for young children are profound.” To wit, when there 
is less frequent contact due to geographical distance, there will be a weaken- 
ing of the emotional relationship with the young child. If there is an interstate 
separation from an infant, it may have the effect of extinguishing the attach- 
ment bond with the noncustodial parent. 

Third, the substantial literature on the effects of divorce on children’s 
adjustment provides suggestions on how children will respond to relocrt. 
tion.” This literature is replete with methodological problems, especially 
sampling, but the convergence of findings, including longitudinal studies, 
provides a basis for empirical generalizations with relevance to rel~cation.~’ 
Findings suggest that although the majority of children cope reasonably well 
with divorce in the long term, they show a greater frequency of emotional and 
behavioral problems compared to children from intact families?’ The prob- 
lems are worse in the short term, but significant long-term developmental 
effects are more frequent, and children of divorce continue to show more fre- 
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quent problems in adolescence and adulthood.32 Studies show that children 
adjust better when they enjoy frequent and quality contact with noncustodial 
parents in the absence of interparental c0nflict.3~ Findings indicate that how 
well the child functioned before the divorce predicts postdivorce function- 
ing.34 Studies suggest that the sex of the child and the gender configuration of 
the child-parent placement may be important in some cases. Boys have more 
adjustment problems than girls do. A mother and daughter unit without 
remarriage do as well as intact families, and a child may do better when 
placed with a parent of the same sex. Boys do better with a mother’s remar- 
riage. Fathers in a single-parent role report less stress than mothers, and chil- 
dren in a father-headed divorced household report more sati~faction.~~ The 
most robust finding in this literature with direct application to the relocation 
problem is that children show the best adjustment to the transitional life event 
of divorce when they have quality access to both parents in an atmosphere of 
relatively low conflict.36 

Fourth, the literature on child competence and resilience in response to 
threat and stressful environmental circumstances provides a view of how 
children competently cope with environmental threat as opposed to focusing 
on dysfunction and harm.” This research focuses on the developmental tasks 
and systems of resources (individual, family, and environmental) available to 
the child to draw upon in the face of environmental stress. Cross-cultural 
research findings indicate that positive parenting, self-regulation skills, and 
cognitive skills combine to predict more successful outcomes in the face of 
threat.38 In its application to relocation, this literature suggests relocation 
may cause a weakening in the resource systems available to the child, such as 
parental attachment and community support, and if there is a preexisting 
weakness in a system (i.e., a learning problem), then the child is vulnerable 
and may experience relocation as enduring stress. 

Fifth, an approach to how children respond to transitional negative life 
events can be directly applied to the event of relocation. This approach is a 
general framework that can be used to integrate other literatures. It empha- 
sizes a temporal and family systems approach to understanding how children 
and the family adapt to stressful  transition^.^' Contextual factors are identi- 
fied that modulate the response to transitional stress. Family conflict is a 
negative contextual factor, and positive interactions with the noncustodial 
parent is a positive contextual factor. Where in time the family system is in 
terms of postdivorce adaptation suggests how well the system would adapt to 
relocation. If the system has stabilized after divorce, then it might be able to 
adapt reasonably well to the stress of relocation if the parents can work 
together on the change. 
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RELOCATION RISK 
ASSESSMENT MODEL 

The following model is presented as a guide for the child custody evalua- 
tor, a heuristic map of the psychological landscape for the judicial decision 
maker, and a tool for researchers who need to work on establishing a more 
extensive empirical base on the long-term effects of relocation on children of 
divorce. 

Identifying the population. The prediction of harm in response to reloca- 
tion is enhanced by making the child population more homogeneous. Young 
children will respond differently from teenagers. This is consistent with 
research. Recent court opinions generally do not mention age of the child as a 
key factor to consider, but it is a practical and important psychological vari- 
able. The effect of less frequent contact with an involved noncustodial parent 
will be more intense for a 5-year-old than it is for an adolescent because of 
their cognitive differences. The effect on a toddler from diminished contact 
with an attachment caregiver can be profound. A different set of factors or the 
relative importance of risk factors will vary depending on the child’s age. 
Any predictive statement will need to use the age of the child as a qualifier. 
Age defines the population, but it is also a risk factor. 

Specifying the outcomes. Success in predicting the effect of relocation 
requires that the criteria be explicit. The ultimate dependent variable is the 
adjustment of the child to the changed circumstances, but this general con- 
cept needs to be operationalized by the custody evaluator and researcher and 
broken into meaningful problem behaviors by the decision maker to answer 
the question, Where is the harm? Suggested variables are emotional status, 
social adjustment, and school performance. Will the child experience endur- 
ing depression or anxiety? Will the child act out aggressively at home and 
school? Will the child become withdrawn? Will academic performance suf- 
fer? Research on the effects of divorce and resiliency research suggest other 
variables to measure. 

Temporal perspective. It is important to qualify the assessment of harmful 
effects due to relocation as short term versus long term. It is also important to 
consider how long it has been since the marital separation and divorce. Relo- 
cation may be experienced as another loss added to the loss of the parents’ 
separation. It is another significant negative transitional life event. If the relo- 
cation occurs before the family system has had the opportunity to reorganize 
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and stabilize, then the child may be at higher risk for harm. In the early stages 
after divorce, the child will function better with a higher level of quality con- 
tact with the noncustodial parent as long as parental conflict is mild. 

Risk and modulating factors. Research literature and clinical experience 
can help guide the selection of factors that increase or decrease the probabil- 
ity of  harm due to relocation. It can be expectcd that these factors may interact 
in  complicated ways. Future research hopefully will document this process. 
The current research base does allow for hypotheses to  be  presented on  rele- 
vant factors that can draw on  case-specific data to  make plausible predictions. 
The following variables are suggested as risk factors that may pertain to  an 
individual case: 

1. Examining the history of involvement by the noncustodial parent, including 
postseparation involvement, begins with the following questions:40 Has the 
parent spent regular quality time with the child? Is the parent involved with 
extracurricular activities? Has the parent attended school activities? Has the 
parent taken the child to medical or dental visits? Does the parent call the child 
frequently? Does the parent really know what is going on in the child’s life? 

2. Geographical distance is important only in terns of how it affects parenting 
time and involvement that may affect the child’s development. A long- 
distance relationship, where it is unrealistic to have visitation at least every 
other weekend, is likely to fundamentally alter the emotional bond between 
parent and child. The younger the child, the more likely this will become the 
case. 

3. The cognitive and emotional status of the child predict coping responses and 
resiliency. A child with special developmental needs may benefit from two 
parents being involved to provide respite for the custodial parent. A child who 
suffers from attention deficit hyperactivity disorder may be expected to 
respond poorly to the changes and the loss of structure associated with a move 
and may need both parents to help with self-control problems. Children with 
higher IQ scores may adapt better:’ The extent to which the child has coped 
with the divorce may be agood predictor of his or her response to relocation. 

4. The psychological health of both parents is necessary to consider because the 
presence of mental illness is a predictor of a parent’s resiliency to the demands 
of relocation. A higher level of parental stress is a predictor of poor child cop- 
ing with a transitional life event. The ability of the custodial parent to promote 
the relationship with the other parent, as measured by mothers’ attitudes about 
the divorce, may be the key to healthy coping by the child. The psychological 
health of the noncustodial parent is relevant to how well the child will adjust to 
r e l o c a t i ~ n . ~ ~  Recommended interventions to help parents adjust are always 
relevant to helping a family system cope with relocation, no matter which par- 
ent has custody after the dispute res0lution.4~ 

5. A history of child or spouse maltreatment is a powerful predictor of mental 
health and coping ability.44 Usually, only parallel parenting patterns as 
opposed to joint decision making is possible or advised. Relocation may be 
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consistent with a need for fewer transition times for exchange of the child, less 
communication, and structured parenting time.45 

6. Age of the child predicts developmental needs and vulnerability to separation. 
It alerts the decision maker to the issue of considering the child's preference 
with those of older children. mere is a special case with very young children. 
An infant who has no contact with the noncustodial parent is not going to 
experience as much loss and distress by a relocation, but if the relocation 
occurs before the child has an oppomnity to form an emotional bond, then the 
harm to the child is in terms of lost opportunity for nurturance and support 
from that parent, or long-term harm. 

Estimating a base rate. Research on the combined effects of relocation 
and divorce provide a rough base rate for the degree of emotional impairment 
to be expected in this population. More research is needed, but the current 
database is sufficient to predict that this population of children, in general, is 
vulnerable to developmental problems following this second significant tran- 
sitional life event. 

Hierarchical predictive process. Using the base rate and risk factors, it is 
possible to derive a realistic assessment of the degree of potential harm 
expected from relocation for a particular child. The predictor (evaluator, 
researcher, or judge) needs to look at combinations of risk and modulating 
factors. This can be accomplished with a direct hierarchical reasoning 
process. Starting with the base rate, it is expected that a certain degree of 
short-term distress will be associated with (a) relocation and (b) relocation 
with a child of divorce. Other risk and modulating factors can be added in a 
stepwise fashion, as if one were constructing aregression equation, to predict 
the child's vulnerability. Each additional factor may make it more or less 
likely that harm will occur, and that may result in longer term distress and 
dysfunction. Figure 1 describes this process. 

It is hypothesized that by adding seven additional factors to the base rate a 
realistic estimate of probability of harm can be derived. This set of factors is 
similar to the list of factors proposed in the Model Relocation Statute.& First, 
the recentness of separation or divorce suggests the degree of instability in 
the family system and vulnerability of the child to other stressors that are 
present. Second, the age of the child places the child differentially at risk in 
interaction with the variable of involvement by the noncustodial parent. 
Third, the degree of involvement by the noncustodial parent with the child, 
and the child with the community, suggests the potential for emotional dis- 
tress in the child associated with psychological loss. Fourth, the amount of 
geographical distance suggests changes that will be necessaq to maintain 
contact and to ease the difficulty the noncustodial parent will have in trying to 
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Figure 1 .  Hierarchicul upprouch to relocution risk ussessment. 

be involved in the ongoing activities and needs of the child. It is significant 
only to the extent that it interacts with psychological factors. Fifth, the 
resources available to the child (cognitive, emotional, physical) and any spe- 
cial needs suggest the ability of the child to cope with the transition and losses 
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associated with relocation. How well the child has adjusted to the parents’ 
divorce may indicate the child’s adaptability potential. Sixth, the custodial 
parent’s psychological resources will directly influence the child’s ability to 
adjust torelocation. If he or she is emotionally healthy and can genuinely pro- 
mote the relationship between the child and the noncustodial parent, then this 
will be a positive modulating factor on risk to the child. Seventh, the degree of 
conflict between the parents and any history of family maltreatment is rele- 
vant. It needs to be seen as a negative factor in the child’s overall development 
and may be an indicator that relocation will be helpful to the child, especially 
if the perpetrator of maltreatment has been shown to act in a controlling man- 
ner toward the child and the custodial parent. 

Hypothesis generation. The risk assessment process allows for the gen- 
eration of relocation hypotheses on the potential impact on the child. The 
hypotheses reflect the risk assessment and the unique combination of factors 
for the case. First, higher harm is generally associated with younger age of 
children, higher noncustodial parental involvement, lower individual resources 
available to the child, and poor coping skills by custodial parent. These risk 
factors will be exacerbated with longer geographical distance and more 
recentness of separation. Second, less harm will be associated with older age 
of child, low parental conflict, higher individual resources of child, good cop- 
ing skills by custodial parent, and less geographical distance of relocation. 

Practical considerations. A number of practical considerations face par- 
ents and decision makers when a relocation is being considered by the court. 
First, the court needs to determine if the custodial parent really would move if 
the motion for relocation was denied. If the custodial parent is unlikely to 
move away in the event that relocation with the child is disallowed, then 
the decision maker is not facing the dilemma of which type of distress or 
harm is worse for the child. In this situation, the task is predicting harm 
associated with a move-away versus the status quo. A model statute pro- 
poses that this issue not be entered into evidence on the grounds that 
whether the custodial parent would move or not is prejudicial either 
way!7 Second, visitation and transportation schedules need to be altered. The 
degree of commitment and allocation of time to travel and facilitating contact 
can be very substantial, and parents need to be scrutinized about these matters 
as arrangements over the long term are anticipated. The economic resources 
available for transportation is relevant to assessing the suitability of alterna- 
tive parenting time. Third, the changing needs and wishes of the child need to 
be anticipated. When children get older, especially teenagers, their prefer- 
ences need to be respected, and it can be expected that visits would decrease 
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in the frequency of exchanges but would often be longer in duration (i.e., all 
of summer vacation), depending on the geographical distance. One commen- 
tator has suggested that child preference be considered as young as age 7.48 

CONTRIBUTIONS BY THE CHILD 
CUSTODY EVALUATOR 

Relocation cases call for gathering extensive and quality data on the rele- 
vant factors for risk assessment so that the trier of fact can determine what 
maximizes the welfare of the child or minimizes harm. This is the challenge 
in states employing either a best interests or endangerment standard for 
modification. Carefully crafted child custody evaluations can present the 
trier of fact and other parties with helpful data and analyses of the case. Psy- 
chologists are trained to identify variables for a problem, formulate hypothe- 
ses, administer psychological tests, and gather behavioral descriptions. It is 
easy to argue for the necessity of such evaluations in almost any relocation 
case because of the complexity, “as long as evaluators understand their 
task.”4y The danger exists for evaluators to engage in the overprediction of 
harm (i.e., false positive) because the determination of how much harm is too 
much for the child is ultimately a judicial determination. The threshold of 
harm sufficient to deny a relocation is unknown to the evaluator. A second 
danger is that values can cloud interpretation (i.e., “Chi!dren need both par- 
ents” or “A child needs to be with his or her mother”). Evaluators can play 
their most constructive role by identifying variables, assessing risk, and mak- 
ing clear the limitations of their predictions and opinions. By utilizing clini- 
cal data from the individual family and drawing on relevant research, the 
evaluator can offer the decision maker probabilistic statements about the 
degree of harm potential. Relocation law is still evolving, with a threshold of 
harm that is sufficient to block a move-away yet to be firmly defined in most 
states. The child custody evaluation with a risk assessment approach offers 
potential to assist decision makers in this task. 
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