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“In sum, the custody mediation program appears to be a very beneficial program to those who experience it, and increasing participation would make its benefits available to even more North Carolina citizens.”  


The Administrative Office of the Courts conducted a research study of North Carolina’s child custody and visitation mediation program.  The goals of the research study were to determine 1) the strengths and weaknesses of the program, 2) differences in implementation across the state, 3) how the “customers” of custody mediation, both the parties involved in custody disputes and their attorneys, feel about the mediation process, and 4) the impacts of the program.  Due to the size of this study, the summary for this particular study has been divided into several parts.  This particular section focuses on the conclusions and suggestions Donnelly and Ebron reached.  It is important to note that Donnelly and Ebron used the following data sources for this study:  1) court records of cases involving contested custody or visitation disputes in two mediation program samples and two non-program samples; 2) a survey of parents involved in these cases, approximately 3 years later; 3) an exit survey of parties immediately following their participation in mediation sessions in seventeen mediation districts; and 4) responses from a survey of attorney practicing domestic relations law in the same 17 districts from October 1997 through December of 1999.  

An Overview of the Program 


North Carolina’s custody and visitation mediation program was initiated in 1983.  It currently operates in 28 of North Carolina’s 39 district court districts, covering 55 of the State’s 100 counties.  Each district is able to tailor the program to meet their locate needs as long as they meet the statutory requirement.  All of the programs provide the services of mediators to assist parties in child custody or visitation actions in developing a written parenting agreement.  The agreement may be presented to the Court for approval and adoption as a court order.  On average, parties attend about two mediation sessions for an average total time in mediation of about three hours. 

Conclusion of the Study


Using data from several sources, including both objective and subjective evaluative information, this research provides strong support for the effectiveness of the custody and visitation mediation program in North Carolina.  Parties and attorneys report high levels of satisfaction with the mediation process, and evaluations of the mediators and how the parties were treated in the process remain high even when no agreement is reached.  The study found that the program is associated with a reduction in the trial rate, no change in median time to disposition, and possibly a reduction in relitigation compared to trial judgments.  The data clearly demonstrate that mediated parenting agreements are much more detailed than either non-mediated consent orders, or orders resulting from trials.  


The study found differences in program implementation, apparently due to the degree of court control versus attorney control present in the program.  In both program sites, however, the study found that less than one-third of all cases go to mediation sessions.  A recommendation for improving the effectiveness of the program is to see that it reached more of the parties who are eligible for it.  One suggestion for increasing participation involves ensuring that all eligible cases come to the attention of the mediation office.  Another idea is to re-consider whether the circumstance of one party residing 50 miles or more from court should qualify as an automatic exemption for good cause.  Two other potential changes in program operation are offered as possible means to increase program participation.  These are to reduce the waiting period before cases are ordered to mediation, and to consider allowing more issues to be mediated.  In sum, the custody mediation program appears to be a very beneficial program to those who experience it, and increasing participation would make its benefits available to even more North Carolina citizens.  
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