The Child Custody & Visitation Mediation Program In North Carolina: 

An Evaluation of its Implementation & Effects

Mediation Exit Survey Results

Laura F. Donnelly & Rebecca G. Ebron

“A very worthy program.  Very positive feeling know that parents who know the children got to make the decisions, not a total stranger.  Highly recommended.”


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.  The summary for this particular study has been divided into several sections.  This particular segment discusses the results of the Mediation Exit Survey that was issued to the participants immediately following their mediation session.  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. 

Mediation Exit Survey  


The mediation exit survey was conducted to capture parties’ impressions of the program immediately after their experience, providing more current information about the operation of the program, in a broader selection of districts (17 districts).  Survey forms were received from 310 mediation participants.  Of these, 52% reported complete agreement, 30% reported agreement on some but not all issues, and 18% reported that impasse was reached at mediation.  The parties provided very positive ratings of their mediation experiences.  For example, 98% of the respondents believed than the mediator was competent, and 91% thought that the rules and procedures of the mediation process were fair. Parties who reported complete or partial agreement at mediation provided higher ratings than did participants who reported no agreement at mediation.  Nonetheless, some items remained very high, such as fairness of rules and procedures and evaluations of the mediator.

Table 11:  Mediation Exit Survey

Summary of Results for Evaluative Questions

	Statement
	Proportion Agreeing Overall
	Proportion Strongly Agreeing
	Proportion Strongly Disagreeing

	I was satisfied with the mediation process. 
	87%
	27%
	5%

	I was satisfied with the result of the mediation process.
	78%
	27%
	8%

	The rules and procedures of the mediation process were fair.
	91%
	33%
	3%

	Mediation is the best way to handle a case like mine.
	80%
	33%
	7%

	I would recommend that a friend with a custody issue go through mediation.
	93%
	44%
	4%

	The rules of the mediation process were confusing to me.
	14%
	2%
	27%

	All the important issues were brought into the open in the mediation sessions.
	83%
	27%
	6%

	During mediation, I was able to tell my side of the story fully.
	82%
	24%
	4%

	I was treated with dignity and respect during the mediation process.
	96%
	47%
	2%

	The mediation process was handled in a timely manner.
	94%
	26%
	2%

	Mediation improved communications between me and the other party.
	66%
	20%
	13%

	The mediator was competent.
	98%
	54%
	1%

	I trusted the mediator.
	95%
	40%
	2%

	The mediator helped us focus on appropriate issues.
	95%
	41%
	1%

	The mediator pushed me too hard to accept an outcome.
	10%
	2%
	40%


Exit Survey Comments


Respondents were given the opportunity to share any additional comments about the custody and visitation mediation program.  Almost half (46%) did so, and the majority of the comments offered were positive statements about mediation.  Many of these comments centered on the mediator and the mediation program, and there were a few concerning the mediation session(s).  A majority of the favorable comments mentioned the mediation program, with the following as examples:

· “I feel this is a great program.  It really helps keep focused on issues at hand.  I would strongly recommend all couples try this prior to court.”

· “A very worthy program.  Very positive feeling know that parents who know the children got to make the decisions, not a total stranger.  Highly recommended.”


Most of the other favorable comments expressed regard and appreciation for the mediator, and include statements such as:

· “The mediator we had was very pleasant and good to get along with.  [The mediator] gave me a calm sense.”

· “[The mediator] kept us focused on the main issues…got us to actually agreeing and talking seriously about our children.”

It is important to note that parties who failed to reach agreement in mediation, as well as those who did reach agreement made favorable comments about the mediators.  For example:

· “[The mediator] was very helpful and tried very hard to help us reach an agreement.”

· “Our mediator did [his/her] best to help us settle our case and I am very appreciative.”


While most of the comments were favorable, some were not.  Some unfavorable comments focused on the mediator and the mediation program, and a small number commented on the mediation process.  Some participants expressed dissatisfaction with the way the mediator handled issues that were either discussed on not allowed to be discussed.  Examples include:

· “Mediator could have spent less time on past issues and pushed for focus on coming to an agreement.  Only a half hour was spent on possible solutions.”

· “The mediator said not to bring up the past…I fell like I should have been allowed to express more than I was allowed to.”

· “I left with the feeling that the mediator was hard pressed for time and not interested in agreement of the issues.  

· “The mediator expressed no concern in reaching an agreement.”


Some parties commented about the role of attorneys in the mediation process, such as:

· “Some lawyers do not know that the mediation is required by the court.”

· “I feel it is unfortunate that a lawyer must set up mediation.  It should be open to all people, with or without lawyers…not all parents can afford lawyers to get them to mediation.”

Information & Analysis [MI]

· Program Effectiveness Measurement [MI-3]

Organizational Planning [MP]

· Monitoring & Evaluation [MP-3]

· Development & Review Process [MP-4]

Intake Procedures

· Setting Tone & Explaining Benefits of Process [OI-5]

· Introduction of Process [OI-6]

States

· North Carolina

� Donnelley, Laura F. and Rebecca G. Ebron.  The Child Custody and Visitation Mediation Program in North Carolina:  An Evolution of Its Implementation and Effects.  North Carolina Administrative Office of the Courts, 2000.





