
High-Conflict Custody Matters 

Family Law Track (Salon C) 

This panel will discuss strategies in handling high conflict custody matters including using 
experts to perform best interests evaluations, preparing clients for such evaluations, 
interventions such as therapy and parenting coordination, interaction of DCPP matters and 
custody matters, and use of guardian ad litems or guardians for the children.  
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LITIGATING HIGH CONFLICT MATTERS 

By: Albertina Webb and Francesca O’Cathain 

Divorce litigation is complex and emotionally charged in even the most straightforward of 

cases. When one party suffers from substance abuse or mental health disorders, the stakes of the 

final income and complications dealing with the client and the adversary regarding such ailments, 

rise exponentially. Perhaps no sector of family law is more sensitive and disturbing than allegations 

of mental health issues and substance abuse, as these issues can deeply impact both the economic 

and custodial issues involving the family.   

Just as an alcoholic parent may need mental health support before exercising parenting 

time, a spouse under the throes of bipolar disorder may risk losing their employment and, 

accordingly, be unable to pay their support obligations. While the inability to pay support is clearly 

detrimental to the obligor, issues can arise for the obligee as well, who may suddenly be unable to 

meet their own obligations and the status quo for this family, due to no longer receiving support.  

This article explores the critical legal and tactical considerations in litigating divorce cases 

where one spouse presents with substance abuse or mental health concerns, considering both the 

potential financial and custodial outcomes.  

A. Evidence and Documentation. 

Whether defending against or asserting allegations of mental health issues or substance 

abuse, gathering persuasive evidence is essential: 

• Medical records and psychological evaluations: These provide insight into the 

diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment history. 
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• Substance use and abuse history and test results: Drug/alcohol test results, rehab 

attendance records, and arrest records (e.g., DUI) are significantly relevant – present or 

absent. 

• Witness testimony: Family members, therapists, teachers, and childcare providers can 

testify to the parties’ behavior and its effect on the children or financial stability. 

• Expert evaluations: Courts often appoint custody evaluators or Guardians ad litem to 

assess the situation objectively. 

B. The Best Interests of the Child.  

Custody decisions in New Jersey are guided by the “best interests of the child” standard. When 

a parent suffers from a mental health disorder or substance abuse issue, courts must assess how 

that condition affects the parent’s ability to provide a safe, stable, and nurturing environment. Key 

factors include: 

• The severity and nature of the disorder; 

• Whether the parent is seeking treatment or is in denial; 

• Evidence of relapse or ongoing impairment; 

• Impact on the child’s emotional and physical well-being. 

When an attorney represents the client alleging the other has a mental health issue, the attorney 

should investigate such a claim before presenting it to the Court, in order to preserve the credibility 

of the client. Conversely, when representing the client accused of a substance abuse or mental 

health issues, the attorney should be certain that any allegations are true before advising an extreme 

treatment plan. By way of example, if a party submits to inpatient rehabilitative treatment, 

opposing counsel may successfully argue that that, itself, is evidence of the high degree of 

substance abuse issues, whether or not a less intensive treatment plan was better advised. 
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Notwithstanding that issue, it is typically best to be proactive in litigating any allegations of 

mental health issues or substance abuse. Oftentimes, requests for suspension or supervision of 

parenting time will be made before discovery has concluded, and, thus, attorneys offering 

allegations should be proactive in their investigation. Attorneys should plan to request police 

records and evidence of such issues from their own client immediately upon any allegation being 

made. A consideration of whether the client should voluntarily agree to be tested or to take tests 

on their own to submit to the adversary is a serious discussion and potential strategy to negate 

and/or prove each party’s position.  

Meanwhile, attorneys defending their clients against such allegations should immediately 

request medical records or hair follicle testing from their own clients, in order to determine the 

best course of action. If facing a meritorious allegation of a mental health issue, attorneys will need 

to show the Court that their clients remain treatment compliant, and capable of caring for the best 

needs of the child. When facing allegations of a substance abuse issue, counsel may, in appropriate 

cases, submit negative tests rebutting these allegations; conversely, when facing a meritorious 

substance abuse allegation, it may be best advised to direct the client to sit for a substance abuse 

evaluation, and comply with any treatment plan, in order to expedite recovery and removal of any 

parenting time limitations. 

C. Supervised or Restricted Parenting Time. 

Courts may order supervised visitation if the parent poses a risk to the child and the other 

parent can prove it.  Just saying the other parent is a risk or poses a risk is not enough to persuade 

a Judge to order that parenting time should be supervised and/or restricted. This can be a temporary 

measure while the parent undergoes treatment or long-term if the risks persist. Parenting plans and 

perhaps provisions in the marital settlement agreement may include conditions such as: 
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• Abstaining from substances 24–48 hours prior to visitation; 

• Submitting to regular drug testing; 

• Attending therapy or 12-step programs; 

• Requiring third-party supervision during visits paid by the afflicted party; 

• Periodic written proof of compliance with mental health treatment. 

By directing clients to proactively seek treatment, as noted above, attorneys can shorten the 

time in which clients will be able to resume their parenting time without restriction. Courts are 

often cautious in lifting restrictions on a party’s parenting time as a result of their duty to act as 

parens patriae in the child’s best interest.  

D. Ancillary Issues. 

(a) Expert Witnesses 

In order to minimize costs for the client, attorneys should be considerate of choosing the 

appropriate evaluator, assuming there are funds to retain one. In high conflict custody cases, the 

matter may be unresolvable without the use of a Best Interests Evaluator to prepare a report 

addressing the child’s best needs. In other cases, the only dispute may be whether a parent has a 

substance abuse issue, and, thus, the parties’ funds may be better used towards a forensic substance 

abuse evaluation. Similarly, if the parties agree that the only obstacle to parenting time is mental 

health treatment compliance, the testimony of a party’s care provider (therapists, psychologist, et 

cetera) may suffice to resolve a matter without proceeding to trial.  

(b) Settlement and Alternative Dispute Resolution. 

When possible, practitioners should consider mediation or collaborative divorce models to 

resolve these custody matters. If a party’s mental health or substance abuse issue is heavily 

litigated, irreversible damage may be done to the co-parenting relationship, to the detriment of the 
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children. However, whether mediation is viable depends heavily on the impaired party’s 

commitment to treatment and honest disclosure. Before entering into any negotiated settlement, 

attorneys should ensure they have official proof of treatment compliance to protect both the 

children, and their clients’ best interests. 

E. Conclusion. 

Divorce is difficult under any circumstances, but when mental health issues or substance abuse 

are involved, it becomes even more complex and emotionally charged. These cases require more 

than just legal expertise – they call for empathy, patience, and a thoughtful approach that puts the 

well-being of children, and the long-term stability of both parties at the forefront. For the party 

struggling with these challenges, the legal process can feel overwhelming, and practitioners need 

to have the emotional intelligence to guide their clients towards the appropriate treatment, while 

maintaining an open and honesty relationship with the client. Similarly, while litigation can be 

deeply stressful to the person suffering from a mental health illness, practitioners should be 

mindful of the more stable spouse, who will be understandably concerned for their children’s well-

being.  A conversation with the treating therapist may be helpful in understanding the afflicted 

party’s condition, ability to participate in the litigation and/or the reality that their circumstances 

can be remedied and/or ameliorated with the right treatment protocol.  

Ultimately, these cases benefit from a legal strategy that is knowledgeable, firm and 

compassionate. By combining strong advocacy with emotional intelligence, understanding the 

mental and/or physical limitations your client may be undergoing, should likely assist to reach 

outcomes that are not only legally sound but also support healing and a healthier path forward for 

everyone involved. 
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Custody Experts’ Reports: Are they Inherently Net Opinions? 

By: Jenna Shapiro, Esq., Thomas DeCataldo, Esq. and Lauren Sharp, Esq. 

Custody reports in New Jersey are often taken as gospel, which can be a paramount flaw 

in a contested custody case. In the everyday practice of family law, too often practitioners, 

mediators, judges or even litigants defer or abdicate authority to an expert issuing a custody report.  

While there is no question that the reports can be helpful when rooted in requisite expertise, at 

their core, they offer the court nothing more than an opinion.  A critical review of the report itself, 

as well as an effective cross examination is extraordinarily important for any attorney in 

representing their client. While a custody expert’s primary goal is to provide the court with an 

impartial, professional assessment to guide the decision, more often and not, the reports are biased 

and incomplete.  This article provides practice tips for a New Jersey family lawyer to utilize both 

pendente lite in discovery, mediation, and ultimately at trial.  

Under New Jersey law, the expert’s testimony must meet certain standards to be admissible. 

The expert must be qualified in the relevant field and must base their opinions on reliable methods 

and data. In family law matters, expert testimony must be based on principles and methods that 

are generally accepted by the relevant scientific community. This standard is crucial when 

challenging an expert’s qualifications or the basis of their opinions. 

The New Jersey Rules of Evidence, specifically N.J.R.E. 702, state that an expert may 

testify if: 

1. The expert is qualified by knowledge, skill, experience, training, or education. 

2. The testimony is based on sufficient facts or data. 

3. The testimony is the product of reliable principles and methods. 

4. The expert has applied the principles and methods reliably to the facts of the 

case. 

 

New Jersey Rule of Evidence 703 further provides: 
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[t]he facts or data in the particular case upon which an expert bases 

an opinion or inference may be those perceived by or made known 

to the expert at or before the hearing. If of a type reasonably relied 

upon by experts in the particular field in forming opinions or 

inferences upon the subject, the facts or data need not be admissible 

in evidence. 

As the Appellate Division explained in Rosenberg v. Tavorath, 352 N.J. Super. 385, 401 

(2002), an expert’s opinion must be based in fact and not on bald assertions. Specifically, the 

Appellate Division stated: 

In addition to determining whether a witness is qualified to testify 

as an expert, the trial court must also decide the closely related issue 

as to whether the expert's opinion is based on facts and data. As 

construed by applicable case law, N.J.R.E. 703 requires that an 

expert's opinion be based on facts, data, or another expert's opinion, 

either perceived by or made known to the expert, at or before trial. 

Under the ‘net opinion’ rule, an opinion lacking in such foundation 

and consisting of bare conclusions unsupported by factual evidence 

is inadmissible. The rule requires an expert ‘to give the why and 

wherefore’ of his or her opinion, rather than a mere conclusion.  

 

Id.  (Internal citations omitted). 

In other words, a trial court must not rely on expert testimony that lacks an appropriate 

factual foundation or fails to establish the existence of any standard about which the expert 

testified. In the event an expert “cannot offer objective support for his or her opinions, but testifies 

only to a view about a standard that is personal,” that expert offers a net opinion. Pomerantz Paper 

Corp. v. New Cmty. Corp., 207 N.J. 344, 372 (2011) (quoting Polzo v. Cnty. of Essex, 196 N.J. 

569, 583 (2008)). 

 At Trial, cross-examination is a key part of challenging expert testimony. This begins from 

the outset with a proper voir dire of the expert’s qualifications. While “most” times we have the 

same qualified experts in our cases time and time again, there are occasions when that does not 
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happen. A proper voir dire could disqualify a witness from testifying as an expert, and at the very 

minimum, is your first chance to begin to discredit this significant witness to the adverse party’s 

case. Even if the witness is going to be qualified as an expert, this is also an opportunity to highlight 

experience levels or strengths and weaknesses in a C.V. (For example, how often do experts get 

appointed by courts, do they testify in court often, are they asked to speak at educational seminars 

or judicial college, etc.…)  The authors of this article urge the reader to critically review the 

proposed witness’ curriculum vitae for areas of cross examination. 

  By rigorously questioning the expert on their qualifications, methodology, conclusions, and 

any potential biases, the attorney can diminish the weight of the expert’s testimony in the eyes of 

the court. Cross-examination also serves to expose any flaws or inconsistencies in the expert's 

analysis or opinions. 

 Specifically, the reliability of the expert’s methodology is another critical area for cross-

examination. Custody evaluations should be based on well-established psychological principles 

and valid methods.  It is imperative that any expert in a custody evaluation follow the proper 

standards in New Jersey for custody evaluations. While this may seem standard, many reports lack 

this seemingly simple concept. Did the expert follow the standards set forth by the APA? Use the 

standards to your benefit and cross examine an expert of their failure to follow any of the clear 

provisions that must be followed. 

 This is not always a situation involving form over substance.  These guidelines exist for a 

reason, and sometimes an expert may have afforded one party substantially more time or 

appointments, or failed to provide a party an opportunity to respond to an allegation.  Critically 

examining the process followed, the dates and times of appointments, and the sequence of 
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meetings can lead to interesting follow up questions or arguments about the fairness of the opinion 

being formed.   

 In addition, and perhaps most crucial, is challenging the expert’s objectivity as another 

effective strategy in cross-examination. Experts can sometimes be influenced by external factors, 

such as financial incentives or personal biases.  Other prime areas for cross examination should 

include the specific reasoning behind the recommendations and conclusion.  This can sometimes 

be found beneath the surface.  If the expert relied upon certain literature or articles, did they also 

review or discuss opposing viewpoints? How did the expert weigh certain allegations and did he 

or she sufficiently explain why certain facts resonated and other allegations were deemed less 

important.   

 If an expert’s conclusions do not align with the evidence presented, their testimony may be 

weakened.  A well-prepared cross examination can lead the Court to a critical review of the expert’s 

basis.  

Another impactful way to build a successful cross examination is utilizing any prior 

inconsistent statements of the expert, and also the parties themselves. If the expert has made 

contradictory statements in the past—whether in depositions, reports, or  prior testimony, these 

statements can be used to impeach their credibility. This includes pointing out if the expert's 

recommendations have changed over time or if they have made inconsistent statements about the 

same issue. If a party made any prior inconsistent statements, you could inquire of the expert, as 

to whether or not that information would change their final recommendation.  

Cross-examining a custody expert in New Jersey requires a strategic approach that focuses 

on undermining the expert’s qualifications, methodology, bias, and the reliability of their 

conclusions. By carefully questioning the expert, challenging inconsistencies, and using relevant 
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professional standards an expert must abide by, attorneys can effectively reduce the weight of 

expert testimony in custody disputes. Ultimately, the goal is to ensure that the court bases its 

decision on a complete and accurate understanding of the facts and the best interests of the child. 

Incorporating these strategies will enhance an attorney’s ability to present a strong case for their 

client while safeguarding the fairness and integrity of the custody determination process. 

In analyzing the above and applying the standard for net opinions to family law matters, 

specifically custody evaluations, a plain reading of case law would infer that the findings and 

reports of custody evaluators are net opinions. Review of the relevant Rule related to custody 

experts confirms this conclusion. Specifically, subsection (b) of Rule 5:3-3, Appointment of 

Experts, provides that mental health experts shall conduct a non-biased evaluation “to arrive at 

their view of the child’s best interests.” (emphasis added). Further, the mental health expert is 

required to consider and reference the factors set forth in N.J.S.A. 9:2-4, “as well as any other 

information or factors they believe pertinent to each case.” Id. (emphasis added). Review of the 

Rule would therefore suggest that a custody evaluation is inherently subjective, and, consequently,  

constitutes a net opinion as defined above.  

As practitioners, we must be mindful of the above as it relates to custody evaluations in 

particular. Specifically, if you are going to Trial, it is important to know your Judge and his/her 

historical view on custody expert reports. If you know that you are going to before a Court that 

typically views custody expert reports as net opinions, it is important to have a discussion with the 

mental health expert prior to issuance of their report to ensure that each of their conclusions are 

supported by an appropriate factual foundation and objective support. By way of example, custody 

experts often conduct testing such as the MMPI-II. If you have a Judge that historically has found 
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custody experts to be net opinions, that expert should be sure to focus on the MMPI-II and weave 

their findings related to same throughout their report.  

As a final note, it is important to note that when challenging an expert report or conclusion, 

the expert always has the advantage over the lawyer because they are testifying with regard to an 

area of specific expertise.  With this in mind, attorneys can mount a meaningful challenge to a 

conclusion or report, but this should be done carefully and only in areas where the attorney is 

confident, he or she can meaningfully undermine the credibility of the report.  If an attorney goes 

too far, asks the wrong question, or overplays a cross-examination, the expert testimony can really 

undermine or eliminate any effect the challenge may have had if this were avoided.  

It is important to keep in mind that the expert is exactly that – an expert. Keep your cross-

examination questions simple and pointed. The chances are that the custody expert testifying has 

done so before, and likely knows more about the subject matter than we may. This is the expert’s 

area of expertise, and questioning the contents of their report may present an adverse result.  

Instead of giving the expert a forum to explain or correct weaknesses in the report, ask 

pointed questions to cast a doubt on the credibility of the expert and the methods used. These points 

should be specific and tailored so credibility arguments can be advanced at summation or closing.  

In other words, we are out of our lane and challenging someone else on his or her chosen 

field of expertise.  Attorneys should be careful and mindful not to overstep or go too far. 
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     Mental Health practitioners interface with high-conflict families within the context of 

separation and divorce, by serving in a myriad of roles.  One role is that of an evaluator.  

While there are many types of evaluations that can be conducted, there are two categories 

that are most frequently utilized.  Focused Evaluations consist of an assessment of a very 

specific issue or referral question.  Some examples include mental health, substance 

abuse, sexual abuse, domestic violence, parent child contact problem, and risk 

assessments, etc.  Another type of evaluation that matrimonial attorneys and/or courts 

often request, is a Parenting Time Evaluation. An assessment of what is in a child’s best 

interest with regard to custody and parenting time is made.  Recommendations may 

include other issues in addition to custody and parenting time.  An assessment of 

allegations that might otherwise be a referral question for a focused evaluation, may also 

be included in this comprehensive evaluation. 

 

     Two different issues that are frequently associated with these evaluations are those 

that involve Parent Child Contact Problems (PCCP), and how much weight to give a 

child’s voice when there are expressed choices.  PCCP runs along a continuum from 

affinity to loyalty to resistance and ultimately in a full rejection of a parent.  It is 

important to understand the etiology in a particular family, and in the majority of cases it 

is multi-determined.  This theoretical viewpoint stands in contrast to a ‘single factor 

theory’ which views this problem as due to either allegations of ‘alienation’ or abuse.  

The earlier a PCCP is addressed therapeutically, the better the chances are that the parent-

child relationship can get back on track.  A family systems approach seems to be the most 

effective way to address this problem therapeutically.   

 

     The issue of how much weight to give a child’s ‘choice’ regarding custody and 

parenting time is often a dilemma for the court and other professionals.  This is especially 

the case with an adolescent.  The child’s voice at any age is always listened to by 

evaluators, and is also one of the factors in NJSA 9:2-4.  However, it is of paramount 

importance to understand what is behind the child’s statements and why they are saying 

whatever they are saying to the evaluators and others.  There are many reasons why a 

child may express a choice regarding custody and parenting time, and frequently the 

reasons are not in their best interest.  This is especially the case when there is a PCCP.  It 

is important to also be aware that cognitive and neurobiological developmental factors 

play a role in a child’s judgment.  Voice does not equal choice.   



9:2-4. Custody of child; rights of both parents considered. 

9:2-4. The Legislature finds and declares that it is in the public policy of this State to 

assure minor children of frequent and continuing contact with both parents after 

the parents have separated or dissolved their marriage and that it is in the public 

interest to encourage parents to share the rights and responsibilities of child 

rearing in order to effect this policy. 

In any proceeding involving the custody of a minor child, the rights of both parents 

shall be equal and the court shall enter an order which may include: 

a. Joint custody of a minor child to both parents, which is comprised of legal 

custody or physical custody which shall include: (1) provisions for residential 

arrangements so that a child shall reside either solely with one parent or 

alternatively with each parent in accordance with the needs of the parents and the 

child; and (2) provisions for consultation between the parents in making major 

decisions regarding the child's health, education and general welfare; 

b. Sole custody to one parent with appropriate parenting time for the noncustodial 

parent; or 

c. Any other custody arrangement as the court may determine to be in the best 

interests of the child. 

In making an award of custody, the court shall consider but not be limited to the 

following factors: the parents' ability to agree, communicate and cooperate in 

matters relating to the child; the parents' willingness to accept custody and any 

history of unwillingness to allow parenting time not based on substantiated abuse; 

the interaction and relationship of the child with its parents and siblings; the history 

of domestic violence, if any; the safety of the child and the safety of either parent 

from physical abuse by the other parent; the preference of the child when of 

sufficient age and capacity to reason so as to form an intelligent decision; the needs 

of the child; the stability of the home environment offered; the quality and 

continuity of the child's education; the fitness of the parents; the geographical 

proximity of the parents' homes; the extent and quality of the time spent with the 

child prior to or subsequent to the separation; the parents' employment 

responsibilities; and the age and number of the children. A parent shall not be 

deemed unfit unless the parents' conduct has a substantial adverse effect on the 

child. 



The court, for good cause and upon its own motion, may appoint a guardian ad 

litem or an attorney or both to represent the minor child's interests. The court shall 

have the authority to award a counsel fee to the guardian ad litem and the attorney 

and to assess that cost between the parties to the litigation. 

d. The court shall order any custody arrangement which is agreed to by both 

parents unless it is contrary to the best interests of the child. 

e. In any case in which the parents cannot agree to a custody arrangement, the 

court may require each parent to submit a custody plan which the court shall 

consider in awarding custody. 

f. The court shall specifically place on the record the factors which justify any 

custody arrangement not agreed to by both parents. 

Amended 1948, c.321, ss.4,11; 1974, c.143; 1990, c.26, s.2; 1997, c.299, s.9. 
 



Judge Brown is the Presiding Judge of the Family Part in Union County. Judge Brown 
was sworn in as a Superior Court Judge in January of 2018. He has served in the domestic 
violence and children in court dockets and currently sits in the dissolution docket. He received a 
Bachelor of Arts from Rutgers College and JD from New York Law School. Judge Brown also 
received a Certification in Mediation from the Institute of Dispute Resolution at Seton Hall Law 
School and was trained as an arbitrator by the American Academy of Matrimonial Attorneys and 
in collaborative divorce by ICLE. 

Judge Brown is a member of the New Jersey State Bar Association, where he previously 
served on the Board of Trustees and Family Law Executive and Legislative Committees, and the 
Union County Bar Association, of which he is a past president and member of the Board of 
Trustees. He was also a member of the American Bar Association, New Jersey Association of 
Professional Mediators, New Jersey Divorce Arbitration Association, Association for the 
Advancement of Collaborative Practice, and New Jersey Association for Justice (NJAJ) where 
he served on the Family Law Executive Committee.  

 

Before taking the bench, Judge Brown served as a panelist on the Matrimonial Early 
Settlement Program in Union County for many years and as a member and chair of the Supreme 
Court (District XII) Ethics Committee.  Judge Brown is currently a Master in the Richard J. 
Hughes American Inn of Court and the Barry Croland Family Law Inn of Court. 

 

In 2008, Judge Brown received the Honorable William J. McCloud Award from the Union 
County Bar Association for his outstanding contributions to the Superior Court of New Jersey, 
Family Part, in Union County.  



Dina Mikulka, bio 

 

Dina was sworn in as a Superior Court Judge in January 2024.  Prior to that Dina was 

engaged in the private practice of law with a focus in family law.  Dina was certified as a 

Matrimonial Law Attorney in 2014 and maintained the certification until she became a 

Judge.     



Rita M. Aquilio, Esq. 

Rita M. Aquilio, Esq., is a Member of Lawrence Law, LLC, with offices in Watchung and Red 

Bank, New Jersey. She practices exclusively in all areas of family law. She is a Collaboratively 

trained divorce attorney, Mediator and Arbitrator, and serves on the Roster of qualified Mediators 

under R.1:40.  

She is a member of the New Jersey State Bar Association’s Family Law Executive Committee, 

serving as Secretary for the 2025-2026 Bar year.  as well as the Appellate Practice Committee. 

Currently, she is the President-Elect of the Somerset County Bar Association and is a member of 

its Family Practice Committee and the Somerset Judicial and Prosecutorial Appointment 

Committee. Ms. Aquilio is the Chair of the District XIII Ethics Committee. She was appointed in 

August 2023 to a three-year term, by the American Bar Association’s Family Law Section to the 

Uniform Laws Study Commission on the Uniform Transfer to Minors Act and also serves on the 

ABA Forum on Building Access to Justice for All.  

Ms. Aquilio is also the current Chair of the Editorial Board of the New Jersey Lawyer, the 

magazine of the New Jersey State Bar Association. She has lectured for the New Jersey Institute 

of Continuing Legal Education as well as the American Bar Association. She is a member of the 

NJSBA’s Appellate Practice and Election Committees and served on the Putting Lawyers First 

Initiative Committee for 2022-2023. She is the NJSBA ABA Delegate for the 2024-2026 term.  

Ms. Aquilio received her B.A. from Drew University, cum laude, and her J.D. from Western New 

England College School of Law. The New Jersey State Bar Association bestowed its 

Distinguished Legislative Award upon her in 2023 and 2024, for her work on legislation related 

to family law issues. Ms. Aquilio is a Super Lawyer for 2024 and Best Lawyers for Families. She 

was also recognized by the American Bar Association, Section of Litigation, for outstanding 

efforts with the Section’s Newsletter for the 2015-16 Bar Year, and again for all Bar years, from 

2017 through 2024 bar years, in connection with her efforts on behalf of the Family Law 

Litigation Committee. She also received the American Bar Association’s Law Student Division 

award for Law Student of the Year upon graduation from law school.  



 

Thomas DeCataldo, Esq.  

Thomas DeCataldo is a founding partner at Manzi, Esptein, Lomurro and DeCataldo, with 

offices in West Orange.  Tommy is a certified matrimonial attorney by the Supreme Court of 

New Jersey and concentrated his entire career on the practice of family in New Jersey.  Tommy 

has litigated family law cases in the trial court, Appellate Division, and Supreme Court of New 

Jersey.  He is also frequently asked to serve as a mediator.  

 

Tommy is the past president of the Barry Croland Inn of Court, and Co-Chair of the Essex 

County Bar Association’s Family Law Committee.  Tommy is a trustee of the Union and Essex 

County Bar Association, and a longstanding member of the New Jersey State Bar Association’s 

Family Law Executive Committee.  He is a past Managing Editor of the New Jersey Family 

Lawyer, and a past board member of the New Jersey chapter of the Association of Family and 

Conciliation Courts.   



Stephanie Frangos Hagan, Esq. 

Stephanie Frangos Hagan has practiced Family Law exclusively for more than 35 years, and is a 

named founding member of Hagan, Weisberg & Nunn, LLC in Cedar Knolls, New Jersey 07927. 

A frequent lecturer, moderator and panelist, Stephanie has lectured regularly on a variety of 

family law topics including Alimony, Child Support, Equitable Distribution (including business 

and partnership interests), Custody/Parenting time, LGBTQ+ issues, Cohabitation, Relocation, 

Palimony and other important family law issues.  Stephanie has lectured regularly at the Annual 

New Jersey Family Law Symposium as well as the New Jersey State Bar Association Annual 

Hot Tips in Family Law Seminar, the Jeffrey P. Weinstein Family Law Institute, New Jersey 

State Bar Association Institute for Continuing Legal Education, as well as New Jersey State Bar 

Association’s Mid-Year Retreat and Annual Meetings in Atlantic City.  Stephanie has also 

lectured for the Family Law section of the Morris, Essex and Union County Bar Associations as 

well as the North Jersey Barry Croland Family Law Inn of Court. 

Stephanie has served for more than twenty (25) years as a Blue-Ribbon panelist for the Family 

Law Early Settlement Panel in Union, Essex and Morris Counties.  In addition, she is appointed 

as a mediator by Family Court judges throughout New Jersey.  She has been a Court Approved 

Family Law Mediator since 2001 and is a Court Approved Parent Coordinator and is certified by 

the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers as a Family Law Arbitrator.  

Stephanie is a past chair of the New Jersey State Bar Family Law Section Executive Committee 

having served as the Chair of the Section in 2017/2018.  Stephanie has been a member of the 

committee for more than 25 years and received the prestigious Legislative Award from the New 

Jersey State Bar Association in December 2013 for her legislative efforts as a member of the 

committee. In 2018 Stephanie was elected to the New Jersey State Bar Association’s Nominating 

Committee for a two-year term and previously served on the New Jersey Supreme Court Family 

Practice Committee. Stephanie is also a member of the New Jersey State Bar Association 

Legislative, Professional Responsibility and Meetings Arrangements and Programing 

Committees. 

In addition to the state bar association, Stephanie is also a former Trustee and past President of 

the Morris County Bar Association having been installed as President on January 17th, 

2019.  She is also a Trustee of the Morris County Bar Foundation having served as President in 

2017.  Stephanie received the Morris County Bar Association Family Law Practice Award for 

2025. Stephanie was previously the co-chair of the Family Law Committee for the Morris 

County Bar Association as well as the former Chair and vice-chair of the Fee Arbitration 

Committee for District X (Morris County). 

 

 



Francesca O’Cathain, Esq. 

Francesca O’Cathain is the managing partner of the family and matrimonial law department of 

the firm.  Francesca grew up as a daughter of a family lawyer and knew from a young age that 

she wanted to help families in difficult situations to find the best way forward  

She is a Fellow of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers, and is certified by the 

Supreme Court of New Jersey as a Matrimonial Attorney She is admitted to the New Jersey State 

bar, having obtained her J.D. from the University of Connecticut after attending Claremont 

Mckenna College in California. 

Francesca is a frequent speaker for New Jersey Continuing Legal Education, American Academy 

of Matrimonial Lawyers, American Bar Association and other New York Legal Organizations on 

all areas of family law but especially areas relating to representing children with special needs.  

Francesca is also Of Counsel to the New York law firm of Berkman, Bottger, Newman & Rodd, 

LLP  

She is married to her law partner, Domhnall O’Cathain, with whom she has three children and 

resides in Bergen County, New Jersey 



 

 

Marcy A. Pasternak, Ph.D.                                                                                    

 

Dr. Marcy Pasternak is a Clinical and Forensic psychologist who practices in Watchung, N.J.  

She obtained her doctoral degree in Clinical Psychology at Duke University and is licensed in 

NJ, NY and VT.  She has an APA Certificate of Proficiency in the Treatment of Alcohol or 

Other Psychoactive Substance Use Disorders and an NCC AP Master Addiction Counselor 

Credential. While her practice serves individuals of all ages in both the clinical and forensic 

arena, her special interests include marital, family, and family reintegration (reunification) 

therapy, divorce therapy, forensic evaluations concerning custody and parenting time, removal, 

parent-child contact problem, grandparent visitation, risk assessment, and personal injury.  She 

often serves as a parenting coordinator, parenting coach, and is also an accredited divorce 

mediator, conducting both divorce mediation and therapeutic mediation. She conducts multi-day 

Intensive Family Interventions through "Building Family Resilience", an outgrowth of her 

practice.  These interventions are for families in which a child resists contact with a parent.   

 

Dr. Pasternak has served as a psychological expert in numerous counties including Somerset, 

Middlesex, Hunterdon, Sussex, Morris, Union, Essex, Bergen, Hudson, Warren, and Ocean.  Dr. 

Pasternak was a Clinical Assistant Professor of Psychiatry at New Jersey Medical School, 

UMDNJ.   She was on the Parenting Coordination task force that helped develop the new 

statute, and is part of the teaching team at ICLE for Parenting Coordination.  She is the past 

President of the NJ chapter of the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts, and has given 

numerous workshops and presentations to the mental health and legal communities in New 

Jersey and nationally. 



 

Jenna Shapiro, Esq. 

 

Jenna Shapiro is a partner at Szaferman Lakind. Jenna skillfully guides clients through the 

complex financial, child custody, and logistical challenges of divorce. She provides tailored 

solutions that meet the unique needs of each client. 

 

With extensive experience in all aspects of matrimonial law, from inception through trial and 

post-judgment litigation, Jenna is well-versed in handling a wide array of family law issues. As a 

Certified mediator, she effectively engages with opposing counsel to negotiate favorable 

settlements for her clients. 

 



 

Lauren Sharp, Esq. 

Lauren E. Sharp, Esq. is an Associate at Haber Silver Russoniello & Dunn in Florham Park, New 

Jersey. She was admitted to the New Jersey State Bar in 2017 and the New York State Bar in 

2018. Ms. Sharp attended Montclair State University and received a Bachelor of Arts magna cum 

laude in 2014. Thereafter, Ms. Sharp attended Seton Hall University School of Law, earning her 

J.D. in 2017. After completing law school, Ms. Sharp served as Law Clerk to the Honorable 

Marcella Matos Wilson, J.S.C. of the Family Division in Essex County. Ms. Sharp is a member 

of the Barry I. Croland Family Law Inn of Court, the Morris County Bar Association, the Essex 

County Bar Association, and the New Jersey State Bar Association. She was one of the Young 

Lawyer Co-Chairs of the Family Law Executive Committee of the New Jersey State Bar 

Association from May 2023 – May 2025. 



 

Albertina “Abby” Webb, Esq. 

Albertina “Abby” Webb is a partner in Sarno da Costa D’Aniello Maceri Webb LLC’s Family 

Law practice group. She is also the managing partner for the Eatontown office.  Also licensed in 

New York, Abby concentrates her practice on family law issues, including divorce, custody, 

support, post-judgment and domestic violence cases from inception through resolution, either by 

mediation, arbitration or trial. She also handles enforcement or modification of marital 

agreements, alimony and child support awards, post judgment enforcement and modification of 

agreements and pre-nuptial agreements, as well as engaging in litigation practice to set them 

aside or for enforcement of these agreements.   

An active and regular speaker for ICLE, as well as doing presentations for the Hispanic Bar 

Association of New Jersey (HBA) where she was the president in 2023, Abby also serves on 

several committees for the HBA and the court.   

 

 

 

 

 


