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Abstract
Family courts are overwhelmed by rising caseloads, increasing 

parental conflict, and limited judicial resources. With 80–90% of 
litigants self-represented (SRLs), case delays and inefficiencies af-
fect all parties, including those with private counsel. High-conflict 
cases make up 10–30% of dockets, consuming judicial time and 
worsening outcomes for families, especially children. 

This article explores the Family Court Services Portal, a 
technology-driven triage tool designed to streamline family case 
processing, improve access to justice, and help courts allocate re-
sources effectively. The portal integrates pre-screening triage au-
tomation, guiding parties through structured issue identification 
to support proportional judicial intervention and informed case 
management. 

Developed through a multi-jurisdictional collaboration, 
the portal is informed by extensive field testing and expert in-
put. Experts developed the questions and the logic for ques-
tions that detect levels of conflict, case complexity, the presence 
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of intimate partner violence, and potential lethality. These 
questions have been applied and validated internationally. The 
project also included a usability study to assess accessibility and 
effectiveness for courts and litigants, as well as a national test-
ing sprint focused court effectiveness. 

For attorneys, this initiative enhances case predictability, re-
duces docket congestion, and ensures that complex cases receive 
appropriate judicial attention. With more efficient SRL case pro-
cessing, attorneys benefit from faster case scheduling and resolu-
tion, along with more judicial focus for complex or high-resource 
matters.

The Family Court Services Portal represents a scalable model 
for modernizing family court caseflow. This article outlines how 
courts, attorneys, and legal technologists are working together to 
modernize family case management to promote access to justice 
and effective family law practice.
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I. � The Urgent Need for Modernized Family Court 
Systems

A.  The Crisis in Family Courts

Family courts across the country are facing a growing crisis of 
volume and complexity. In many jurisdictions, more than 80–90% 
of family law cases now involve at least one self-represented liti-
gant (SRL).1  Parents and spouses coming to court without lawyers 
often struggle to navigate procedures, leading to mistakes and rep-
etitious hearings that slow court processes.2 Family-related matters 
also constitute a large share of civil dockets (roughly one-third of 
all civil filings) and that proportion has been rising annually​.3 With 
limited judicial resources and ever-increasing caseloads, courts are 
stretched thin trying to provide attention to each family that needs 
help. Judges and clerks report spending substantial time guiding 
SRLs through basic processes, time that is diverted from other 
cases​.4  The result is a system at capacity, where routine matters are 
delayed and backlogs grow, undermining timely resolutions. These 
delays harm everyone – not only SRLs (who may not know how to 
move their case forward) but also represented parties whose cases 
get stuck in crowded calendars.

One particularly challenging aspect is the prevalence of 
high-conflict cases on family court dockets. Research indicates that 
roughly 10–15% of divorces escalate into “high-conflict” battles 
between the parents​5 – and some recent estimates suggest the fig-
ure could be as high as 30% today.​6 Despite being a minority of 
filings, these cases consume a disproportionate share of court time 

	 1	 Andrea L. Miller et al., Data Framework for Promoting Civil Access to 
Justice, Nat’l Ctr. for State Cts. (June 2022).
	 2	 Katherine Bladow & Claudia Johnson, Online Document Assembly, in 
Future Trends in State Courts 2008, at 1, Nat’l Ctr. for State Cts. (2008).
	 3	 Tonya L. Brito & Daniela Campos Ugaz, Asymmetry of Representation 
in Poor People’s Courts, 92 Fordham L. Rev. 1263, 1275 n.133 (2024).
	 4	 Conference of State Court Administrators, Position Paper on Self-
Represented Litigation 1 (Aug. 2000).
	 5	 Bård Bertelsen, Whose Life Is It Anyway? Exploring the Social Relations 
of HighConflict Divorce Cases in Southern Norway, 43 Contemp. Fam. Therapy 
276, 277 (2021).
	 6	 Liz Merrill & Michelle Sylvain, Managing High-Conflict Dissolutions in 
Mediation and Court, Colo. Law., Aug./Sept. 2022, at 19.
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and resources​.7 High-conflict custody or divorce disputes often 
involve frequent motions, contempt hearings, and repeated viola-
tions, demanding continual judicial intervention. Studies note that 
these cases can drag on for years, repeatedly returning to court and 
entangling court personnel in protracted litigation.​8 This means a 
small fraction of families can occupy a large fraction of the court’s 
calendar. The impact cascades: when judges must referee ongoing 
high-conflict feuds, other families (including those with counsel 
ready to proceed) wait longer for hearings and decisions. In short, 
a combination of overwhelming SRL volumes and a subset of ex-
treme conflict cases has created a perfect storm in family courts. 
Case delays have become the norm, and the human cost is high – 
families in limbo, children’s lives on hold, and rising frustration 
with a system struggling to keep up.

The mounting complexity in family dockets is not limited to 
high-conflict parenting matters—it extends into high-asset finan-
cial cases as well. At a 2024 international symposium organized 
by the National Center for State Courts, jurists from Australia, 
Canada, New Zealand, and the United States underscored that 
a small fraction of these “big money” cases can create cascading 
challenges for the court.9 Such cases often involve shell compa-
nies, hidden trusts, complex valuations, and adversarial tactics like 
forum shopping or judge recusal motions. In jurisdictions without 
specialized dockets or strong judicial management, these cases 
can dominate calendars and delay access for other families. Judge 
Michael Albis of Connecticut, who led the implementation of the 
Pathways approach in the state, described how early triage and 
proactive management of complex financial disputes had enabled 
his court to reduce procedural drift.10 Across jurisdictions, the mes-
sage was clear: without taking notice of complex cases at the out-
set, these cases can crowd out lower conflict matters and erode 
overall court efficiency.

This discussion reaffirms the core insight driving triage reform: 
not all family cases are created equal and treating them as if they 
are—whether SRL or high-net-worth—results in systemwide strain. 

	 7	 Id.
	 8	 Id. at 20.
	 9	 International Symposium on Complex Dissolution Cases: Summary of 
Proceedings, Nat’l Ctr. State Cts. (2024).
	 10	 Id.
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While some jurisdictions have created dedicated financial tracks or 
empowered judges to “strike out” uncooperative parties, others 
are investing in early identification and tighter calendaring rules. 
Whether through judicial specialization, more robust early case 
conferences, or integrated technology like triage portals, the shared 
goal is proportionality. Courts must be able to distinguish routine 
from resource-intensive cases early, and respond accordingly, bal-
ancing equity, efficiency, and the needs of the families they serve.

B.  Why It Matters to Legal Professionals

The fallout from these court pressures not only affects un-
represented litigants, it directly impacts attorneys and their clients 
as well. Crowded dockets and frequent continuances caused by 
SRL-related slowdowns or by the high-conflict cases mean that 
ordinary, represented cases face scheduling bottlenecks and un-
certainty.11 Attorneys routinely find their matters delayed because 
a previous case with an SRL ran overtime, or because the judge 
had to spend extra minutes explaining procedural rights to a pro 
se party. Over time, this docket congestion erodes the quality of 
justice for represented parties also. Lawyers have noted that when 
opposing a self-represented party, they often must spend addi-
tional time in court explaining rules and process to ensure that 
the unrepresented party understands the proceedings​.12 This not 
only prolongs hearings, but also drives up costs for the represented 
side, whose attorney is billing for the extra hours spent explaining 
procedural steps.​13 In a very real sense, the inefficiencies of a court 
system overwhelmed by SRLs translate into higher legal fees and 
longer case timelines for represented litigants. 

Legal professionals are also concerned about the unpredict-
ability that comes with a high-SRL environment. Cases involving 
at least one self-represented party can veer off track – paperwork 
might be filed incorrectly or not at all; evidence might be submitted 
improperly – leading to frequent resets and do-overs. Attorneys 

	 11	 Position Paper on Self-Represented Litigation 1, Conference of State 
Ct. Administrators (Aug. 2000).
	 12	 Milosevic & Associates,  The High Cost of Self-Representation in 
Litigation (2019), https://perma.cc/GP9N-RXCM.
	 13	 American Bar Association, Self-Represented Litigants and the Challenges 
They Present to the Courts (2015), https://perma.cc/HZH6-ZPGW.

01 JAAML_38_1_Ayyoub.indd   501 JAAML_38_1_Ayyoub.indd   5 9/27/2025   12:01:17 PM9/27/2025   12:01:17 PM



6	 Journal of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers

and their clients then face uncertainty in case strategy and timing, 
as procedural missteps by non-lawyers introduce chaos. One state 
bar report observed that the rise in self-representation has created 
“more protracted and delayed proceedings” and forced judges to 
balance fairness with efficiency.​14 For lawyers, this means routine 
family matters can become drawn-out and difficult to manage, 
straining client relationships. Moreover, when court time is dis-
proportionately consumed by high-conflict or mismanaged cases, 
judges have less bandwidth to devote to more complex matters. 
Well-prepared attorneys may find that their high-asset divorce 
case or urgent child welfare case still receives only a rushed hear-
ing, because the court’s schedule is clogged. All this underscores 
that improving family courts is in attorneys’ own interest. When 
courts run efficiently, lawyers can litigate cases more predictably 
and effectively. Conversely, when courts are in crisis, even the best 
attorney’s work is hampered by systemic delays.

The legal community is increasingly recognizing that business-
as-usual is untenable in family courts. Bar associations and judicial 
councils have called for solutions precisely because the status quo 
fails both the public and practitioners. There is a growing consen-
sus that innovations are needed to streamline caseflow and reduce 
the bottlenecks caused by SRLs. By adopting new approaches, 
courts can ensure that litigants without lawyers are helped through 
the process in ways that do not derail the progress of other cases. 
This would mean faster resolution for represented clients and a 
better allocation of judicial time to the matters that truly require 
it. In sum, solving the access-to-justice crisis in family court is not 
just a humanitarian imperative – it is also critical for legal pro-
fessionals who need functional courts to serve their clients effec-
tively. The push for modernization, therefore, comes from both the 
bottom-up demand of unrepresented families and the top-down 
appeal of attorneys who want a more predictable, efficient forum 
for dispute resolution.

C.  The Call for Innovation

Faced with these challenges, court leaders and scholars are 
making an emphatic call to innovate and modernize family justice. 
A key part of the solution lies in leveraging technology – especially  

	 14	 Position Paper on Self-Represented Litigation, supra note 11, at 1.
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artificial intelligence (AI) and digital tools – to transform legal 
practice and court operations. The legal profession has tradition-
ally been cautious in adopting technology, but the potential gains 
in efficiency are enormous. A recent survey of legal technology 
trends suggests that roughly 57% of a lawyer’s work is amenable 
to automation by AI, and for paralegals the proportion is even 
higher (up to 69%)​.15 Tasks such as form generation, document 
review, legal research, and routine communications can often be 
handled by artificial intelligence or automated systems, liberating 
valuable attorney time. For example, intelligent document review 
software can scan and organize financial records in a divorce case 
far faster than a junior associate.16 AI-driven legal intake tools 
can rapidly gather and categorize client information, streamlining 
case assessment and reducing the need for time-consuming man-
ual data entry and analysis. By automating these routine aspects 
of family law practice, both lawyers and judges are freed to focus 
on client counseling and decision-making – the human elements 
that technology cannot replace. In short, embracing technology 
offers a path to make family case processing faster and more 
cost-effective without sacrificing quality. The efficiencies gained 
can help unclog dockets and ensure that matters progress at a 
reasonable pace. 

At the same time, the public’s expectations of the justice 
system have evolved in the digital age. Modern court users (es-
pecially younger generations) expect online, on-demand services 
from institutions, much like they get from banks, retailers, or tax 
preparation systems. The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic 
cemented this expectation in the legal realm. During the pandemic, 
courts rapidly expanded remote access – and the response was very 
positive. Surveys show that roughly two-thirds of Americans sup-
port continuing virtual court services even after the pandemic.17  
Even older litigants, who might have been assumed to prefer 
in-person, reported over 60% support for remote options​.18 This 
reflects the convenience and accessibility that digital processes can 
provide. A litigant can attend a hearing via Zoom without missing 

	 15	 2024 Legal Trends Report 13, Clio (2024), https://perma.cc/UB2U-PMC7.
	 16	 Id.
	 17	 Serving Court Customers: New Approaches for New Generations 8, 
Conference of State Ct. Administrators (June 2022).
	 18	 Id. 
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a day of work or having to arrange child care, for example. Courts 
have now proven that technological innovation is possible: every 
state supreme court issued emergency orders enabling things like 
remote hearings and electronic filing of documents during 2020.19  
E-filing in particular has become a cornerstone of modern 
courts – as of 2019, 37 states and D.C. allow self-represented liti-
gants to electronically file their pleadings and forms.20 This means 
that in many jurisdictions, an unrepresented parent can initiate a 
case or respond to a motion online, 24/7, without traveling to the 
courthouse to physically file papers. Such changes not only meet 
user expectations but also yield efficiency: digital filings are easier 
to process and track, and they reduce clerical errors from mis-read 
handwriting or mis-filed pleadings or motions. Similarly, virtual 
hearings have shown promise in resolving certain matters more 
quickly. The Pew Charitable Trusts’ research on pandemic court 
operations noted that appearance rates improved when hearings 
went remote, since more people could attend court obligations 
with fewer logistical barriers​.21 All these are proven innovations that 
demonstrate how technology can make the court process more ac-
cessible and efficient for everyone.

Yet true modernization of family courts requires more than 
just putting existing processes on Zoom or scanning paper forms 
into PDFs. The next step is a re-engineering of court processes 
through data-driven, structured approaches. Court innovators 
are thus championing the concept of “triage” in family case  
management – much like an emergency room triages patients. 
Instead of treating every case identically, the idea is to differenti-
ate cases by their needs and complexity and channel them down 
appropriate pathways. Simple, uncontested cases (say, an amicable 
divorce with no children or assets) might be routed to a fast track 
with minimal judicial involvement, while complex or high-conflict 
cases get flagged early for intensive management. The National 
Center for State Courts’ family justice initiative urges courts to 
“aggressively triage cases at the earliest opportunity” so that each 

	 19	 Pew Charitable Trusts, How Courts Embraced Technology, Met the 
Pandemic Challenge, and Revolutionized Their Operations 1 (Dec. 2021), https://
perma.cc/LFK7-FW2T. 
	 20	 Id. at 5.
	 21	 Id. at 1.
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case follows the right process for its situation​.22 This means em-
ploying tools like online intake questionnaires and decision-tree 
logic to gather information from litigants up front. For example, 
parties might answer a series of questions about their case – 
whether there are allegations of domestic violence, high levels of 
conflict, substance abuse concerns, etc. – and the system uses that 
data to recommend the next steps (such as mediation, emergency 
hearing, or referral to services). Many courts have begun devel-
oping intelligent triage portals in line with this vision. The Legal 
Services Corporation’s 2013 Technology Summit anticipated this 
with a call for statewide legal access portals that use “branching 
logic” to guide users and match them to appropriate resources​.23 
Under that model, a single front-end website can educate users on 
their legal matters, intake their information and then direct them 
to the proper form of assistance, whether it is self-help materials, 
a mediator, a legal aid attorney, or a simplified do-it-yourself pro-
cess. Such portals also collect data on case needs and outcomes, 
allowing continuous improvement of the referral algorithms and 
further streamlining of court processes​. In recent years, pilot pro-
grams have applied this approach specifically to family law: for 
instance, a multi-state project funded by the State Justice Institute 
developed screening questionnaires to identify high-conflict or at-
risk cases and funnel them to specialized services.24​ The evidence 
so far indicates that triage and differentiated case management 
can significantly improve efficiency and fairness, ensuring that 
straightforward cases do not languish, and that critical, urgent 
cases get prompt attention.

In this push for innovation, the Family Court Services Portal 
has emerged as a flagship example of what the future might look 
like. Conceived as a comprehensive triage and case management 
platform, this portal operationalizes many of the reforms de-
scribed above. It offers a user-friendly, guided intake for litigants, 

	 22	 Alicia Davis et al., Triage and Case Management Improvements: A 
Preliminary Look at Impacts in the Family Division of the Eleventh Judicial 
Circuit Court of Florida (Miami-Dade) 9, Nat’l Ctr. State Cts. (2023), https://
perma.cc/6W3P-5ULY.
	 23	 Report of the Summit on the Use of Technology to Expand Access to 
Justice 4, Legal Servs. Corp. (Dec. 2013), https://perma.cc/7BW7-A379. 
	 24	 The Progression of Family Justice Pathways 5, Nat’l Ctr. State Cts. 
(2023), https://perma.cc/L9BL-BK7Q.

01 JAAML_38_1_Ayyoub.indd   901 JAAML_38_1_Ayyoub.indd   9 9/27/2025   12:01:17 PM9/27/2025   12:01:17 PM



10	 Journal of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers

asking them structured questions about their situation, for exam-
ple, whether there are urgent custody issues, allegations of do-
mestic violence, or complexity around property division. Based 
on the responses, the portal’s case management function uses 
logic rules to categorize the case – perhaps flagging a high-​conflict  
custody battle for expedited judicial oversight or routing a simple 
uncontested divorce to an expedited processing “streamlined” 
track. In essence, it aims to “match cases and parties to appro-
priate resources and services” as recommended by national fam-
ily justice experts​.25 Early collaborators on the project included 
judges, court clerks, attorneys, and technologists, reflecting the 
principle, endorsed by the Conference of Chief Justices, that new 
court technology should “focus on the user experience” and in-
volve input from all stakeholders​. The portal also integrates fea-
tures like document assembly – helping SRLs generate court 
forms that are complete and properly formatted – and provides 
links to resources where appropriate.26

By guiding litigants through a standardized path of triage, 
the system can reduce the chaos of unchecked self-representa-
tion: users are less likely to file the wrong forms or miss a required 
step, because the portal shepherds them through the process and 
helps them prepare the entire court packet. Meanwhile, attor-
neys benefit because the cases coming before the court are pre-
screened and organized; a lawyer representing a client would 
face fewer surprises if the opposing party used the portal and 
received some orientation to the process. Although still new, ef-
forts like the Family Court Services Portal represent the cutting 
edge of marrying technology with procedural reform. They em-
body the call for innovation by creating an infrastructure that is 
accessible, data-informed, and scalable, so that family courts can 
finally break out of the cycle of crisis. The evolution of triage and 
its mechanics are described in greater detail in the next section.

	 25	 Id. at 7. 
	 26	 The portal includes links to additional resources, including a guide for 
victim-survivors on reporting sexual assault in Nevada, instructions for serving 
legal papers, and other helpful materials related to family services.
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II.  The Concept of Family Court Triage
A.  The Evolution of Family Court Triage Processes

Concerns about the accessibility, expense, time investment, 
and impact of court involvement have driven the interest in novel 
case management approaches for civil and family court cases.27 
Inspired by a 2013 landscape examination of civil litigation in 
state courts,28 the effort to consider domestic relations cases com-
menced in earnest in 2018 with a parallel examination of domestic 
relations case handling.29 

As one example of this attention to family law case man-
agement, the Cady Initiative for Family Justice Reform30 aims to 
improve how state courts handle domestic relations cases. After 
reviewing national data sets on the handling of domestic relations, 
the Cady Initiative, named for visionary judicial leader Mark S. 
Cady, then worked with national experts to develop four core prin-
ciples to guide family courts in effective case management: use of 
a problem-solving approach, triaging cases with pathway assign-
ments, the use of data collection, evaluation, and technology, and 
stakeholder partnerships.31 

Grounded in these principles, family court leaders sought 
to make greater use of data, predictive analytics and technology. 
While this innovation is still emerging in the family law context, 
early indications are that they hold great promise for improving 

	 27	 See, e.g., Victor E. Flango & Thomas M. Clarke Reimagining Courts: 
A Design for the Twenty-First Century (2015); Peter Salem, Debra Kulak, 
& Robin M. Deutsch, Triaging Family Court Services: The Connecticut Judicial 
Branch’s Family Civil Intake Screen, 27 Pace L. Rev. 741 (2007). 
	 28	 Call to Action: Achieving Justice for All, Nat’l Ctr. for State Cts. (2016), 
https://perma.cc/F745-QQYN; Paula Hannaford-Agor, Scott Graves, & Shelley 
Spacek Miller, Civil Justice Initiative: The Landscape of Civil Litigation in State 
Courts, Nat’l Ctr. for State Cts. (2015), https://perma.cc/Q3PB-9CAJ. 
	 29	 Landscape of Domestic Relations Cases in State Courts, Nat’l Ctr. for 
State Cts. (2018), https://perma.cc/6XWB-TSKB.
	 30	 Originally known as the Family Justice Initiative, the effort was renamed 
for visionary leader Chief Justice Mark S. Cady of Iowa, who first led the effort 
prior to his untimely death in 2019. See Scott Bales & Natalie Anne Knowlton, 
IAALS Remembers Chief Justice Mark Cady, Champion of Judicial Independence 
and Family Justice Reform, Inst. for the Advancement of the Am. Legal Sys. 
(Nov. 22, 2019), https://perma.cc/79BN-T3M4. 
	 31	 Family Justice Initiative, Principles for Family Justice Reform, Nat’l Ctr. 
for State Cts. (2019), https://perma.cc/NBG8-PZVP.
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court efficiency as well as outcomes for litigants. New approaches 
in family court triage are taking shape, and are emphasizing pro-
portional response to family law disputes, guided by data and in-
formed by behavioral science. 

Importantly, family triage is also rooted in the broader civil 
justice reform movement. The Civil Justice Initiative established 
by the Conference of Chief Justices in 2013 identified triage as a 
foundational component of modern case management.32 As courts 
applied these principles to civil matters, they began to recognize 
their applicability to the more dynamic and relational context of 
family cases. Triage was increasingly seen not just to handle vol-
ume, but as a tool to create safer, more personalized, and equitable 
responses to family conflict. Leaders like Peter Salem, who called 
for replacing tiered service delivery models with integrated triage 
logic, advanced this evolution.33

B.  Defining Family Court Triage

It is important to define family court triage, and to distinguish 
the approach from differentiated case management. 

While both triage and Differentiated Case Management 
(DCM) aim to improve court efficiency, their focus and func-
tion differ. Like its medical counterpart, court triage is designed 
to assess the urgency, complexity, and risk factors present at 
filing and to route each case to an appropriate path of court 
involvement and services. This person-centered approach al-
lows courts to detect issues like domestic violence, trauma, or 
substance use—concerns that may otherwise go unreported or 
undetected.34 

By contrast, DCM is a systemic framework that uses pre-
defined tracks to guide case processing based on common 
legal characteristics, such as contested versus uncontested mat-
ters or motion practice. While triage identifies and prioritizes 
the needs of each family to determine the right level of court 

	 32	 Civil Justice Initiative: Criteria for Automating Pathway Triage in Civil 
Case Processing, Nat’l Ctr. for State Cts. (2017), https://perma.cc/7UTD-KYMJ.
	 33	 Peter Salem, The Emergence of Triage in Family Court Services: The 
Beginning of the End for Mandatory Mediation?, 47 Fam. Ct. Rev. 371 (2009).
	 34	 Amy G. Applegate et al., Screening for Intimate Partner Violence in 
Family Court Processes: Considerations and Recommendations, Nat’l Ctr. for 
State Cts. (2025), https://perma.cc/9YBC-96B6.
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intervention, DCM applies differentiated procedures and time-
lines to manage cases efficiently once they have been sorted. In 
this way, triage can be seen as the gateway to DCM, or assign-
ment to the most appropriate case management track. Together, 
they are complementary, but it is triage that ensures the voices 
and circumstances of individual families are recognized from 
the start.35

Most triage systems sort cases into three tracks to match pro-
cess to case needs:

•	 Streamlined: These are uncontested or low-conflict cases 
with few legal or factual issues. They often involve stipu-
lated agreements, defaults, or post-decree modifications. 
These cases can be resolved quickly, often without a hear-
ing or through remote participation options.

•	 Tailored Services: These are contested cases that require 
some court intervention but do not demand intensive ju-
dicial oversight. They may benefit from mediation, par-
enting classes, or other forms of structured support. The 
path can be customized based on available services in the 
jurisdiction.

•	 Judicial/Specialized: These involve serious legal or safety 
concerns, such as allegations of domestic violence, child 
endangerment, or substance abuse. They require early 
judicial engagement, frequent status conferences, and 
referrals to specialized professionals or programs. A key 
feature of this track is judicial continuity—keeping the 
same judge involved from early on through resolution.

By identifying the right pathway at the outset, courts can re-
duce bottlenecks, avoid misrouting cases, and use their limited ca-
pacity more effectively. The goal is not to shortcut justice but to 
tailor the process to the needs of the families involved.

	 35	 Alicia Davis & Natalie Knowlton, Keeping Pace with Modern Families 
in the Nation’s State Courts, Panel Presentation at the 2019 NAPCO | NCSC 
Leadership Conference, Nat’l Ass’n for Presiding Judges & Court Exec. Officers 
& Nat’l Ctr. for State Cts., Aug. 18–21, 2019, Minneapolis, Minn.
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Model Pathways for Family Justice.

  36

At its core, triage supports the principles of proportional 
justice—ensuring that simpler, uncontested matters move quickly 
while more complex or high-risk cases receive earlier and more 
intensive judicial oversight. Early screening for domestic violence, 
coercive control, and conflict enables a structured, trauma-informed 
response that both enhances efficiency and improves safety. 

The approach has been endorsed at the highest levels of court 
leadership. The Cady Initiative for Family Justice Reform urges 
courts to “aggressively triage cases at the earliest opportunity” 
to promote safety, efficiency, and better outcomes. This call to ac-
tion is echoed by the Conference of Chief Justices (CCJ) and the 
Conference of State Court Administrators (COSCA), who have 
jointly endorsed triage-based reforms as essential to transforming 
family justice.37

C.  Common Elements of Family Court Triage

The practical implementation of family court triage varies 
by jurisdiction, but a core set of common elements has emerged 
across early adopters:

	 36	 A Model Process for Family Justice Initiative Pathways, Nat’l Ctr. for 
State Cts. (2019), https://perma.cc/8GB4-SYUA. 
	 37	 Conference of Chief Justices and Conference of State Court 
Administrators, Resolution 4: In Support of a Call to Action to Redesign Justice 
Processes for Families (2020), https://perma.cc/HGL9-HSLX. 
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Common Elements of Family Court Triage

•	 An initial assessment is conducted at the time of filing to 
determine case complexity, urgency, and risk factors. 

•	 Urgent cases involving domestic violence, child abuse, or 
emergency custody are identified early. 

•	 Validated tools, such as MASIC or MASIC-S, are used to 
assess conflict, coercive control, and lethality.38

•	 Cases are sorted into differentiated pathways, such as su-
per streamlined, streamlined, mediation, or judicial tracks.

•	 Services are assigned based on identified needs, including 
parenting, education, supervised visitation, or alternative 
dispute resolution. 

	 38	 Mediator’s Assessment of Safety Issues and Concern (MASIC), 
Mediator’s Assessment of Safety Issues and Concern-Short (MASIC-S).
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