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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In the New Hampshire court system, a Guardian ad Litem (GAL) serves as an advocate for a minor’s 

best interest in family cases. GALs provide important neutral investigations in complex, high-conflict 

cases that often have seen unsuccessful mediation to help courts make more informed, fact-based 

decisions. This report evaluates the effectiveness and impact of New Hampshire’s 2025 Guardian ad 

Litem (GAL) Pilot Program. The pilot provided public funding to appoint GALs in cases involving 

indigent families in four family courts for the first time since the elimination of the state GAL fund in 

2011. Through stakeholder interviews and case file analysis using qualitative and quantitative methods, 

the report finds that the pilot expanded access to the consideration of children’s interests as 

determined by need rather than ability to pay. 

This report explains how the pilot program operated within the existing legal and procedural 

framework of the New Hampshire courts. It finds that the pilot reduced payment barriers that 

previously hindered families’ ability to access a GAL and benefit from their services. Stakeholders 

claimed the pilot provided greater opportunities for representation, though concerns regarding a 

limited GAL pool and case complexity remain. Even as long-term outcomes continue to unfold, the 

report finds that the pilot provides evidence that a state-funded GAL program can improve court 

functions and resolution surrounding cases involving indigent families. The report also provides 

recommendations for how to expand the program in a way that is sustainable and targeted to the cases 

where it is most needed. 

1  INTRODUCTION 
 

A Guardian ad Litem (GAL) is a professional advocate for a child in a court case. Their purpose is to 

neutrally provide information about parties to judges and advocate for a child’s best interests. They 

enter a case through appointment by a judge and conduct a private investigation that may influence 

judicial decisions in cases. When a GAL is appointed to a case, they begin with interviews with 

individuals relevant to the case and the child’s life (e.g., the child themselves, parents/guardians, 

teachers, doctors, etc.) and home visits. New Hampshire has two main types of GALs: Court 

Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) and Board-certified GALs. Each type mainly works on different 

cases. CASA GALs solely work on abuse and neglect cases, while Board-certified GALs largely focus 

on divorce and parental rights cases.1 CASA GAL appointment is required in abuse/neglect cases, 

while a Board-certified GAL’s appointment is optional and under the discretion of a judge. 

 

Before 2011, the GAL fund allowed judges to appoint funded GALs in cases involving indigent 

parents (defined by New Hampshire based on income thresholds) without cost to the parties. 

However, budget cuts in 2011 led to the New Hampshire Legislature passing H.B. 634, which 

eliminated the Guardian ad Litem fund. Aiding the court system has been a priority for the children 

and family committee of the N.H. legislature. With their support, an excess in funds in 2025 from the 
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New Hampshire Department of Health and Human Services, more specifically the Bureau of Child 

Support Services, was allocated to the court system with the intent to fund a pilot GAL program.2 

 

Since 2011, indigent families have faced difficulty accessing Guardians ad Litem in non-abuse or 

neglect cases, where GAL appointment is legally required. Having a GAL grants judges key insights 

into the best interests of a minor in a case, which can be utilized to make well-informed decisions. 

These insights may be missed in cases where no GAL is appointed. This inaccessibility creates a gap 

in the potential legal pathways in cases where a GAL can be afforded versus not afforded. Economic 

circumstances limiting GAL appointments impact who benefits from court services, which creates an 

inequitable justice system.  

 

In 2025, the Dartmouth Class of 1964 Policy Research Shop (PRS) produced a report titled 

“Guardians ad Litem in the New Hampshire Court System: A Pilot Program” for the New Hampshire 

Supreme Court and Director of Court Operations Heather Kulp. This first PRS project focused on 

the current state of GALs within New Hampshire, outlining findings and recommendations 

surrounding the reinstatement of the GAL fund through the then-proposed pilot program. The 

project identified several issues affecting the modern GAL system in New Hampshire: 1) inadequate 

training and certification processes, 2) compensation challenges, 3) a significant decrease in the 

number of GALs working in the state, and 4) an inequitable distribution of services. The PRS 

researchers also applied insights from the GAL systems in Massachusetts, Vermont, Minnesota, and 

Maine to inform ideas for New Hampshire’s approach to the pilot program. These comparisons 

suggested that structured public funding, paired with clear training standards and oversight, could 

improve both access to and consistency of GAL services. However, because the pilot had not yet been 

implemented, the report was limited to proposing solutions rather than evaluating how a publicly 

funded system would function in practice, leaving a key gap that this report aims to address.3    

2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 
This report evaluates the 2025 New Hampshire Guardian ad Litem Pilot Program to assess its impact 

on equity, court efficiency, and case outcomes and to inform future decisions about publicly funded 

GAL appointments in New Hampshire. It builds on research conducted by the Policy Research Shop 

in 2025, which analyzed issues affecting the GAL system in New Hampshire and provided 

recommendations for reform of the system and for the pilot’s design. Assessing the pilot program can 

help policymakers chart the future of state-funded Guardian ad Litem programs in New Hampshire. 

Thus, we address three main questions: 1) How did the New Hampshire GAL Pilot Program impact 

the workflow and functions of judges, GALs, and clerks within cases involving indigent families?         

2) How did the pilot impact broader concerns of equity in the New Hampshire justice system? and   

3) What operational lessons can be drawn from the pilot to inform future program structure in New 

Hampshire? 
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3 BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
To evaluate the impact of the 2025 Guardian ad Litem Pilot Program, it is necessary to understand 

the role GALs play in family court, the structural changes after the elimination of public funding in 

2011, and the context that led to the pilot’s implementation. This section details the function of GALs, 

the inequities that emerged post-2011, and existing research that informs expectations for the pilot 

program’s outcomes. 

3.1 THE ROLE OF GUARDIANS AD LITEM IN FAMILY COURT DECISION-MAKING 

The pilot program paid for GALs appointed in indigent family cases from late June 2025 to late 

September 2025 within four Family Division courts: Franklin, Keene, Rochester, and Laconia. The 

pilot program involved eight judges across these courts, who were appointed from a pre-approved list 

of five GALs across 21 cases. The pilot aimed to provide better access to GALs in parenting cases, 

where judges could appoint a GAL as they saw fit without concern for whether the parties could 

afford their services. The pilot was funded from the New Hampshire Bureau of Child Support Services 

(BCSS) within the New Hampshire Department of Health and Human Services, a departure from the 

previous appropriations from the New Hampshire Legislature directly to the courts.4 

 

Family cases often unfold during periods of high emotional instability, and standard court proceedings 

can provide only a limited view of a child’s lived circumstances. Judges therefore frequently rely on 

Guardians ad Litem (GALs) to offer a neutral, child-centered perspective that reflects life outside the 

courtroom. GALs conduct interviews, observe interactions, and communicate with schools and 

medical providers to develop recommendations specific to the child’s best interests.5 This investigative 

approach aligns with widely adopted child welfare standards, including those issued by the National 

Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, which emphasize that decision-making about custody 

requires information on the child’s home environment, relationships, and well-being beyond what is 

present in legal filings.6  

 

GAL involvement can provide clarifying information in contested custody cases, especially when 

parental conflict makes it difficult to determine the best interest of the child.7 The American Bar 

Association’s Standards of Practice for Lawyers Representing Children note that children’s 

perspectives are often underrepresented in legal processes; GALs help ensure their experiences are 

considered even when they cannot express them in court.8  

 

Previous research in New Hampshire suggests that Guardians ad Litem are most often used in the 

most complex family cases where courts face the greatest challenges in balancing fairness and the 

child’s best interests. In New Hampshire, through a report conducted by Dartmouth’s Policy Research 

Shop, interviews conducted with judges and court officials revealed the importance of GALs for both 

fairness and efficiency. The authors found that cases with GALs took longer to reach an initial 

disposition (mean 416 days versus 198 days without GALs) and were more likely to be reopened (76 

percent versus 32 percent). The quantitative analysis of more than 100,000 divorce and parenting cases 
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between 2000 and 2023 led the authors to conclude that a currently unmeasurable factor of case 

complexity may explain patterns in GAL appointment and case length.9 The pilot’s smaller scale (21 

cases) allows for closer examination of how GAL involvement shapes decision-making in indigent 

cases, beyond what the administrative data alone revealed.10  

3.2 CASES WITH INDIGENT FAMILIES POST-2011 

Without public GAL funding beginning in 2011, only wealthier families could pay for GAL services. 

When the GAL program lost funding, the burden of cost shifted to parents and affected fair access 

to GALs.11 The lack of public funding for GALs changed which children had their opinions unbiasedly 

represented with a GAL report. Families with more financial resources continued to hire GALs, while 

those without the financial means went without. This resulted in what many stakeholders called a two-

tier system of GAL representation in which access to a GAL correlated with income. Before the 2011 

funding cuts, New Hampshire courts appointed GALs in approximately 1,000–1,200 cases per year, 

representing 15–20 percent of all parenting and divorce cases statewide.12  
 

After public funding ended, access to Guardians ad Litem became increasingly limited to families who 

could afford to pay privately, while indigent families were largely excluded from GAL appointments. 

While higher-income families continued to hire and compensate GALs, indigent families were often 

unable to do so. As a result, overall demand for GAL services declined, leading many GALs to take 

on fewer cases or leave the profession, which reduced the overall supply of GALs available to the 

court system. Court data from 2000–2023 show that before 2011 (i.e. when public funding existed), 

indigent families accounted for 35–40 percent of all GAL appointments. Notably, after state funding 

ended, appointments to cases with indigent families fell to nearly zero. Over the same period and due 

to the contraction of court-appointed GALs, the number of active GALs dropped from around 260 

to 63.13 Differences in families’ court experiences based on income or wealth extended beyond issues 

of interest representation, as judges previously reported that cases without GAL involvement often 

required more time to resolve, involved greater emotional escalation, and resulted in outcomes that 

lacked sufficient grounding from all parties involved.14  

3.3 PILOT PROGRAM OVERVIEW 

 

The pilot program was introduced to address the gap in access to GAL services that emerged after 

the elimination of state funding in 2011. The program allowed GAL appointments for indigent 

families in four Family Division courts (Franklin, Keene, Laconia, and Rochester), chosen due to the 

courts’ high proportion of indigent families. Figure 1 illustrates the geography of these counties and 

the coverage of the courts involved in the pilot. Table 1 includes background information for each 

pilot circuit court, including the specific cities and towns in their service area. Three out of the four 

selected courts do not have full-county jurisdiction, so not every parenting and divorce case in each 

county was eligible for the pilot. These jurisdictional distinctions are noted in Table 1. Compared to 

the Franklin and Keene courts, which shared their respective counties with two other Family Division 
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Circuit Courts, Laconia, which is the sole provider in its county, and Rochester, which is one of two 

in its county, had larger numbers of pilot cases with GALs. The judge in each court was given 

discretion as to what cases they appointed pilot-funded GALs to.  

 

Figure 1: Family Courts Involved in GAL Pilot Program 

 
SOURCE: Created by authors. https://studio.ultimaps.com/editor?create=united-states-new-hampshire 
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Table 1: Family Courts in GAL Pilot Program Description 

Pilot Circuit Court 4th Circuit - Family 

Division - Laconia 
6th Circuit - Family 

Division – Franklin 
7th Circuit – Family 

Division – Rochester 
8th Circuit – Family 

Division - Keene 

Jurisdiction City of Laconia and the 

towns of Meredith, New 

Hampton, Gilford, Belmont, 

Alton, Gilmanton, Center 

Harbor, and Barnstead 

City of Franklin and the towns 

of Northfield, Danbury, 

Andover, Boscawen, 

Salisbury, Hill, Webster, 

Sanbornton, Tilton, Lochmere 

and Winnisquam 

City of Rochester and the 

towns of Barrington, Milton, 

New Durham, Farmington, 

Strafford, and Middleton. 

Alstead, Chesterfield, Gilsum, 

Harrisville, Hinsdale, Keene, 

Marlborough, Marlow, Nelson, 

Richmond, Roxbury, Stoddard, 

Sullivan, Surry, Swanzey, Troy, 

Walpole, Westmoreland, and 

Winchester 

County Belknap Merrimack Strafford Cheshire 

Number of Circuit 

Courts in County 
1 3 2 2 

Number of pilot 

cases with GALs 

8 3 7 3 

SOURCE: Find a Court. New Hampshire Judicial Branch. (n.d.). https://www.courts.nh.gov/your-visit/find-court#circuit 

 

Previous research suggested that any reintroduction of public funding would be more beneficial if 

accompanied by evaluation mechanisms and staged implementation rather than automatic statewide 

adoption.15 The pilot represents an evidence-building phase, intended to clarify what works and what 

infrastructure is necessary before broader legislative efforts. The DHHS used the pilot to test 

feasibility and administrative workflow before considering any broader policy decisions.  

  

The pilot represents the collaboration of multiple institutions and perspectives, including those of four 

key stakeholders, namely, 1) judges, 2) GALs, 3) indigent parents, and 4) court administrators. We 

organize our research methodology around gaining purchase on these four perspectives to inform our 

research questions.  

 

First, judges are responsible for determining whether a GAL is needed in each case and evaluating the 

usefulness of GAL recommendations in shaping an informed decision accounting for the child’s well-

being. Their feedback is important for understanding how the pilot affects judicial efficiency and 

completeness of case file information.  

 

Importantly, the feasibility of the GAL program at large relies on individuals being incentivized to 

pursue being a GAL as a career. The workload, compensation rates, and access to training and support 

for each GAL employee ultimately influence whether the pilot model can be sustained through 

recruitment and retention. Past workforce research has shown that retention among GALs is closely 

tied to predictable reimbursement and manageable caseload volume.16  

 

For indigent parents, the pilot primarily changes access to GAL services, which can shape both case 

dynamics and perceptions of fairness. For many, this may be the first time they have received GAL 

support, which may shape both the case substance and their perception of fairness in proceedings. 
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Not all indigent families experience positive interactions with GALs, as their reports may not reflect 

one or more parents’ perception of what is best for their children.  

 

Finally, court administrators’ (including clerks) capacity directly affects whether a funded GAL model 

can operate smoothly. These stakeholders manage administrative processes that facilitate appointment 

systems, including scheduling, documentation, and communication between judges, GALs, and 

parties. The New Hampshire Legislature, especially the Children and Family Law Committee that has 

specific jurisdiction over these issues, is in charge of court funding and would be responsible for 

paying for future iterations of the pilot program. The court itself would decide whether to pursue a 

budgetary allocation to support the pilot should it be expanded, modified, or discontinued based on 

evidence.  

3.4 GAL APPOINTMENT, TRAINING, AND OVERSIGHT STRUCTURE IN NEW 

HAMPSHIRE 

GALs in New Hampshire are not state employees. Instead, they work as independent contractors who 

take court appointments. Certification and oversight are handled by the Guardian ad Litem Board, 

which is housed within the New Hampshire Office of Professional Licensure and Certification in the 

executive branch. The board sets standards indicating what qualifications are required for GALs, 

oversees training requirements, and maintains the official roster of practitioners. The Board includes 

members from legal, mental health, and public policy backgrounds.17  
 

To become certified, an individual must complete a state-approved training program, participate in 

case observations, pass background checks, and meet professional development requirements.18 

Training typically covers child development, communication and interviewing strategies, family 

systems, and courtroom expectations. Although different GALs receive similar core training, they 

enter the field from a variety of professional backgrounds, including as counselors, attorneys, and 

mediators. The 2011 elimination of state funding for Guardian ad Litem services significantly affected 

this system. Without reliable reimbursement, many GALs saw a reduced number of cases they could 

accept, and some left the field entirely.19  
 

Finally, program efficacy crucially depends upon oversight to ensure that the GALs are completing 

their job. Oversight of GALs occurs primarily through the Guardian ad Litem Board’s disciplinary 

review process and through judicial discretion during appointment and case proceedings. However, 

because GALs are not employees of the court system, judges do not directly supervise their daily work, 

which can make ensuring consistency difficult. Evaluating the pilot, therefore, rests on evaluating both 

case outcomes and the interaction of new funding with existing training requirements and workforce 

capacity.20  
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3.5 EXISTING RESEARCH AND OPEN QUESTIONS 

While there is limited research specific to the New Hampshire GAL system, national research shows 

that child-centered representation can improve case stability and that these benefits depend heavily 

on how the GAL role is structured and supported. Research further suggests that the representation 

of children’s interests and experiences in family court can vastly improve case stability and reduce the 

likelihood of relitigation. When judges receive evidence-based recommendations from GAL reports 

that use information from home environments, schools, and service providers, courts are better 

equipped to issue parenting plans that endure over time. However, the same literature also cautions 

that the effectiveness of Guardians ad Litem is contingent on the role’s structure.21 In particular, 

consistent training standards, professional supervision, and manageable caseloads are necessary to 

ensure that GALs have sufficient time and expertise to conduct investigations. Without this support, 

GAL recommendations may become more inconsistent or overly reliant on limited interaction, 

undermining their intended stabilizing effect.22  
 

In New Hampshire, previous analyses have shown that GAL use correlates with increased case 

duration due to higher case complexity. After controlling for the number of children, number of case 

events, and court, GAL assignment remained associated with about 95 additional days to disposition, 

a 13-percentage-point higher probability of reopening, and about 1.4 additional parenting plan filings 

per case.23 Rather than suggesting that the appointment of GALs prolongs case durations, the authors 

argued that these patterns likely reflect the fact that GALs are appointed in cases where information 

gaps or child concerns already require more judicial attention. Longer timelines can signal more careful 

investigation and ongoing monitoring of children’s needs, rather than inefficiency. The 2025 report 

on NH GALs documented training requirements and comparative models in other states, but it could 

not evaluate the pilot because implementation had not yet begun. 

3.6 PREVIOUS REPORT & RESEARCH NEED 

The 2025 PRS report focused on the consequences of eliminating public funding for GALs in 2011 

and provided a briefing on the gaps in representation for indigent families. Judges and practitioners 

interviewed reported that the absence of GALs left courts without reliable information about 

children’s needs. 

 

The current project builds on the previous PRS report by examining how a publicly funded GAL 

system works. The pilot program offered an opportunity to move from hypothesis and diagnosis to 

testing a potential solution. By studying how the pilot functioned, we can assess how a funded program 

impacts various stakeholders and whether it can operate effectively within New Hampshire’s court 

system. This report, therefore, asks whether publicly funded GAL appointments improve how judges 

resolve indigent family cases and what lessons the pilot offers for future expansion. 
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4   METHODOLOGY 

This section outlines the methodology we used to determine the pilot program’s impact on court 

stakeholders, processes, and equity in divorce, separation, and parental planning cases among indigent 

families. Though long-term goals include increasing parenting time and engagement, the pilot’s 

effectiveness can be defined by whether there is a positive impact on cases and case stakeholders 

through the court process. Specifically, this impact can be defined through two key areas: 1) improving 

the quality of parenting plans and the number of amendments to parenting plans, judged as whether 

they better reflect the interests of the children, and 2) improving judges’ decision-making, as 

determined by whether there is new information from the GALs that would not necessarily otherwise 

have been uncovered but is important to the ruling/outcome of the case. To determine the pilot’s 

effectiveness, we utilized two main methods: 1) expert interviews with judges, court administrators, 

and GALs, and 2) data analysis comparing pilot cases and non-pilot cases involving indigent families 

during the pilot period using their case file information.  

4.1 INTERVIEWS 

We conducted 10 expert interviews, including four judges, two GALs, two circuit court clerks, a circuit 

court case manager, and a circuit court administrator for the New Hampshire Judicial Branch.  

 

Each stakeholder group was included to gain different information:  

● New Hampshire GALs: GALs spoke about their experiences with the New Hampshire 

courts prior to and during their pilot, how they believe the pilot impacted equity in the justice 

system, and any recommendations they have to improve the pilot. 

● New Hampshire Judges: Interviews with judges were similar to interviews with GALs, but 

judges were also asked how the presence of GALs impacted the court processes they presided 

over. 

● New Hampshire Court Administrators: The clerks were asked about their role in the pilot, 

how administrative processes worked prior to the pilot, and how the pilot impacted them. 

 

We did not interview the families involved in pilot cases. At the time of writing, many pilot cases are 

still ongoing. We felt that it would be inappropriate to ask families to share sensitive information about 

their cases. Incorporating families’ perspectives may be more feasible for future researchers, who can 

talk to families once their cases have been completed. Their perspectives were sought in case file 

analysis and through answers to questions from other stakeholders. 

 

Interview content included four sections: 

● Background: Stakeholders shared their background in the New Hampshire family court 

system, including their years of experience, career trajectory, type of work conducted, and 

other general information.  

● Perspective on the system prior to the pilot: Stakeholders discussed the system prior to the 

pilot program. This included a discussion of how court cases with indigent families functioned, 
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how the elimination of the GAL fund in 2011 impacted equity, and other aspects of the system 

prior to the implementation of the pilot program. 

● Experience with the pilot: Stakeholders were asked about the extent of their engagement 

with the pilot, such as the cases they were involved with. They were also asked how GALs 

who participated in the pilot impacted court processes—including case timelines, hearings, 

and administrative processes—and how the pilot impacted equity in the justice system. 

● Recommendations: Stakeholders were asked about any aspects of the pilot that they felt 

needed to be improved if the pilot were to be continued. This included questions about 

administrative processes, possible expansion opportunities, and other improvements that 

could be made to make the pilot more effective in the future.  

 

These interviews thus serve as the foundation for our qualitative analysis of the pilot’s impact on 

equity, court processes, and administrative feasibility. 

4.2 CASE FILE EVALUATION AND COURT DATA ANALYSIS 

We used case file analysis to assess how GALs influence case dynamics and judicial decision-making 

and court data analysis to identify patterns in outcomes and evaluate claims from stakeholder 

interviews. 

4.2.1 COURT DATA COLLECTION 

The purpose of our data collection was two-fold: (i) the court data analysis would help verify the 

claims made in stakeholder interviews, and (ii) the court data would provide additional dimensions of 

analysis to gauge the pilot’s effectiveness. We made two court visits, one to the Family Division in 

Laconia, where we reviewed files from Laconia and Franklin, and one to the Family Division in Keene. 

Given time constraints, we only reviewed eleven pilot cases from Keene, Franklin, and Laconia. Of 

the eleven cases, seven were parenting cases, two were divorce cases, and one was a petition to register 

a foreign order.24 The cases were distributed unevenly across the three courts, with most of the pilot 

cases coming from Laconia (Table 2). We filtered for cases involving indigent families using the 

Motion to Reduce or Waive Filing Fee document, the Mediation Payment Worksheet, and any 

financial information listed in other documents.25  

 

We also included nine cases involving indigent families where no GAL was appointed (hereafter 

referred to as “non-pilot cases”) from around the same period as the pilot to provide a similar-sized 

comparison group, recognizing that this will still be a smaller exploratory analysis. We cannot provide 

a definitive causal analysis determining differences between these two groups of cases, as GALs were 

not randomly assigned in the pilot. All the data we collected has been aggregated to maintain 

anonymity, and no personally identifiable information was mentioned in this report.  

 

A list of all possible case documents that can be found in the case files is available on the New 

Hampshire Judicial Branch’s website.26 We reviewed each document type to get a better understanding 

of the potential data each file could contain. We created tracking documents for each case that 
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summarized case events and any information we deemed relevant to our analysis. Importantly, certain 

documents were withheld from the case files we reviewed due to privacy concerns. Finally, for each 

case file, we wrote a report that helped us to understand the qualitative impact the GAL had in this 

case.  

 

Table 2: Breakdown of GAL Pilot and Non-Pilot Comparison Cases by Court Examined 

Pilot Cases Non-pilot Comparison Cases 

Franklin Keene Laconia Franklin Keene Laconia 

2 3 6 0 0 9 

 

 

Some documents we reviewed to gauge effectiveness were (in alphabetical order): 

1. Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) Reports 

2. GAL Reports 

3. GAL Statement - itemization of a GAL’s fees and expenses and log of GAL activities 

4. Hearing summaries 

5. Judge decrees, rulings, and orders 

6. Mediation Participation Agreement 

7. Motions 

8. Parenting Plans  

9. Petitions 

10. Pre-Trial Conference Reports 

 

4.2.2 COURT DATA ANALYSIS 

We draw on pre-existing literature surrounding evaluations of GAL programs, including the 2025 PRS 

report, to determine areas where we can measure the impact GALs have made in their cases. 

 

To ensure consistent methodologies, we chose two criteria for analysis: 

1. GALs’ impact on parenting plans 

2. GALs’ impact on judge rulings 

 

We also qualitatively analyzed the court orders, looking for instances where a GAL was cited and made 

recommendations on parenting plans, which often reflected information gathered by the GAL in their 

investigation. Changes in parenting plans in orders and court rulings may indicate that the GAL’s 

investigation uncovered greater context surrounding the case and that the court is confident enough 

in the investigation to integrate the GAL’s findings into the court rulings. This also reflects that 

parenting plans are often in a state of flux and that the GAL’s work helps keep decisions in line with 
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the current realities of the case. The 2025 PRS report found that cases involving GALs were often 

associated with a greater number of parenting plans, as cases with GALs are often more complex.27 A 

report on the GAL impact on child abuse and neglect cases by the U.S. Department of Justice found 

that a greater number of parenting plans reflected effectiveness, serving as an indicator that a GAL 

has taken effort to monitor the case and recommend adjustments to parental plans when situations 

change.28  

 

Many cases go through several iterations of parenting plans before a final one is either agreed upon 

by the parties or decided by the judge. Analyzing the number of amendments to the parenting plan 

can help assess case complexity, contentiousness, and the court’s ability to monitor and reflect changes 

in case conditions in its decisions, which, with a GAL, may be more effective. Consequently, analyzing 

the number of amendments to the parenting plan can be used in our comparison between GAL and 

non-pilot cases. 

 

Further, we also qualitatively analyzed the amendments themselves to see whether we believed they 

reflected greater nuance and understanding of the case and the parties. These amendments often 

occurred during hearings or in court orders, so we assessed whether there was evidence that GAL 

recommendations aligned with judicial outcomes by referencing the GAL and their findings. If a 

recommendation by the GAL was reflected in the ruling, we inferred that the GAL had some influence 

on the judge’s ruling. When GALs are explicitly cited in orders and rulings, it shows real impacts on 

judge decision-making and the helpfulness of the GAL.  

5   RESULTS 

The results are presented as follows: the pilot’s impact on equity; the impact on procedural and 

administrative function; the impact on court actions; a comparison of pilot and non-pilot cases; and a 

summary of the findings. 

5.1 PILOT IMPACT ON EQUITY 

We discuss the pilot’s impact on equity according to how it expanded the opportunity to access GALs, 

standardized rules and expectations for GALs in cases, provided a return to the status quo, and 

garnered positive observations from stakeholders on equity expansion. 

5.1.1 EXPANDED OPPORTUNITY FOR A GUARDIAN AD LITEM 

One important contribution of the pilot is the increased access to broader interest representation. It 

gave children access to legal advocates who would have otherwise been inaccessible because of their 

parents' financial means. The pilot program expanded the opportunity for children’s interests to be 

heard in New Hampshire communities. During pilot program, Guardians ad Litem were appointed to 

help 28 New Hampshire children across 21 different parenting and divorce cases. These cases likely 

would not have received a GAL without the pilot. In all parenting and divorce cases, whether involving 
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higher- or lower-income families, the point of a GAL's work is to influence an outcome that first and 

foremost benefits the child or children. Further, outside of the source of payment, GALs did not 

operate in pilot cases any differently than they normally do. According to our interviews, indigency 

did not alter the quality or care of GAL work, and so the same level of service was available to cases 

selected to receive a pilot-funded GAL. 

 

GALs can help with complicated, ongoing cases by organizing copious details into information that 

supports a child’s best interest in a judge’s decision. In many pilot cases, a GAL offered a previously 

unused method for case determination. Many of the pilot cases had been filed long before the program 

began. In more “mature” cases like these, the option for judges to appoint a funded GAL gave the 

opportunity for a new aid for rulings that previously was inaccessible. Many cases that received pilot 

program funding were cases that had previously been closed and subsequently reopened, for reasons 

such as changes in family or financial circumstances or new petitions from parents. A number of these 

cases have gone on for several years or have reopened after a long period of time. For most cases, 

they had never previously had a GAL appointed, which means they may have missed out on substantial 

legal aid for case resolution. This may indicate that financial limitations previously prevented judges 

from choosing to appoint a GAL. Similarly, in reopened or long-term cases, multiple rounds of court-

ordered mediation did not settle cases or were refused by the parties. For cases like these, gaining 

access to a GAL offered a new direction forward when existing opportunities had been exhausted. 

 

It is important to note that not every parenting case with indigent parents filed during the pilot period 

needed a GAL. In one such case we reviewed, the parties were responsive to mediation and had 

minimally contentious proceedings and, while eligible for the pilot, did not receive a GAL. This speaks 

to the point of equalizing the guardian ad litem system and making GALs accessible without regard 

to need. The ability to provide a GAL does not mean all cases will get one, but the cases and children 

that might benefit from a GAL can get one. 

 

5.1.2 STANDARDIZED RULES FOR GALS IN CASES 

The pilot set standardized rules for the payment expectations for GALs and the payment process they 

would conduct in cases they were appointed to. The program mandated that all pilot-funded GALs 

be paid the same hourly rate, $125 per hour, and there was a fee limit of $3,000.29 In regular cases, 

GAL cost is divided among parties at the judge’s discretion. For pilot cases, the payment did not need 

to be divided, and parties’ financial standing did not need consideration. Judges retained the discretion 

to set specific areas for investigation and allowances for GALs, such as drafting parenting plans, in 

their Order on Appointment of GAL. In pilot cases, GALs could address case needs without the 

personal finances of the parties playing a factor. Additionally, once a GAL was appointed to a pilot 

case, their statements or other court documents indicated a continuous presence in the case. 

Statements from judges reference the GAL's updates within their cases. Each case was given the same 

baseline funds for service but still allowed judges to give specific direction for investigations, allowing 

for more equitable service. 
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5.1.3 RETURN TO THE PREVIOUS GAL SYSTEM CONDITIONS 

Before 2011, there was a state fund to pay GALs in parenting and divorce cases among indigent 

families. Numerous interviewees were a part of New Hampshire’s legal landscape during this earlier 

period. Several directly expressed that having access to the pilot program fund felt like a return to the 

more equitable system New Hampshire previously had. In several cases, parties faced filing fees or 

costs for mediation. With the pilot program, the added cost of a GAL was not a further financial 

burden. 

 

5.1.4 POSITIVE STAKEHOLDER OBSERVATIONS ON EXPANDED EQUITY 

Notably, all interviewees identified the cost of GALs as a critical factor in their appointment. GALs 

were thankful that the pilot allowed them to serve a wider range of people, removed any uncertainty 

about receiving payment, and allowed them to assist cases they observed as needing their services. 

Judges explained that not considering finances in cases allowed them to prioritize the case and party 

needs, which they universally believed allowed them to better serve their role. This is a major shift 

from how judges usually conduct cases with indigent families, where finances are a constant limitation. 

One case filing from a judicial officer expressed that “The Court has relied heavily on the GAL's 

preliminary report and her statements during the Temporary Hearing.”30 One judge said the pilot 

worked like an “on and off switch for fixing inequalities” and was a tool to equalize the justice system. 

Further, multiple judges noted that hearings in cases with GALs proceed more smoothly, and such 

cases require fewer hearings and fewer requests for emergency relief.31 Overall, the pilot provided 

judges the ability to fairly consider every case and determine the need for a GAL by the status of the 

case and not the parties' financial status. Court staff expressed that some parties who did receive GALs 

were happy about getting a “new eye” on their case and suggested parties felt the additional support 

from the GAL’s appointment illustrated that the court cared about them and their case. 

5.2 PROCEDURAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE IMPACT 

GAL’s appointment efficacy is not necessarily visible in case outcomes; however, we might measure 

their impact on the administration of court proceedings. Several pieces of evidence indicate many 

parties, both petitioners and respondents, appreciated a GAL’s contribution to the court process. In 

one case, both parties assented to a motion to continue and delay their final hearing in order to give 

their GAL more time to conduct his report. The parents were described as “cooperative” with his 

requests and attempts at interventions. In the same case one party “did not want to take a chance by 

rushing [the] investigation,” which indicates that parties can feel like their side is better understood 

thanks to a GAL.32 While it is difficult to observe the true opinions of parties on their court-appointed 

GALs, it is rare in the case files we examined for parties to openly oppose having one added to their 

case. 
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5.2.1 PROCEDURAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE IMPACT 

Interviews with judges, GALs, and court clerks revealed that the pilot had little impact on regular 

court proceedings but had a notable effect on administrative processes, including expanding access 

and reducing logistical barriers within a case. The pilot did not impose any structural changes but used 

the existing court proceedings to remove financial and logistical barriers to appointing GALs, 

indirectly affecting how cases proceed. 

 

5.2.2 CONTINUITY OF PROCEDURAL STRUCTURE 

The pilot program introduced undemanding new procedures on the courts that were simple to adjust 

to. Court staff stated that the pilot did not introduce additional, burdensome procedural steps, nor did 

it significantly affect their procedures or function when dealing with GAL cases. The clerks 

interviewed described the GAL appointment process as seamless and no impediment to their regular 

workload at this volume of extra GAL cases. This emphasizes that GAL appointment and case 

processing followed the same sequence as in non-pilot cases.33 More specifically, the procedural steps 

remained unchanged, beginning with judges issuing GAL appointment orders followed by staff 

contacting available GALs in the region for availability. If an agreement was reached, GALs would 

begin investigations and submit findings. The courts would include GAL input into ongoing 

proceedings and provide additional tasks as needed. 

 

The procedural continuity between pilot and non-pilot cases can also be seen in case documents. The 

court managed the parties in the case through Motions for Contempt, which entail compelling one 

party to follow court orders or imposing consequences for violation, and Orders Addressing 

Communication, which set rules that clarify how the parents communicate with each other and with 

the court. Judges can also approve a Motion for Ex Parte Relief, which is a request by one party asking 

the court to issue an immediate order without notifying or hearing from the other party first, typically 

arising from urgent safety concerns.34  

 

Finally, the presence of a GAL did not change how actions were filed but just added an additional 

participant within the same procedural framework. In both pilot and non-pilot cases, judges used these 

tools to manage the flow of court proceedings. Additional procedures in pilot cases consist of status 

conferences and scheduling orders to determine the time and method by which GALs present findings 

to the court and GAL-related stipulations adopted by the court that define or expand the scope of the 

GAL’s investigation.35 This is consistent with the pilot’s design, requiring GALs to perform standard 

investigative tasks such as interviews, record review, and recommendations pursuant to existing 

judicial orders, rather than creating new procedural mechanisms. 
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5.2.3 PAYMENT PROCESS 

GAL payment proceedings underwent significant changes under the new pilot program. Prior to the 

pilot, GALs relied on payment from the parties involved, a process that can be prone to disputes over 

fee distribution between the parties, especially if the parents involved have different income levels. 

This is reflected in a GAL case before the pilot in 2023, where the GAL filed a Motion to Compel 

Payment due to their inability to collect payment from the family, showing how payment issues could 

become part of a court action. Under the pilot, GAL services were provided at no cost to the eligible 

parties, and compensation was standardized across pilot courts, eliminating price negotiations and 

payment delays.36 The interviewed GALs additionally noted that this reduced administrative friction 

and removed the need for court involvement in fee disputes.37 As the pilot reduced procedural burdens 

and removed payment uncertainty from the parents, GALs received more timely compensation for 

their hourly work. 

 

5.2.4 CONSTRAINTS: AVAILABILITY AND TIMING 

Interviews showed GAL availability is a consistent administrative barrier to appointing one to a case, 

regardless of a case being a pilot case or not. The increase in funding provided the judges with 

opportunities to hire GALs, but only from the existing eligible pool. Finding an available GAL could 

delay appointments and take the longest amount of time compared to other administrative tasks.38 

The nature of the pilot exacerbated this challenge already faced by the court, as the judges mentioned 

a small pool of GALs who can work in the court’s geography, affecting appointments prior to the 

pilot.39  

 

These delays may be reflected in case timelines. In some cases, the GAL is not appointed until a period 

after initial proceedings have already begun, rather than at filing. Furthermore, a shortage in GALs 

caused some GALs to take on a high volume of cases across different courts, affecting pacing even 

after appointments. Although the pilot effectively removed financial barriers and administrative 

burdens, capacity constraints remained a key limitation. 

 

5.2.5 CLERK WORKLOAD 

Clerks noted minor adjustments for the pilot cases, which had minimal impact on their workload. 

Administrative differences were limited to marking the case as funded by the pilot, using a designated 

GAL assignment list consisting of all the GALs who agreed to participate in the pilot, and routing 

payment documentation to the GALs. The clerks said there were no hurdles to the pilot program that 

impeded or complicated their work, showing the administrative feasibility for program expansion.40  

 

Administrative workload is heavily shaped by case dynamics, which is not an issue limited to pilot 

cases. In some cases, service issues such as unserved documents or returned mail limited early-stage 

progress and added administrative burdens for the clerks.41 Parent noncompliance with court 
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procedures occurs independent of GAL appointments and can lengthen timelines and increase 

complexity, further demonstrating how pilot administrative procedures do not occupy clerks’ or the 

court’s time compared to party noncompliance. 

5.3 PILOT GAL IMPACT ON COURT ACTIONS 

Critically, the GALs in pilot cases often helped to make sense of accusations and parse out which 

complaints were founded and which were embellished. In this way, GALs’ investigations gave neutral 

and reliable information to judges, information that influences the potential rulings and decisions 

judges might make. GALs work to differentiate facts from the large quantities of subjective and 

partisan information, which often characterized pilot cases. They gave the relevant information in an 

unbiased manner and avoided the granular details and irrelevant minutia found in the numerous 

motions and documents that parties can file. GALs served as a monitoring mechanism; as they 

conducted their investigations, they often pointed out how case conditions had changed and what 

could be done to the parenting plan to update it for the current situation. The complexity of cases 

further supports this finding. Many cases without a GAL, and pilot cases before a GAL was 

introduced, were accompanied by serious allegations (e.g., substance abuse, child abuse and neglect). 

In such cases, it was often difficult to discern whether these allegations were truthful or partisan 

attempts to discredit the other party. The GAL could parse through and select important information 

from their interviews to help judges make decisions. For instance, in cases with accusations of drug 

abuse, GALs often gave insight into the current drug use of the respective parties.  

 

It is a common occurrence for GALs and their opinions to be directly cited in the case files. Once a 

GAL report has been submitted, it is often heavily relied upon. In interviews, judges expressed that 

they have certain criteria for decisions in parenting cases. GALs are familiar with these criteria and 

tailor their investigations accordingly. Consequently, GALs help judges make better decisions, which 

benefits the cases they preside over. While judges did not always implement GALs’ recommendations 

in their rulings, the ones that did often showed greater nuance in that they seemed to better reflect 

current case conditions. For instance, GALs could provide updates on the status of a party’s recovery 

from drug abuse and recommendations on parental visitation rights, contempt of court proceedings, 

and other issues. Such issues would not have been brought to the attention of the court or may have 

previously been harder to prove due to contradictory testimony from the other side.42  

 

Outside of their recommendations to the judge, GALs engaged with the court by filing required 

documents (i.e., a GAL Statement to document their hours and activities) as well as filing motions for 

continuances to request more time to compile their report. This, along with the time it takes for GALs 

to conduct their investigation, often means cases with GALs take longer than those that do not have 

one. While cases with GALs are not necessarily as efficient, the added time GALs take to engage with 

the cases leads to a more nuanced process.  
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5.4 PILOT AND NON-PILOT COMPARISON 

In addition to pilot cases, our team also collected information on cases involving indigent families that 

were not a part of the pilot and did not have a GAL appointed to them. We hoped to compare these 

two different groups of cases to qualitatively determine the impact of GALs on the cases they were a 

part of.   

 

We found little difference in the party’s incomes, representation status, and complexity between the 

pilot and non-pilot cases. However, comparisons between the two categories of cases may not be 

advisable given the non-pilot cases have only been open for around a year, whereas the pilot cases 

have been open for many years or, in some cases, nearly a decade. 

 

Qualitatively, pilot cases and non-pilot cases shared many similarities. Parties were exclusively indigent 

in the non-pilot cases we reviewed, and most were self-represented. Many of these non-pilot cases 

were also accompanied by allegations of substance abuse, child abuse/neglect, or other allegations. It 

appeared during case review that many of these non-pilot cases could have also benefited from a GAL.  

 

Compared to non-pilot indigent cases, there were far more instances of contempt proceedings and 

other markers of contention, such as objections, in the pilot cases. This suggests that pilot cases may 

be more contentious than non-pilot cases. It may be that, given that these non-pilot cases are less than 

a year old, there has been no time for contempt proceedings to develop yet, and there have been fewer 

court decisions to object to. In addition, while pilot cases had more amendments to parenting plans 

than those of nonpilot cases, this could be because the pilot cases, on average, had lasted for longer. 

Consequently, we cannot come to a conclusion about whether the presence of a GAL in pilot cases 

impacted the frequency of amendments to parenting plans. However, we could see that in cases with 

GALs, amendments to parenting plans felt well-justified and were a good reflection of the current 

state of the case, which likely improved case outcomes. 

 

The split of cases between family courts also differs between the pilot and non-pilot cases we reviewed. 

Our case file analysis draws on the Laconia, Keene, and Franklin family courts (Table 2), whereas all 

nine non-pilot comparison cases came from the Laconia court. This further limits our ability to make 

comparisons.  

 

However, our ability to draw comparisons between this sample of pilot and non-pilot cases is limited 

because of differences in the length of the cases in each group. Pilot cases, on average, have been open 

for longer than the non-pilot indigent cases we reviewed, which have been open since the pilot 

program began in July of 2025. Many of these newer cases have not progressed through the legal 

process as fully, and, therefore, their case files do not contain as many indexes and filings. While many 

of the non-pilot indigent comparison cases had already reached a final disposition or made significant 

progress, many of the cases with GALs were still ongoing.43 There is no way to predict what will occur 

in these cases, how many indexes they will have, and if those that have closed may be reopened in the 

future. Thus, a future review of case files might allow more reasonable comparisons across groups of 
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pilot and non-pilot cases. In a few years, non-pilot cases may have had more filings, orders, 

amendments to parenting plans, dispositions, etc. which researchers can compare to pilot cases to 

qualitatively determine a GAL’s impact. 

5.5 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

We summarize our findings as follows:  

1. Judges found they were able to appoint GALs in cases they thought would benefit from one. 

2. Many ongoing long-term, mature cases that never before received a GAL were able to have 

one appointed. 

3. Stakeholders universally expressed positive opinions of the pilot and its increase in equity. 

4. GALs maintained high-quality standards and efforts in pilot cases. 

5. GALs added no additional financial burden to parties. 

6. GALs were paid and subject to the same hourly rate and payment limits across pilot cases but 

received varying instructions specific to each case. 

7. Amendments in cases with GALs showed greater nuance and understanding of current case 

conditions. 

8. Judges’ rulings and orders frequently lined up with the recommendations made by GALs. 

9. GALs frequently made appearances in court during the case and made other efforts to 

demonstrate engagement. GALs maintained frequent contact with the children, families, and 

other stakeholders. This is consistent with the existing literature on beneficial effects, as we 

treat higher GAL engagement as a proxy for more thorough fact-finding. 

10. GAL involvement and contributions are broadly valued by judges and clerks, improving 

perceptions of fairness. 

11. The pilot was integrated into existing court proceedings with little administrative burden. 

12. Standardized payments from the state to GALs reduced disputes and improved efficiency, but 

limited GAL availability remains a constraint for timely appointments. 

6 RECOMMENDATIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR EXPANSION 

Our findings point to the popularity of the GAL pilot across stakeholders and the success of the 

general goals of GAL access, equity, and efficiency that the pilot set out to accomplish. In this section, 

we outline possibilities for future expansion of the pilot program that emerged from our research and 

also outline some methods that could be taken for a more effective evaluation of this program in the 

future. 

6.1 Pilot Continuation and Expansion 

Almost every interviewee expressed their desire for a more permanent program. Due to the short time 

frame of the pilot, many cases that may have qualified for a pilot-funded GAL were unable to secure 

one due to time frame restrictions. Many of the cases we reviewed that were not a part of the pilot 

but involved indigent families often dealt with serious issues, such as substance abuse, domestic 
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violence, and serious accusations being leveled across the parties.44 A GAL may have been useful in 

these cases in addition to the cases that were selected for the pilot.  

 

Several judges expressed frustration with the lack of GALs available for the pilot and said that an 

expanded pool of GALs would be useful if the program were to continue or expand.47 Only five GALs 

participated in the program.45 One judge expressed that not all of the eligible GALs were willing to 

work in their area of the state.46 Increasing the number of eligible GALs from five would allow more 

appointments to proceed. With more freedom in their schedules, GALs might garner more experience 

working on indigent cases and access to a broader scope of New Hampshire residents. 

 

Eligibility for the pilot can also be loosened. According to the Memorandum of Understanding issued 

by the New Hampshire Department of Health and Human Services, which included the criteria judges 

used to appoint pilot-funded GALs, only unmarried parents were eligible for pilot funding.47 

Interviewees, however, stressed that married parents had similar problems in their parenting cases and 

were income-eligible.48 Loosening eligibility requirements would enable these cases to receive the 

benefits of a pilot-funded GAL. 

 

Finally, because the pilot only operated in four counties and four circuit courts, there were limits on 

which areas of New Hampshire had access to paid GALs. Future iterations of the program could 

expand to other court districts and to other areas of the state with higher-than-average numbers of 

indigent and parenting cases.49  

 

One caveat to these expansion recommendations is that there is currently a shortage of GALs in the 

state, and current GALs have expressed that they are already stressed by their case load with little 

room to add additional cases.50 Any expansion or continuation of the pilot may be too much for the 

already overscheduled GALs to handle.  

 

To address this, we believe that the Court should implement a way for GALs to communicate their 

schedules to the courts. A GAL could express their expected availability in the coming year and when 

they will be free and unavailable for GAL work. This will give the courts more information when 

deciding which GAL to appoint in a case, and we suggest that the courts use this information to create 

a plan for their GAL appointments. The courts can create a schedule, which would show the rough 

times a GAL could expect to be appointed if a case requires one at that time. Courts can communicate 

this schedule to the GALs at the beginning of each year or on a quarterly basis, allowing the GALs 

time to provide feedback and updates on their availability. If a GAL’s caseload is full, and they cannot 

take on any more cases, then the GALs can communicate these developments to the court. 

 

It was also noted throughout our research that indigent families face particular challenges in court 

processes and have specific needs. For example, problems like drug addiction, domestic violence, and 

inaccessible resources (e.g., healthcare) can harm parties’ ability to navigate the legal system. Providing 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1jNDpPlLXBtLzgBD-Qb2oC0NhzPYhjPN8avnDndLTMy4/edit#bookmark=id.omvthpddb45v
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additional training to GALs during their certification process and professional development 

opportunities could prepare them to best help indigent families. 

6.2 Recommendations for Future Research and Evaluation 

If the pilot program were to be continued, we suggest the following measures be implemented to 

improve future evaluations.  

 

Quantifying Qualitative Data on GAL Effectiveness with OCR: Further steps should be taken 

to develop clear metrics that can be used to evaluate GAL effectiveness. While interviews and 

qualitative case file analysis have shown how effective GALs can be, emerging technologies like optical 

character recognition software (OCR) give future researchers an opportunity to quantitatively analyze 

case files. OCR can convert scanned documents from a case file into readable data that can be used 

to quantify the presence—and impact—of a GAL in a case.51 Metrics could involve the time between 

certain court actions, the length of a party's comments in files, or the exchange of charges GALs make. 

This can provide quantifiable data, which could be useful in future analysis. OCR could make a large 

impact in qualitatively analyzing parenting plan amendments by determining keywords that appear 

most commonly in parenting plan amendments. It could also give a concrete number for the frequency 

with which a GAL is cited by the court in orders, potentially bolstering our finding here that GALs 

were often cited in judge rulings. Finally, OCR could help quantify GAL engagement. OCR technology 

can turn the GAL’s activity log, listed in GAL statements, into machine-readable text. From there, 

researchers could determine which activities GALs perform and how many hours they spend working 

across thousands of cases. OCR tools are readily available and often integrated into document 

management solutions such as Adobe.52 OCR tools might help make future research that must 

navigate the high volume and content of GAL case files more manageable and organized but would 

be only possible if the Circuit Court adopts the recommendation of the 2025 NCSC report to use 

electronic case files.53  

 

Enhancing Data Collection: The 2025 PRS team made several recommendations to improve data 

collection from the pilot.54 Implementing these recommendations could still positively impact 

evaluation of the GAL program moving forward. In particular, judges could label whether cases merit 

GAL appointment (whether or not one is appointed), include appointment metrics, and implement 

more communication between GAL stakeholders. Randomization of GAL appointments could also 

be considered in future resource-limited pilot expansions. The data that we collected was often not 

standardized, and spreadsheets contained different formatting and different information. Maximizing 

the amount of useful data collected will be crucial for future endeavors, and we encourage future 

researchers to plan ahead with the New Hampshire courts to determine exactly what is needed and 

why, as well as to ensure ample time to collect all the required data. Optimal data collection may take 

multiple days, especially when reviewing non-digitized case files in person at courts. Likewise, 

collecting data only once a case has been finalized would allow for a more comprehensive 

understanding of a case and its development. Some useful data we suggest researchers collect includes: 
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1. Additional comparison cases: Our current comparison group only includes cases in 

Laconia. This limits the generalizability of our comparisons. We suggest pulling comparison 

cases from a greater number of pilot locations.  

2. Access to GAL Reports: While many GALs were still in the process of compiling their 

reports, our team was not granted access to the reports that were submitted. GAL reports are 

confidential, so privacy laws prevent us from viewing them. Still, reports are frequently cited 

in orders and can give crucial insight into case outcomes. Access to reports could add depth 

to future case file analysis.  

  

Operationalizing Case Complexity: The previous 2025 PRS team expressed interest in controlling 

for case complexity when measuring GAL impact.55 For the purposes of our study, we did not attempt 

to control for case complexity to assess the impact of GALs on pilot cases. Future research teams 

could better conceptualize case complexity to quantify GALs’ impact on child case outcomes, 

especially if looking at a larger number of GAL cases. Based on our findings, we have a few suggestions 

for measures of case complexity: 

 

1. Case activity: This would involve looking at the frequency of filings in court cases over time. 

Each court case has a case summary, which lists all the filings and events that occur. Each 

filing is marked as an index in the summary. Longer, more complex cases often have longer 

case summaries with more indexes. In our case file analysis, we found that the pilot cases had 

much longer case summaries than the non-pilot indigent cases. This is in part due to the fact 

that most of the pilot cases had gone on for longer than the non-pilot cases, so standardizing 

filings per month or filings per year could help compare the case activity of the two and control 

for the timeline. One could calculate the case complexity by simply calculating, on average, 

how many indexes occur in a given case per year. The more complex the court case, the more 

indexes, in theory, each case would have per year. Measurement could be annual to help 

routinely measure activity over time. This comes with the limitation that cases would have to 

be measured by year, which would be a broader calculation, and the case preferably should 

have been active for many years to accumulate more rigorous data. Future research should 

consider the appropriate period for this calculation, if said calculation is appropriate at all.  

2. Contention and lack of compliance: For the most part, we have found that many pilot cases 

contained a high degree of contention, with parties often leveling accusations against one 

another, filing a litany of motions, petitions, and objections. These pilot cases often come with 

contempt proceedings, where one party is accused of failing to comply with court rulings. This 

opens an additional court proceeding within the case that takes up a lot of time, as it requires 

a separate hearing. Cases can be marked as complex if they contain a contempt proceeding 

within them, which would be quantified by a binary variable denoting the presence of a petition 

for contempt as well as a contempt hearing. Multiple contempt hearings may suggest a more 

contentious case than one with just a single contempt earring. We also found that many 

motions and objections could also denote a highly contentious case, as the two parties disagree 

over the direction of the court proceeding. 
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3. The presence of serious allegations such as substance abuse, domestic violence, and child 

abuse and neglect often indicates case complexity. Many of the pilot cases contained serious 

allegations. These often involved additional proceedings and stakeholders, such as law 

enforcement and, in cases of child abuse, the Division for Children, Youth and Families 

(DCYF). In the cases where one or both parties suffer from substance abuse, we found courts 

took additional steps to confirm that the parties were in recovery and were fit to take care of 

a child. Furthermore, these serious allegations often come with trauma, and victims unwilling 

to relive their experiences may refuse to interview or testify, limiting the court’s decision-

making abilities.  

 

Based on these three criteria, future researchers could measure case complexity. Notably, this research 

found that while the 2025 PRS team recommended that judges also give a qualitative case complexity 

score out of five,56 judges may differ in their scoring. These differences may integrate subjectivity into 

the scores, whereas this report’s three criteria would give specific measurement guidelines. In addition, 

courts may be unwilling to impose such a metric as it could take time and effort to institute a score, 

as well as add paperwork for judges or clerks to fill out. Thus, it may be more realistic for a researcher 

to do the scoring. We believe that a metric could be made most useful by computing the three different 

types of measures above into an index score. Future complexity scores may utilize the 

recommendations above, and, with more research, a concrete equation could be produced, which 

weights the factors (case activity, case contention, presence of serious allegations, etc.) by their 

importance to case complexity. A metric such as this one can help evaluate the impact of GALs, 

controlling for case complexity, between cases that involve GALs and those which do not. Note that 

this metric, without technologies, would be infeasible to do at scale and would depend on court 

implementation of scanning and OCR into court workflows.   

7 CONCLUSIONS 

The 2025 New Hampshire Guardian ad Litem Pilot Program suggests that publicly funded GAL 

appointments can improve equity in family courts by allowing judges to appoint a GAL based on a 

case’s need rather than parental financial capabilities. For the 21 cases in the pilot, the program 

expanded access to an investigative resource that centers on children’s interests and which would 

otherwise have been unavailable. 

 

The pilot was incorporated into the existing procedural system without major disruption. Court 

personnel did not report significant additional burdens or time-consuming procedures at the pilot 

scale, suggesting that expansion may be feasible without substantial administrative changes. The 

reduction of payment uncertainty for GALs under court-administered payments allowed them to be 

compensated on time and take on cases with greater confidence. The pilot gave judges greater 

flexibility in GAL appointments without major changes to operations. 
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The findings also do not suggest that every indigent family case requires a GAL appointment. In the 

pilot, judges tended to use an appointment in cases with conflict, failed mediation, repeated reopening, 

or long periods of instability. GALs can help judges gather information about the children while 

maintaining a much-needed neutral perspective amidst competing parties. However, GAL 

involvement does not mean cases will be shorter since conflict and complexity remain major factors 

affecting case length. 

 

Overall, the pilot provided meaningful evidence that a GAL system funded by the state can function 

in practice and reduce inequitable access to resources based on income. Judges and GALs consistently 

noted how the pilot assisted their work as they navigated a complex court system. The question that 

remains is how New Hampshire can design a system that sustainably delivers child-centered 

representation based on need rather than income. 
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