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PREFACE

I have continually been asked by my friends, "Isn't it
depressing working with people involved in divorce?" My
colleagues would question me with, "Why did you decide to
undertake such a complicated research project for a Master's
thesis?" The answer to these two questions provides the
backbone for my decision to specialize in post-divorce
counseling and to devise a pilot research project that would
provide both subjective and objective data on post-divorce
adjustment to assist others in the field of counseling.

The first half of the preface, responding to the
question asked by friends, takes the form of an autobiographical
perspective of the development of my interest in post-divorce
asjustment. The second half, answering my colleagues' question,
outlines the process I experienced which began with envisioning
an idea and culminated into a well-designed, albeit pilot,
research study.

A direct response to "isn't it depressing working with
people involved in divorce?" would be "Yes, it is more often
than not depressing." For me, it is important to add that the
work is also rewarding, exciting and challenging.

My initial curiosity about post-divorce adjustment

Sprang from my own personal experience. I have experienced
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two divorces, equally traumatic, and survived. Going through
the stages of survival in my second divorce 1 experienced a
variety of emotional forces which dominated my behavior
exclusively in each stage.

At first I was extremely hurt and withdrew into self-pity.
T talked to only a few people and avoided anything that could
seduce me into having fun. Self-pity blossomed into the
sweetness of revenge and scathing anger. My anger took many
forms. I can remember hostilely confronting my former spouse
on his cruelty and his total inability to love me or my child
(all of a sudden she became my child, not ours). When I
recognized that he was particularly sensitive about our child
I criticized him severely for being a bad parent and abandoning
us. He would retaliate in self-defense throwing an equal
number of accusations my way and the battle would escalate.
Fortunately, for both of us, we didn't avoid these battles.
We managed to keep the lines of communication open and
continued to deal with the anger and pain in some very lengthy,
but healthy, yelling matches. After about a year we both
somehow survived the attacks and accusations and began a
different type of communication - much more productive and
effective. We were, at that point, able to discuss our child,
without being defensive, recognizing the strength of our own
parenting skills. It is this improvement in the quality of

communication that this thesis addresses.
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My ability to continue a relationship with my former
spouce brought unexpected responses from my friends and peers.
Many were quite hostile, denying the fact that divorce could
be amicable. Of course, few had seen the period of time
where we were concerned only with developing more effective
combat strategies. The possibility of an amicable relation-
ship was not even a fantasy. It became clear to me that in
order to help others in their stages of survival I needed to
retter understand the dynamics of the divorce process and
specifically the adjustment.

As a way of gaining that understanding I began reading
everything I could find on divorce. I must admit that in
197%-74 there was very little information available. To
deal with this exiguity I involved myself in the single-parent
commnity expoecing myself to all types of situation and
relationshivs. My observations and reading led me to consider
doing a research project on some aspect of post-divorce
adjustment. WNot having the first idea how to even begin the
task of research I was content to write articles for a single-
parent journal and talk to people. This was all prior to my
decision to seek a Master's degree in Counseling Fsychology.

Cn acceptance into the Counseling Psychology program at
Lindenwood I took advantage of the need to design a program
that would incorporate both didactic learning and practical
experience., My practical experience began as a volunteer at
UCLA's Department of Legal Psychiatry in the Post-Divorce
Clinic (PDC).



The first six months served as an introduction to the
policies and procedures of the PDC in addition to active
particivation in case conferences and seminars. As a staff
intern under supervision, T began counseling clients referred
tn the clinic by the courts with a presenting complaint of
trouble with visitation or a battle over custody.

In the course of my work with the PDC I observed one
difficulty experienced by almost all my clients. This was
their inability to get beyond the hurt and pain brought on
by the separation and/or divorce in order to tegin to commun-
icate in a more productive and positive manner. Many of my
clients confused issues about the children with their own
unresolved feelings about the former spouse. Anger and
hostility served as a defense to cover the hurt and pain still
felt over the separation. The children as the natural bond
between the parents were the focus of these feelings in their
communication. Many times the parents focused in their
discourse on the behavior of the children as being inappro-
priate and brought on totally by the divorce. The children

were only occasionally brought in to check out the parents'

perception of their behavior. It didn't seem to matter whether

the behavior actually existed or not for accusations directed
at the other spouses's parenting were enough to elicit a
great deal of guilt and anger making commnication counter-

productive.



Vone of my clinical observations were unfamiliar for

1 had experienced thie phenomenon myself., PEecause of this

T recognized the need for both parents to continue dealing

with each other despite the unpleasantness in an effort *o

expel all the anger appropriately and directly and not

through the children. Then hopefully they could begin to

| re-establish a new method of communicating based on their

| mitual task of parenting the children.

This is where the rewarding and exciting aspect of my
work surfaced. Observing and participating in the growth of

‘ both parents toward achieving their goal of living indepen-

! dently while continuing to share the responsibilitieg of

' parenting was indeed a fulfilling and warm experience,

[ The experience I gained both personally and clinically
orovided the impetus for my development of a research project
on post-divorce adjustment.

As I began my studies at Lindenwood I was informed that
I should immediately begin to formulate an idea to be developed
as a cuminating project. Already desiring to do research on
vost-divorce adjustment I concluded that all T had to do was
decide how to best go about it. It seemed relatively
cimple,

Toward the end of the first trimester, in which I had
spent a good deal cof time stﬁdying varying observational

research designs, I came up with a series of questions:
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I began to ask myself many questions about the

period of adjustment that all parents and children

go through when separation and divorce occur. Why

is it that some parents take a long time to adjust
and others seem to cope within a reasonable time
period, suffering very little disruption in their
lives? Why do children feel about the idea of no
longer having cooperative support from their parents?
Do children feel they are the cause of the separ-
ation? Who carries the most guilt? Wwhy do some

new single-parents rush into a new relationship?

What happens to the hostility if it is never

really communicated during the time between
separation and divorce? How do children feel about
being shuttled from one parent to another? How

does the phenomena of rejection affect all concerned?

-Process Paper, 1976-

All of these were good questions. However, each and everyone

could have had a research study built around it. At this

point in my learning I was having a great deal of difficulty

in synthesizing my thoughts into a focused, integrated

framework that could be developed within a reasonable time

period.

design.

This difficulty can be observed in my initial research

Preliminary observation will be conducted on a
selected family six-ten weeks subsequent to their
separation. This test case will involve intensive
interviews with both parents individuall, their
children and any other persons directly involved
and affecting the emotional framework of the key
participants. This observation will occur over
a one-month period...At this time I do not anti-
cipate drawing any conclusions in my final paper
from these observations. I feel that the verbatim
interviews will provide a stronger representation
of the effect of divorce and adjustment...A thorough
evaluation of the sample study will provide me with
a better prospective of my limitations and allow me
to redesign my methods of research. This final
phase will involve direct observation over a 4-month
period.

-Proposal, February 1977-
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ps I now look over my idea I recognize that I didn't even
have a hunch in mind as to what I could expect to find in
vigiting with these families over a specific period of time.

A1l that took place in Fetruary of 1977. I hegan to
realize the magnitude of the task I was attempting. It was
then that I sat down with my faculty sponsor and came up with
another idea - or actually a list of ideas. He suggested I
make an extensive list of potential research studies on post-
diverce adjustment which might be inferestinn to me. The next
step was to design a study for each and consider time frame
and sample populations. (See Appendix A) When I systema-
tically went through this procedure I came up with three
possible studies., Feeling confident I get up a meeting with
the Director of the Post-Divorece Clinic (PD2) and acked for
her advice. She helped me make a decision on the mnst
feasible study and suggested that I could draw my sample
population from the clinic. My next task was to analyze
the empirical evidence I had gathered, develop a hypothesis
and design a set of measurements to test it.

My initial hypothesis was rather broad stating that
through conjoint counseling (counseling with the ex-spouses

together) one could expect 1) improvement in the parent's
interaction, 2) improvement in their children's school per-

formance, %) less court recidivism, and 4) less reliance on
the lawyers to settle differences. 1 developed a set of
measurements specifically designed to obtain data from lawyers,

courts, the children's school reports and the parents
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themsclves. In order to note the change data would be collccted
in a pre- and post- test manner. Questionnaires would be
administered before conjoint counseling began and then again
after 2 considerable time period had passed or a certain

numher of conjoints had occurred.

There was no question in my mind as to the usefulness
of the measurements (See Appendix P-H) however it became
elear to me that there was no way without the help of a group
of assistants to accomplish the task of administering and
analyzing the data within the time frame previously determined.
Therefore I concluded that my hypothesis need to lbe further
limited.

Recognizing that the parents were my major and most
available source of information I re-structured my original
hypothesis to focus on the interaction between the parents as
they would report in a pre- and post- questionnaire. The PLO
had a policy that all couples referred to the clinic had to
be seen in conjoint counseling, sometimes with individual
counseling as an adjunct. Regardless of the variety of
therapeutic modalities and the different approaches used by
different therapists the major interaction which was of
concern to me was the conjoint counseling. Thus conjoint
counseling would be designated as the independent variable
in measuring the improvement in communication. The dependent
variable would then be the quality of communication between

the parents. The insight I had gained from my clinical =znd
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personal experience led me to believe that conjoint counseling
had been an effective and positive therapeutic modality use-
Ml in expediting more beneficial communication between
parents. For my purposes it was not so important that the
commanication or the quality of the comminication actually
improved as seen by others as long as the parents thought

they interacted more positively.

Although I had no clear evidence to support my hunch,

I believed that improving the quality of communication wonld
in some way directly effect the children. I had ne way of
testing the children or observing their behavior since the
children were not as a rule included in the counseiing.
Therefore I decided instead to measure the parents' perception
nf the children's behavior and use this as my second dependent
variable. I expected the parents' perception would change
cignificantly during conjoint counseling. I avoided =2
correlation with the first dependent variable preferring to
test its significance independently fearing I was relying

too much on intuition.

Now the development of a hypothesis was easy. 1
predicted that by putting parents together in conjoint coun-
seling the quality of their communication would improve, Poth
of these variables will be defined and discussed at length in
subsequent chapters.

It was, at this point, that I tecame aware of the fact



that I had finally come up with a premising design for a

pilot study. I was also aware that it was a complicated project.
The answer to my colleagues' question of "Why did you decide

to undertake such a complicated research project for a lMaster's
thesis?" should be more apparent now. It wasn't planned

that was it just evolved. Also, in retrospect, this project
ceemed much less complicated than those originally conceived,

I mist admit, though, that I asked myself many times
over the last year why I didn't save this for a doctoral
dissertation. Put alas, I am a wiser woman for having gone
through this ordeal and perhans this pilot study will eventually
cerve as the foundation for a more extensive research study
utilizing a larger population and a control group.

In summary, I have presented the reader with Lhe develop-
ment of this project from two parallel processes, 1) the
combination of personal and clinical experience and 2) the
actual task of conceptualizing and designing the research.

Poth processes contributed equally to the creation of this

pilot research project on post-divorce communication.




CHAPTER I

Irntroduction

fhis theeis is a description of a pilot study developed
to investigate the effect of conjoint counseling on the
communication hetween divorcing parents and on their
perception of their children's behavior. This investiration
will provide the framework for further resecarch with a
larzer population and possibly some direct observation of
children's behavior.

Chapters I and II provide the reader with 1) a general
background detailing the problems and traumas facing thnse
who decide to end their marriage from a cultural, lecal znd
neychologiecal standpoint, and 2) a review of the literatare
on the efficacy of conjoint counseling and an evamination of
the quality of communication between divorcing parents in
addition to the effect it has on their perception of their
children's behavior.

Chavter III outlines the methodology and design of the
research followed by demographic data on the participants with
clinical material on each couple presented in Chapter 1IV.

The last chapters, V and VI examine the findings,
discuss their importance and provide some conelusisns and

recommendations for further study.



packground to the S5tudy
——

The problem is that there are very few agencies or
jnstitutions that deal with a separation or divorce crisis
by working with both parties together. It is unrealistic to
assume that a piece of paper dissolving a relationship will
erase all of the subtle and not-so-subtle dependencies cul-
tivated throughout the marriage. Yet, culturally, legally
and psychologically both parties are expected to react and
behave autcnomously as soon as the decision to separate is
made. The belief that a person has to be very strong to
end a relationship setting him/herself against the socially
approved convention of marriage is promulgated. Usually, once
the decision to separate is made, each party has to get a
separate lawyer and a separate therapist to work out the legal
and emotional difficulties. This process may proceed smoothly
if both parties are able to agree on the reasons for separating.
It is also helpful if they both respect the others' need for
freedom from the marital contract. When children are
involved, however, the issues never seem to be too clear. It's
difficult to accept one spouses' need for freedom when the
other is left with the responsibility of caring for the
children. Regardless of the encouragement toward independence
the divorcing couple with children still have to maintain a
bond. They share and will continue to share the responsibility

for raising their children. This can be a very complex and



emotionally unsettling dilemma for those involved in divorce.
A look at the impact our culture and legal systems have on
those ending a marriage will perhaps provide some insight into
the problems psychological services have in attempting to
see both parties together.
The rate of divorces 1is not decreasing, instead it

is increasing substantially each year. When I first started
this project I checked the Sacramento courthouse records and
was appalled at the numbers. igalifornia. during the first
nine months of 1975, there were 116,950 marriages recorded.
A total of 96,253 marital dissolutions, annulments and legal
separations were recorded. Even more significant is that
during this same period of time 124,726 motions were filed
for dissolution indicating that an increasing number of people
were having serious difficulty. |

When three out of every four marriages end in divorce
one would suppose that something was being done to assess
the situation and offer adequate service for those entering
either state. Unfortunately, this is not a valid supposition.
In fact, an incredible disparity exists. The amount of time,
energy and money spent on preparing people for marriage far
exceeds that expended on preparing those unwilling to remain
married for whatever reasons. Elaborating on tﬁis contrast
let's take a look at each situation.

The institution of marriage carries a great deal of



societal approval, ritual and expectations. Most churches
p:oVide pre-marital counseling services. Ofttimes, they
require their parishioners to participate in pre-marital
counseling before nuptial rites are performed. Schools educate
high school students in the vicissitudes of dating and
subsequent preparation for marriage. Magazines are readily
available entitled, "Today's Bride® and "Bride Magazine" to
assist the prospective couple in planning their fantasy
wedding. This is, of course, not to mention the countless
books available on every facet of marriage and family living.
on television, family shows abound, programs such as the
"waltons" and "Eight is Enough" which equate familial love
with two-parent families. Even mental health professionals
can become experts by being trained in marriage and family
counseling. With all the emphasis on marriage it does not
seem strange that success in business,or at least promotion in
part, depends on the marital stability of the career-oriented
individual,

A1]1 this time and energy is spent on marriage what
are organized religion, schools, etc. doing for those willing
to accept the responsibility of a divorce. Organized religion
leaves little room for those who have "failed" to maintain
the family unit. 1In Matthew 19:9, King James Version, Jesus
is reported to have said "And I say to you..whoever divorced
his wife except for unchastidy and marries another commits
adultery". Up until 1976 the Catholic church didn't even

fecognize divorce.




Mental health professionals are required by licensing

agencies to be skilled in the problems encountered by

families, however, very little emphasis is placed on requiring

adegquate training in understanding and dealing with the

single-parent dilemma and the trauma of divorce. 1I've

certainly never seen a magazine entitled, "Divorce Today",

or "Divorce Illustrated"? Even on television the divorced male

or female is portrayed as being a little weird. For example,

Oscar and Felix on the "0dd Couple" or the extremely

domineering and sometimes difficult to get along with "Maude".
In our society about the only acceptable end of a marital

relationship is to be widowed. 1Is it any wonder that persons

frequently wish their spouses had just died and left them

to a more pleasant re-entry into society's mainstream. You

feel sorry for a widower and go out of your way to aid them

in working through the process of grief over their loss. The

divorced are not blessed with the casket to mourn. They are

left with no acceptable method of grieving and are expected

to "bear up", "be strong" and accept their fate.

"Failure is not a popular American word, yet

every divorce statistic meas two people have

failed in life's most noble and important

relationship - failed themselves, failed

their children, failed their creator and
failed society."

-Sonoma County Conciliation Court,
phamplet from Supreme Court -

Constantly, regardless of the strength of those who

decide to divorce, they are forced to deal with the cultural



pias toward marriage. The use of negative terminology,
j.e. broken home, divorcee, etc., reinforce this feeling of
ufailure".

The onus of deciding who is right and wrong is placed
on the legal system. A limited position in that the emotional
jssue, wh ch in many divorce settlements is the furthest from
being resolved, is disregarded in favor of more tangible
issues like property settlements. Each partner comes to
the courtroom protected by heavy armor and fortified with
ammunition to defend themselves and hopefully destroy the
enemy (other partner). A general response on a questionnaire
asking "wWhat would you do different if you had to do it over
again?" was "Realize that it will be a brutal, no-holds-barred
fight, and then get a lawyer who'll help you plan and execute
and attack" (Addeo and Burger, 1975, p.235). One gets a
visual picture of medieval times complete with a white knight
off to slay the dragon. Unfortunately in that situation there
can only be one winner.

Court calendars are deluged with divorce cases and custody
battles. The advent of "no-fault" divorce effective in 1970
in California, provides for two parties to divorce without
charging either party with blame. The purpose is to alleviate
the adversary process. The basis for divorce is usually
"irreconcilable differences". The problem with this law is
that it requires the two parties to agree. In the event of

disagreement the parties become adversaries.



At the County Court House in downtown Los Angeles I sat
in on a number of divorce proceedings. I was amazed to see
that in a good number of cases each partner had an attorney
and expert witnesses, psychiatrists for the petitioner and
respondent, each laying out a tight case to prove the other
unfit or unable to care for the children. As I observed
the battles I ventured the speculation that the angrier the
parents were at each other the more involved the court battle
was. The end result was still that the judge or commissioner
was forced to make a decision. One party leaves the courtroom
the "victor" and the other the "loser".

wWhat happens when the battles escalate? Until very
recently there was little institutional support for those
involved with the trauma of divorce. Now there are a handful
of agencies scattered across California which will be discussed
later in this paper. The only recourse, in most cases, is
reliance on the legal system to arbitrate. Judges and
commissioners are forced to make decisions on well-prepared
legal defenses based on scanty evidence. When children are
involved they often become the pawn for their parents who are
unable to handle the separation (Despert, 1962; Fisher, 1973).

Despert draws the conclusion that parents who have a
high rate of court recidivism over issues of custody or
visitation are still fighting an old battle using the helpless
chi¥d as a pawn. She suggests that "what is needed is a

psychiatric service attached not to either side but to the



court itself, with the same impartial position as the court,
with an unprejudiced opportunity to explore the situation
with both parents...(Despert, 1962, p.192-3).

To meet this need some California courts currently provide
the service of a Conciliation Court to all those parties
involved in a divorce action. The goal is to decrease the
time spent in the courtroom by dealing presumably with some
degree of effectiveness with issues beforehand. A social
worker interviews the couple before the hearing to discuss
the issues being settled and to evaluate the degree of emotional
involvement which could draw out a court trial for days. To
help avoid taking emotional issues into the courtroom the
social worker can suggest that the couple participate in
counseling for a time-limited period, usually not to exceed six
sessions.

At this time the efficacy of this program has not been
documented nor are there any statistics available reflecting
the type of clients seen, average number of sessions attended,
et cetera.

The establishment of California Conciliation Courts was
preceeded by New York's Reconciliation Court. In New York,
Gettleman and Markowitz (1974, p. 177) report, "less than
3% of divorce cases brought before conciliation bureaus have
resulted in reconciliation and in most of New York the figure
is closer to 1%. These figures suggest that in spite of

enforced counseling people who have decided to divorce are



not easily maneuvered cut of their decision." In this
author's opinion the decision not to reconciliate in no way
jmplies that both parties are dealing amicably with the
divorce.

with very little data available only a few comments can
be made about the effectiveness of these courts. First,
and probably most important, in New York mandatory counseling
for the purpose of reconciliation oresupposes that it is
best to stay married. Unfortunately the suoposition supvortis
the stigma of "failure". If the New York statistics quoted
above can be used as an indicator, they would reflect that
most people simply don't want to stay married.

With no statistics available on California Conciliation
Jourts it iz not clear whether court counselors are in
reality alleviating court battles and assisting in post-
divorce adjustment., The limitation of time, however, may
interfere with the resolution of issues satisfactorily in
such a short time.

Questions have been raised about the feasibility of
mandatory counseling. Some have written strongly denouncing
any positive aspects of mandatory counseling (Gettleman and
Markowitz, 1974; Gardner, 1977). It would be ideal if
mandatory counseling were not necessary. The reality is that
getting people to come in for conjoint counseling voluntarily
is extremely difficult, especially when one party wants to
end the marriage and the other does not. In these situations
the children are often used as a vehicle for communication of

anger and pain.
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I1f the fighting results in repeated court proceedings
the judge or commissioner may defer the case for counseling.
The PDC at UCIA's Department of Legal Psychiatry is the
primary referral source for the Family Law Courts and is not
limited by the courts in its function. Clients may be seen for
one month or one year in a variety of treament modalities, i.e.
individual, group and conjoint counseling.
Although other agencies do indeed offer services to
the divorced couple, to my knowledge, the PDC is the only
agency in Southern California that uses conjoint counseling as
the treatment of choice in all cases. Individual and group
counseling may be done but only as an adjunct to conjoint
treatment. The PDC deals with separation or divorce crisis
specifically by seeing both parents together in conjoint

sessions.

The Post-Divorce Clinic

Judges and commissioners, associated with various courts
throughout los Angeles, typically refer cases which in their
viewpoint require addional counseling or an evaluation before
2 decision can be made by the court as to custody or
visitation.

When the referral reaches the director of the PDC, she
assigns each case to a team of therapists. 1In part this is
to avoid setting a therapist up as an adversary. The cases

are generally quite difficult and complex. Treatment is
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enhanced by the combined efforts of two therapists.
The primary responsibilities of the PDC are two-fold:

1. to help people accept and implement the
court ruling

2. to rescue the child from the anger of the
parents

in achieving these goals the emphasis is on helping the
parents realize their anger and begin to work through the
origin of these feelings with their former spouse.

The couples referred are rarely motivated to change. They
have relied on the courts exclusively and reject, sometimes
vehemently, the possibility of discovering that they are
partially at fault. A belief in the adversarial system is
well-ingrained. They generally have no desire to even be in
the same room with their former spouse. Commonly a couple
of individual sessions will be scheduled to facilitate the
client into becoming more comfortable with his/her own feelings
and work through some of the fear. The first conjoint
session usually begins with one or two extremes, the hurling
of hostile accusations or pregnant silences. It may take a
number of these sessions to feel safe enough to explore
their own anger.

It might be helpful to delineate one such case in which
I was the therapist. I have selected information which
directly relates to the issue of communication partially to
demonstrate how the quality of this couplé's communication

changed over the course of treatment.
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John and Sara were married for five years. It was his
first marriage. She had been married before and was widowed.
rhey both described their marriage as being fairly rocky.
puring her pregnancy with Bobby, John had an extramarital
affair. When the child was six months old Sara found out about
the affair and immediately kicked John out of the house and
‘filed for divorce. In her eyes John had committed an "unpar-
donable sin". A year later she remarried. The case was
referred to the PDC in 1977 because John had returned to
court to request more visitation. This was not the first
time either had been to court over the issue of visitation.
In fact, the case had been to court five times. They each
estimated their court costs and legal fees to be around
55,000 - 8,000.

I saw each parent at the PDC initially in individual
sessions. Neither were pleased about being ordered by the
court for counseling. 1In spite of their dissatisfaction they
were both cooperative and verbal.

During the initial interview John faulted Sara almost
exclusively. She didn't allow him to see the child as often
as he wanted. She didn't want John to come around or call
Bobby and he was very angry that Bobby called her new
husband "Daddy". He accused her of turning his son against
him. In other words it was all Sara's fault.

Sara, on the other hand, described the situation as

being reversed. John was always asking for the child at




inappropriate times. He never brought Bobbty back on time.

fle had an unhealthy relationship with his son, calling him

baby names and kissing him all the time., He was a trouble-
maker.,

After seeing each parent individually, the next step
was to schedule a conjoint session. Both John and Sara were
resistant to setting up this session together. They had
trouble finding a cnﬁvpnient time and then the fee for the
sessinons was questioned. It tecame apparent to my co-therapist
and me that they were both very afraid of sitting in the same
room for an hour. Finally they managed to agree on a day
and time,

The first conjeint began in silence only to te broken by
on accusation after another. One would attack the nther on

some aspect of their parenting. John would yell at Sara far

b

always sending Fobby to him for his weekend visitztion in
rageged, 0ld clothes. Sara would retort that she had her
reasons. John wonld get even angrier when she acted self-
righteous and would escalate his attacks.

The treatment plan included seeing this couple both
conjointly and individually. The individual gessiong were
ccheduled to coincide with the conjoint sescions. In other
words, both parties were seen twice a week, once in individual
and afterwards in conjoint. The team of therapists was split
for the individual sessions, i.e. I was John's therapist and
Sara was seen by my co-therapist. During the conjoint

sesgions issues came up which had not been discussed during

the five years since the separation. It became clear to



-jh=

the therapists that John and Sara conveniently used Bobby to
avoid talking about their own issues., During the initial
cegeiong this avoidance or deflection was brought to their
attention.

The cathexis of anger directly aimed at the ex-spouse and
responded to seemed to clear the air leaving both John and
Sara feeling relieved for the first time since their separa-
tion. Once they each aired their emotional dissatisfaction
they were then able to hear each other and eventually under-
stand each other better. A new, more productive atmosphere
was created where the issues specifically dealing with FEobly
could be resolved.

Eventually it became clear that John really thought Sara
wag a gnod mother, degpite his frequent attacks, e did,
however, resent the intrusion of her new husband. Iut he wae
also able teo talk about his anger toward him. Sara vas
ultimately able to confront John directly with all the anger
she had felt when he left her., Finally they could commnicate
withont using Bobby or their parenting skills as the basis
for their attack.

The the treatment took eleven months., It resulted with
John and Sara mmtually drawing up a visitation agreement,
typing it and presenting it to their lawyers. The resolution

of anger and puilt culminated in a mutual visitation agrreement,
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With this couple a mutual agreement could not have occurred
without conjoint counseling which brings us back full circle.
If conjoint counseling is effective why isn't it being used
more frequently.

The problem is there are very few agencies that deal with
traumas of separating or divorce crisis by working with
both parties together. Each party is expected to get their
own lawyer and begin building their case. If emotional
crises are recognized each party will seek out their own
therapist. Generally seeing a counselor together is too
threatening, especially if one party strongly opposes the
possibility of reconciliation.

Most of the responsibility for deciding custody, visitation,
property settlement, etc. is left to the lawyers and the
judges. In cases where there is a high rate of court recidivism
or the legal issues seem embroiled in emotinmal issues the court
will refer the case to a Conciliation Court or to UCIA's
Department of Legal Psychiatry, Post-Divorce Clinic for
counseling. The conciliation courts offer only short-term
therapy. The PDC is more flexible to the needs of the parents.
Both agencies see the parents together.

Although no statistical data is available on the
Conciliation Courts as to the efficacy of conjoint counseling
in a short-term situation, it is my opinion that the best

results are achieved from a more flexible time period dependent
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on the needs of the client.

The next chapter deals more specifically with conjoint
eonngeling and its effect on communication between the
parents and the perception of their children's behavior by

the parents.
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CHAPTER IT

EFFICACY OF CONJOINT COUNSELING

In Chapter I, I pointed out the need for counseling that

would involve both parents together. 1In this chapter I will
elaborate on the efficacy of conjoint counseling and its poten-
tial effect on the parents communication and their perception
of their children behavior.

The idea of conjoint counseling is not new to psychotherapy
for it has been used by therapists in counseling families for
years. It is ironic that although the dictionary describes
a family as "parents and their children, whether dwelling
together or not", the concept of family in our culture is typi-
cally destroyed by separation or divorce. For the purposes
of this paper a family is parents and children whether the
parents are married or divorced. In that case all literature
found on using conjoint counseling in family therapy readily
applies.

Ard (1969, p. 167) defines conjoint counseling as seeing
both parties together. The strategic goal is to "work through
central neurotic distortions and their interlocking adaptive
and communicative systems." Ard further elaborates that
"In family relationships where the commonly held distortions
are so gross and so reality-disruptive that speed in checking
family disintegration is a critical factor, conjoint treatment
seems to offer an ideal way in which to slow down the destructive
neurotic process and provide a chance to resolve at least the
surface problems before they destroy the marriage and often

the children." (Ard, 1969, p. 168)



-18~

As an adjunct to conjoint counseling, individual sessions
can provide a safe atmosphere for the client to experience
a healthy catharsis of hostile, angry feelings. Once the
client's individual feelings are recognized the distortions
can then be clarified in the conjoint session. In solely
individualized treatment plans the individual's distorted
perception of an event or situation is never checked out
with the other parent thus poor communication may continue.

To support this viewpoint Watzlawick (1963) did a study
whereby he asked each member of a family to report on what
they experienced during a certain event. Each family mem-
ber reported a different perspective and interpretation that
became clarified when the family met together. Even when
every family member receives individual psychotherapy it would
not represent the dynamics of the family unit (Ackerman,
1958). Some parents during the separation and divorce deny
that their children are affected and keeping their feelings
“locked inside" to avoid hurting their parents more.
Children, however, are usually very aware when tension and
anger are present (Satir, 1967).

The key to resolving the conflict is to bring the
issues into the open and allow each partner to deal with
them with the suppor£ and mediation of a skilled therapist.
This task can be very difficult and is frequently, in the
case of the PDC since most clients are unmotivated, met
with a great deal of resistance. An opening statement

commonly heard by writer and therapist in the clinic is,



=19~

icate. I want a divorce and there is
¢ want to communicat e i

3 for me to ever communicate with that g

¢tleman and Markowitz (1974) contend that "hate can
Ge

Bimes be a more binding emotion than love". Sager (1976)
i‘ihat people who continue to engage in a hostile rela-

pip are simply entangled in a mutually destructive way

—ontinuing a relationship that no longer exists. "Until

~

jtment ends, the 'marriage' remains some sort of
lity." Hunt (1966) agreed that it is imperative to
sengage from the emotional involvement if adjustment pro-
is to occur.
Sometimes a divorce will bring up old feelings of loss
d detachment experienced as a child (Krantzler, 1974).
becomes even more difficult when the couple have children
. are experiencing the same feelings. On one hand par-
can use their children to express their own anger and
i1t (Wwallerstein and Kelly, 1977). O©On the other hand
-ﬂfr own feelings may be so intense that they resent the
*hild and consequently ignore the child for fear that the
ige will culminate in physical aggression. One thing has
born out by the research of Kitson (1976) continued
chment is highly correlated with measurement of psycho-
cal disturbance. Many clinicians advocate counseling
0 alleviate the pathology which surfaces during a crisis.
divorced family that seeks help is not necessarily sick
St confused and lacking the tools to cope with the crisis

Gettleman and Markowitz, 1974).
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Fisher (1273) states the goals of counseling:
1. help client redefine role
2. develop problem-solving ability
3. achieve self-awareness and self-acceptance
rhe divorce counselor therefore becomes a "catalyst whose
purpose is to help the couple explore and come to grips
with their problems" (Fisher, 1973).

At the PDC the divorce counselor is indeed the catalyst
and the primary treatment modality is conjoint counseling.
The goal is to facilitate a communication system that allows
poth parents to feel more comfortable about themselves and
their ability to maintain a new family unit.

In achieving this goal, the first step is to evaluate
the quality of the parents' communication currently. It
does not take much insight to pick up the feelings of guilt
and anger from the onset of treatment. Comments frequently
heard in initial therapy sessions are:

1. How come you want to see Little Richie so much?

You sure didn't spend that much time with him when

we were married.

2. I notice you've got some new clothes. I sure hope
you're not using the child support money I gave you.

3. Richie said you had a girl with you the last time
he saw you. I don't think Richie needs to be exposed
to your little affairs.
Taking a closer look at these comments it can be seen that
the child is indirectly used to relay messages that the parents
are unable to take responsibility for saying.

Taking responsiblity would have meant that the message

communicated by the parents might have really been:
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when we were married you didn't spend that much
time at home. Are you feeling guilty? Is that
why you want to see Richie so much? It hurts me to
see you care so much about him and so little about me.
You're looking very handsome. I don't like being
attracted to you, especially when I know you don't
want to get back together.

3. I can't stand the thought of you seeing someone else.

When the fighting escalates, the children may be used
directly in the communication. They become the messengers
of bad information, i.e., "Daddy told me to tell you he doesn't
like to be kept waiting when he comes to pick us up and he
wishes you wouldn't always ask him about how he is doing and
who he is dating." From the other side, "Doesn't your father
care enough about you to feed you properly? Next time
he offers you hot dogs and potato chips for dinner you tell
him I said you had to have a better dinner."

At this point, the communication is so indirect that
distortions and miscommunication govern the reactions of
both parties. Since the children are the harbingers cf anger
and hostility they are affected as much as the parents by
the parents' failure to communicate.

For some children fantasies are fed. The children may
think that because mommy and daddy are engaged in any kind
of interaction they secretly want to get back together.
Some children get so confused that their parents suddenly
begin to identify problem behavior and use the child as the
representative of all that has happened and figure to cure

the child by counseling. Wallerstein and Kelly (1977)

found from their research that the parents who initiated the
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divorce saw children as relatively intact and came to coun-
i

seling for reassurance of their observation. The parents

who had difficulty accepting the divorce saw their children
as troubled and damaged by divorce and also came to coun-
seling for confirmation of their perceptions. Although

this researcher's study only measures the parents' perception
of the children's behavior the finding of other researchers
as to the expected behaviors are incorporated in the develop-
ment of the questionnaire detailed in Chapter III.

Despert (1976) reports the following list of reactions
one might expect from children during and after divorce:
listlessness, poor eating, poor sleeping, difficulties with
school work, irritability and hostility. Kushner (1965)
adds withdrawal, acting out and displacement of anger, guilt
and frustration to the list. Despite the decision of the
parents to divorce the children most times never wanted it,
and they have few outlets for their feelings of rejection and
helplessness.

It seems that a conclusion that one can draw from this
is the need for a safe space where the emotional conflict
between parents and involving the children can be exposed
and analyzed. "Divorce requires mourning--grief work must
be cone with great thoroughness or there will remain the
danger of constantly living in the presence of the open
casket of a dead man" (Wiseman, 1975).

In summary, conjoint counseling, as a treatment modality,

has been used for many years in dealing with problems in fam-

ily relationships. It has been shown to be useful in
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rifying distortions and miscommunication commonly curfacin

cla

guring a crisis. During and following a divorce communica-
tion between parents is generally strained because of the

t remendous stress everyone in the family has to cope with.
children are oftentimes used, either directly or indirectly,
as the vehicle for their parents' communication,

By simple deduction, if conjoint counseling is effec-
tive in working with families in crisis and divorce can be
considered a family crisis, then conjoint counseling must
be effective in divorce counseling. The effectiveness of
conjoint counseling can be tested by measuring the change in
the parents' communication over a period of time. The
prediction is that communication will improve from ineffec-
tive and counter-productive to effective and productive.
Due to this improvement in communication the parents may
paceive the behavior of their children to be less of a
problem. Therefore it can be expected that the parents by

participating in conjoint counseling will improve the quality

of their communication and their perception of their children's

behavior will change for the better.

Therein lies the basis for my hypothesis which will be
presented in detail in the chapter which follows. The rest
of this thesis will be devoted to the actual pilot project;
methodology and design, background of the participants,

findings, discussion and conclusions.
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CHAPTER IIX

METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN

The following chapter summarizes the methodology and
design of this pilot study. The statement of the hypothesis
is followed by the selection and testing of the sample
population of the participants, the development of question-
naires to measure any change in communication and parental
observation of child behavior. Finally, a description of

the method used for analyzing the date will be provided.

Hzgothesis

1t can be expected that parents' participation in con-
joint counseling will improve the quality of their com-
munication about the children and their perception of their
children's behavior will change.

With respect to the quality of communication, I predict
that after conjoint therapy the following communication
patterns will emerge between the two parents:

1. More discussion about special achievement the children
have experienced at school.

2. More calling of the former spouse to ask for advice
about problems concerning the children.

3. More discussion over areas of disagrement.
4. Less avoiding of certain subjects about the children.

5. More informing the other parent of important events
in which the children are participating.

6. More agreement on matters of discipline for the
children.
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More discussions on important decision concerning
the children (such as vacations, moving, changing
schools, etc.)

More informing the other parent of illness which
has occurred while child was with parent.

Less avoiding telling the other parent of things
which put the parent in a bad light concerning the
children.

More confrontation on areas which ordinarily would
displease the other parent.

11. Less arguing.

12. Less need to prove you are right.

13. Less indirect communication with other parent by
using the child as a messenger.

14. Less feeling of being misunderstood by the former
spouse.

15. ILess withholding from the other parent when something
good happens while the children are in your presence.

In measuring the changé in the parents' perception of
the children's behavior a variety of possible behaviors
were included on the questionnarie. I have included all of
them on the list below. My prediction is that a change in
parental observation will occur, hopefully a decrease in
frequency of reports of the following kinds of bebavinr:

Problems of Eating
Picky and finicky
Overweight
Will not eat enough

Problems of sleep
Cannot fall asleep
Awakens at night
Nightmares
Restless
Bedwetting
Asks to sleep with parent
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Fears and Worries
Afraid of new situations
afraid of people
Afraid of being alone
Worries about illness and death

complaints of Following Symptoms Even Though Doctor Can
Find Nothing Wrong

Headaches

Vomiting

Stomach aches

Aches and pains

over-Asserts
Bullying
Bragging and boasting
Sassy to grown-ups

Problems Making Friends
Shy
Feelings easily hurt
Afraid they do not like him
Picks on other children
Has no friends
Distrubs other children
Wants to run things

Childish or immature
Clings to parents or other adults
Does not act his age
Baby talk
Wants help doing things he should do alone
Cries easily

Temper
Throws himself around
Pouts and sulks
Throws and breaks things
Temper outburst, explosive and unpredictable behavior

Problems in School
Does not like to go to school
Will not obey school rules
Is not learning
Daydreams
Is afraid to go to school
Truancy

Trouble with Feelings
Keeps anger to himself
Lets himself get pushed around by other children
Carries a chip on his shoulder
Unhappy



