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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 t he process I experienced which began with envisioning 

an idea and culminated into a well-designed, albeit pilot, 

research study. 

A direct r esponse 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 I 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 . 

r 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 !!!Y chi ld 

(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 l e ngthy, 

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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M,y ability to continu e a rela tinnshi p ,\Ii tb my former 

spoiwe br ou ght unexpected responses from my frie nds and peers . 

~'any were quite hostile , deny ing the f act t hat divorce could 

e amicatle . Of coursP , f ew ha d seen the period of time 

wher e we WE'TP concerned onl y with developin8 more e ffe>ctive 

combat stra t ee;ie s . The possibility of a n amicable rel;, t i rrn­

sh i~ was n ot pven a fantasy . I t became cl ear to me that in 

ordPr to bel~ others in thPir stages of survival I needPd t o 

tctter undPr stan d the dynamic s of the div0rc 0 prrX "' f:S n nt~ 

~nec ificn.11,y the adjustme r1t . 

As a way of gaining tha t und erstanding I began read ing 

everytriing I could find on divorce . I must ::i rlmit that i n 

1973- 74 ther -=' was very little informat i on available . To 

r:lPal with this exiguity I involvPd myself in the ~ j n[_;lP - r,:irr11-+: 

c0mmunity exposi ng m_ysel f t o all types of situatiuu am! 

rr•J a tionsh i ps . My obser vati ons and read i ne led ffi"' t o consid@r 

doing a r Psearch pro j ec t on some aepect of post- divorce 

adjustment. ~nt having thP first idPa ho\•J to e>vr->n bPe;in trir­

task 0f resParch I was content to write a rticl e8 f or a singl e ­

parPn t journal and talk to peopl e . Thi s was all prior to my 

dPcision to seek a Master ' s degree in CounsPling Psychology . 

On acceptanc e into the Counseling Psycholorr,y progr a m at 

Lindenwood I t ook advantage of the need to drsign a pr ogram 

that would incorpora te oath didactic l earning and practic.:il 

exper i e nce . My practica l experience began as a vol unt 0 er a t 

UCLA' s Department of Legal Psychi atry in the Post-Divorce 

Clinic (PDC). 
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'P!1P firs t s ix months serve:d as a n i ntrodncti on t" the 

policies and pr ocedures of the PDC in addition to active 

-o-:or~ il! i oation in case confer ences a nd scmi n.:irs . As 8. st<1ff 

1nter11 unclcr supervisio n , r began counseling c1ients r efr-rred 

e) thP cl inir. hy t he cnurts with a pr Psen t i ng compl;:,, int o +' 

trouble with visita tion or a battl e over custody . 

In thP course of my work with the PDr: I observed one 

di fficulty exne rienccd by a l most a ll my c lients . This was 

their inability to get beyond the hurt A.nd pn.in broug½t on 

b_y t he sepa r a tion and / or divorce in orde r t o 1:-eg in to commun­

i catP in a more productive a nd positive manne r . Many of m_y 

cl iPnt s con fu serl issu~s about the children with t heir ov•n 

unres'Jlved f ecline;s about t hP f or mer s-rouse . An,fler :and 

hostiJ it_y served as a defense to cvvc1· the hurt a rld p~.in st il l 

f'elt over thE' s eparation. Th e children as the nat,iral bond 

between the parents were the focus of t h Pse f e~lin~s in the i r 

commu nication . Many times the parents f ocused in t he ir 

discourse on the b ehr1vior of the children as be ing inappro­

priate a nd brought on totally by the divor ce . The childrPn 

were only occasiona lly br0ught in to check out the par e nts ' 

PPrcep tion of their behavior. It didn ' t seem to mattPr whcthc->r 

the behavior actually ex iste d or not :for accu sati ons dir ected 

~t the othe r spouses ' s par enting were enouRh t o elicit a 

~r ea t deal o.f guilt and anger making communi.cation cou n t~r­

produc tive . 
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Pone 'l f m:y clinical ohservatlons were unf'a mili3..!' f or 

I harl P-xperiPnced thie phenomenon myself . Eecaue~ o f this 

I r0cogPiZPd the nePd f or both parents to continu e dPaling 

with eD ch othPr despite the unpl easantness in an eff~rt ~o 

e ·•· pp} a ll tric> anger appropriately and direc tly anr:l nn t 

triro1J gb the ch ildrPn. Then hopefull y they could bPg in t'J 

r P- establish a new me thod of communi cati ng base d on the ir 

mu tu.al t ask o f parenti ng th" ch ildr~n . 

This i~ wbPre the r 0 \',ard ing a nd excitine; a s p£'ct o f my 

w~rk s~rfac 0 d . ObRervine and partic i pating in th P g rowt~ o f 

both parents t oward achi eving their goal of livi ng ind e p9n-

rl Pntl,y while continui ng to shar e the responi:> i bil i t i Ps of 

pnrPrtt i n!J; was i ndf'ed a -rulfLlling and warm experi ~n('e . 

Thf' Pxperienc~ I gained both per sona l ly and c lin~ cally 

nrovi -:!.ed the impe tus f or my developme nt of a r esea1Th pr'J j ~c i 

o n post- divorce adjustme nt . 

As I bP.gan my studies at Lindenwood I wa s i nforme rl t½a -p 

I sh ould i mmediately beg i n to f ormulat e a n j_d ea t o be de ve1 op0.d 

a s a cu mi nati ng pro j ect . Alreadly desiri ng to do rc sc,arcr on 

nest- divorce adjustment I conc l uded tha t all T had t r; do w2 s 

decide how to best go abou t i t . I t seemed rela tiv~ly 

cimpl e . 

Towa r d the Pnd of the f i rst tr i mester , in wh i c h I had 

ST' c.n t. :;i. g ood deal c f time studying varying observa t i oP.al 

research dE'si g ns , I ca me up wi t h a ser i es of questi ons : 
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I began to ask myse lf 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 l o ng 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 par ents ? 
Do children feel they are the cause of the separ­
ation? Who carries the most guilt? Why do some 
ne w s ingle - parents rush into a new relationship? 
What happens to the hostility if it is n ever 
really communicated during the time between 
separation and divorce? How do chi l dren feel about 
being shuttled from one parent to another? How 
does the phenomena of rejection affect all concerned? 

-Process Paper, 1 976-

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

coul d have had a research study built around it. At this 

point in my l earning I was having a great deal of d ifficulty 

in synthesizing my thoughts into a focused, integrated 

framework that could be devel oped within a reasonable time 

period . This difficulty can be observed in my initia l research 

design. 

Preliminary observation will be conducted o n a 
selected family six-ten weeks subsequent to their 
separation. This test case will involve intensive 
interviews with both parents individual!, 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 a nd allow me 
to redesign my methods of research. This final 
phase will invo l ve direct observation over a 4-month 
period. 

-Proposal, February 1 977-
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As I now l ook over my ide~ I recoGn i.ze tln t I d irl n ' t eve n 

have a hunch in mi nd as to what I c ou l d expect t o find in 

vi~ it ini; ,..,,1th thec-e famil i f>s over a s-pec if i f' per i od of time . 

All tha t t ook place i n February o f 1977 . J ue t;2.:1 to 

rP?. l ize th!::' magnitude o f be t a sk I w ::1 s a ttc mpt i nr: . J t ,,,as 

t11en tha t I sat down with my facu lty spons or a nd ccJme u p 1.vi t h 

;, noth Pr i dPa - or actually a list of i deas . He suggested I 

mak 0 a n exte~sive liFt o f po t e n t ial r e s ear c~ stu di ~~ on pos t­

divorc e a d justment which mj ght be inter e stinij t o me . Th~ n a wt 

s t ep was t o d e s i gn a study f or e a ch and cons i de r time f r a me 

a nd samplP populations . ( Se e Appendix A) ~•/h r-> n I syst e ma ­

tiC'ally went throug h this procedure I cR.JTie up with t hr ee 

p0ss i ble stu di Ps . Feel i ne ctJnfidPnt I se t up a mee t i nG with 

t he Direc t or of the Post- Divorce Clin j c ("PUC ) a nd 3. f" 1H'd fo · 

h~r advi ce . She h elped me make a deci s i on on t he most 

fP a sible study and sugges t ed tha t I c ou l d rlravJ my s!lnrpl"' 

po p1.il ::i. t ion from the clinic . l":y next t ask wa s to a n:..lyze 

t hP empi r i ca l evi denc e I ha d ga t herPd , develop a hy-p0thcs i s 

and des i g n a set of measure ments t o t est it . 

l\'y initia l hypothesis wa s rathPr broad s t :1.ti.n~ t11.at 

through conj oi nt counseling ( counse l ing wi th the PX - spou ses 

t op:Fther) one could Pxpect 1) impr ove me nt in the par ent ' s 

inter act i on , 2 ) improvement in their childr en ' s school per -

forma nc e , 3 ) less court recidjvism, a nd 4) less rPliance on 

the lawyers to settle differences . 1 developed a set o~ 

mPa sure ments spec i f i cal l y designed t o obtain da ta f r om l a wy~!'s , 

cnurts , h e chil dren ' s school reports a nd the pa r Pnts 
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themsrl·V!''S . Jn ordPr to n ot"' the cha nge d'tta woulri bP collrct ,..d 

in a pre- a nd post- t est mann er . Quest i onnaires woul d be 

;-idmini s tered before conjoint counse ling ber,an and th en a_Gain 

~ftPr a considPra ble time per i od had passed or~ certai n 

numr~r o f conjoints had occurred . 

Ther e was no question in my mind as to the u sefu.lnens 

o f thP measurements ( See Appf' nd ix B- H) howe ver i t becamP 

clear to me that there was no way wi thout the help :::, f :.i e;r ,uµ 

o-f 8.S$is t:t!:lts to accomplish the task o.f administering and 

anal yz ing the data wit hin the time frame prev i ously det rmine~ . 

Therefor e I c~ncluded that my hypothes i s nP ed t o be further 

l imite d . 

R~COflniz i ng that the ~~rnnts were my m3 j or anci mos t 

a 1rnil::i.b l e sourc<-' of information I r e - structund m:1 'J ri,_:i n,1 1 

hypothPs i s t o focus on the i nter a c tion betv1een tbe parents as 

they would r ~p0rt in a prP- a.nd post- questi nnna irf' . Thr- f CY; 

had a pol icy tha t a l l coupl es r e ferr e d t o t he cl i ni c ha d ~o 

be seen in conjoint counseling , some times with individu al 

r:ounsel ing as an adjunct . Regardless o.f the v~riet:y of 

theraoeuti c modalities and the different approaches use ~ by _ 

ctiffpr,,. nt ther api sts the m·ajor interac tion •..;hi.ch 1t1As of 

concPrn t o mP. was the conjoint counseling . '.Chu , conjoint 

cou n s~ling would be designate d as t he indepPnden t variable 

in mea~ur i ng the improvement in communication . The d~pendent 

variable would then oe the qual ity of communi cati on between 

the par e nts . The insight I had gained from my cl i ni cal ~nd 
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had bef'n a n e fff'c tive an d positive t herap eutic moc.ality u si?­

f'i.i.} i.n E-'X'PPCliting morP benefic i a l cornmu nic.'.lti on b Ptwef'n 

pare nts . For my purposf's it was not so import[l.nt that the 

cnmmun i cation. or the <1uali ty of thf' communica tion artu8.l1 _y 

imor oved as seen by others as l ong a s the -parents thoueht 

they inter ac t ed more po s itively . 

Alth ough I had no clr~r evidence t~ su pport my hunch , 

I bel i eved tho.t improving th0 quality o f co1nrnunicat i o11 wo11 ld 

in some way dire ctly effPct the child.ren . I had nr, i,..,ay o f 

t P.sting the children or observing their behav ior since t}:e 

rh ildre n were no t as R ru l e inc~1rl cd in thP co~nsel i~g . 

TI1°r"' f ore> I rlf'cided ins t ead to measLt.re t l1 e parcr1ts ' per c ,1it i 11n 

nf trio childr"'n ' s hE'11avior ,q nd USP this ;:i::; fTl.f ~ 0 c 1m d 0° J>0 ' 1r1.-, ,1!; 

vnri ahl P. I PXnected t he parents ' percepti0n would chan~P 

c i e ni fi c.:J.ntly during conj0 int coun seling . I a voi r.~'rl a 

c0rrPla tion wi th the fir s t depen d~n t variahl 0 prPfPrri n~ t o 

tPst its sjgnifir.ance independ ently f enrin~ I was rPlying 

too muc h on intuition. 

Now the development of a hypothes i s was easy . I 

pred i c tPd tha t by putt i ng parent s together i n con joint c oun­

seling the quality of t heir communica tion wou l d impro ve . Both 

of thPse var i ables will be defined a nd discussed ,1. t l en1 ~th i n 

subsequent chapter s . 

It was , a t this p oint, that I cecame aware of the fact 
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tra ~ I had finally come- u p with a prorni s i nr; des i gn f '.)r a 

nil .., t study. I wa s also a.ware tha t it was a cornplic'lt ed proj~ct . 

Th a nswer t o ny eollPngues ' ques t i.011 of " 'tlh_y cj d _y ou cJ"'c id '.? 

ti) under t akf' such::]_ cornplic ::i ted r ese;ir ch projvct f nr :-i l-'1st.rr ' ~ 

"!:hf'Si E?" sri-::m l d be mor e app.q,r~n t n ow. It ·dasn ' t r;l:rnnccl 

that was i t just ev0lve d . Also p in r e trospect , t h i s pro j ect 

Ee emPd muc h less comnlicated th~n those or5 Ginally concr ivc~ . 

T mu s t admi t. , thOHBh , t hat I a2k E' cl my sr-lf ma ny timF> s 

~var th 0 l ast year why I didn ' t save this f o a rl?cto~al 

diss~rta ti~>1 . Bui; alas , I am a ,,.,, ise r woman for ha ving Gone 

t11rough this ordeal and perhans th .i.s pilot sturly will e vc ntu·l] J ." 

~~ rve a.s thiJ f ound '.l tion frir R more Pxte nsive r 0 se:1rd1 si,udy 

nti li?, i ng a larg Pr uopul~tion and 8. control rro Tn. 

I-n i::ummary , I have presented the r na.dPr wi t h 1.11,, or' VPl ~p­

ment of this pr0ject fr om two para lle l processes , 1) t he 

combination of per sona l a nd c lin i cal RXpPrience a nd 2 ) the 

actual t a sk o_f conceptualizing and dP.s i t;nint t he rnscar c l-i . 

1'o th proce ssr.s c o ntribut':'?d equally to the c r eatio n of thi s 

pil ot resParch pr o j ect on post - div or ce cnmmunicatiou . 
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r tTo du c tion 

~h i s t hesis i s a dc--acript ion of a pi l ot study d evPlop 0 d 

t ~ investi gate the effert nr con join t counseling on th~ 

commu n ica t io!l be tween divo r c i ng pa r ents and o n th"' i r 

pFrcPpti on of t he i r ch ildrPn ' s beha vior . Thi s i nvPst i ~ation 

will u r ovidP thP f r 8.m"'1•1~r k f ,:, r f11rth0r r ec-c-cn.· rh v:i h a 

l a r ~ 0 r popnl;,,tion a nd pORs i bl_y some direc t obnPrv.1tion o f' 

c '1ilr1rPn ' s b r h a v i or . 

ChaotPrs I a nd II prov id '= t he read er wi th l ) a gE- '1 "' ra 1 

rar.kgrou n d d e tJ.ilinr; the probl 0 ms a nd trau mas f :icinr: th 0se 

1,-,·ho 11.eci dp t o Pllcl th 0 i~· marriage from o. cnl t.urn.l , l "c:;:?. l ~,n -i 

ryC'holnf;it"~] i; a "'trlpo i nt , :1 nrl :'> ) ,'1 rr>vj ('1.t: ri f thr lit , r:,J·irr 

c ~ the eff.i. c-acy o f con joi nt cou nf.e ling a nd a n cyarni "!3. t i ,., n of 

the qu a lity of commnni cati,~n betv1een divorc i'1; pnrP nts j-:1. 

additi on to t h e pffPc t i t has O"!l. t':rir per c ep ti.'Jn 0f thr l r 

chil dren ' s b8ha vior . 

Chant er I I I ou t lines t h P. me thodol ogy and des i e n of th"' 

resear ch f ol l owP.d by demoBraphic dat a on th"' rartj c ipan ~,s with 

clini cal ma t er i al on each cou pl e presPnted in Cha~ter I V. 

Th~ l as t c h a p ter s , V and VI Pxamin e th" find i n~s , 

disc11s$ th eir impor t a n ce and pr ovirl r- some ronc l usi "')n~ and 

rPcommendations for f urther study . 
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J:_::ic1<rrr ound t0 th9 S t•.1.dy 

The problem is that there are very few agencies or 

institutions 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 autonomously 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 

app~oved convention of marriage is promulgated . Usually, o nce 

the decision to separate is made. each party has to get a 

separate lawyer and a separate therapist to work o ut the l e gal 

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 
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emotio nally unse ttling dilemma for those involved in divorce . 

A l ook at the impact our culture and legal systems have on 

those ending a marriage will perhaps provide some insight i nto 

the problems psychological services have in attempt ing to 

see bo th parties together . 

The rate of divorces i s not decreasing, instead it 

i s increasing substantially each year . When I first started 

this p roject I checked the Sacramento courthouse r e cords and 
In 

was appalled at the numbers . ~California, 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 di s solution indicating that an increasing number of peopl e 

were having serious difficulty. 

When three out of every four marriages end in divorce 

o ne would suppose that something was being done to assess 

the situa tion and offer adequate service for those e ntering 

either state. Unfortunately, this is not a valid supposition . 

In fact , an incredible disparity exists. The amount of tL~e, 

energ y and money spent on preparing peopl e for marriage far 

e xceeds that expended on preparing those unwilling to remain 

mar rie d for whatever reasons . Elaborating on this contrast 

let ' s take a look at each situation . 

The i nstitution of marriage carries a great deal of 
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societal approval , ritual and expectations . Most churches 

provide 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 

par~ depends on the marital stability of the career- oriented 

individual ♦ 

All this time and energy is spent on marriage what 

are organized religion , schools, etc. doing for those willing 

to accept the responsibi l ity of a divorce . Organized religion 

leaves little room for those who have "failed" to maintain 

the family unit. In 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 

recognize divorce . 
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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 

adequate training in understanding and dealing with the 

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

certainly never seen a maga zine 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 "Odd Couple" or the extremely 

domineering and sometimes difficult to get along with "Maude ". 

In our society about the only acceptabl e end of a marital 

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

frequently wish their spouses had just died and l eft 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 
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bias toward marriage . The use of negative terminology, 

· broken home , divorcee , etc • • reinforce this feeling of J. . e . 

"fai l ure". 

The onus of deciding who is right and wrong is placed 

on the l e ga l syste m. A limited position in that the emotional 

issue , wh c h in many divorce settlements is the furthest from 

being resolved, is disregarded in favor of mo re tangible 

issues like property sett l ements . Each partner comes to 

the courtroom protected by heavy armo r and f o rtified with 

ammunition to d efend themselves and hope fully destroy the 

enemy (other partner) . A general response o n a questionnaire 

asking "What would you do different if you had to do it over 

again?" was "Realize that it will b e a brutal , no-ho l ds-barred 

fight, and then get a lawyer who'll he lp you plan a nd execute 

and attack" (Addeo and Burger , 1975, p. 235) . One gets a 

visua l picture of medieval times complete with a white knight 

off to slay the dragon. Unfortunately in that situatio n there 

can only b e o ne winner. 

Court calendars are del uged with divorce cases and custody 

battles . The advent of "no-fault" divorce effective in 1970 

in California , provides for two partie s to divorce without 

charging either party with blame . The purpose is to alleviate 

the adversary process . The basis for divorce is us ually 

"irreconcilable differences" . The problem with this law is 

that it requires the two parties to agree. In the event o f 

disagreeme nt the parties become adversaries. 
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l\t 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 numbe r 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". 

What happens when the battles escalate? Until very 

recently there was little institutional support for those 

involved with the trauma of divorce. Now there a re a handful 

of agencies scattered across California which will be discussed 

l ater in this paper . The only recourse, in most cases, is 

r eliance on the l egal system to arbitrate. Judges and 

commissioners are forced to make decisions o n well-prepared 

legal defenses based on scanty evidence . When children are 

involved they often become the pawn for their parents who are 

unable to hand1e 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 

child as a pawn . She suggests that "what is needed is a 

psychiatric service attached not to either side but to tbe 
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court itself, with the same i mpartial 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 d ivorce 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 

worke r interviews the couple before the hearing to discuss 

the issues being settled and to evaluate the degree of emotional 

involvement which c ou l d 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 ther e 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 

en£orced counseling people who have decided to divorce are 
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If the fighting results in repeated court proceedings 

the judge or commissioner may defer the ca.se 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 va rious courts 

thr oughout Los Angeles , typically refer cases which in their 

viewpoint require addional counseling or an eva luation before 

~ decision can be made by the court as to c ustody or 

visitation. 

When the referral reaches the director of the PDC , she 

assigns each case to a team of therapists . In 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 thro ugh 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 t he 

client into becoming more comfortabl e with his/her own feelings 

and work throug h 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 sel,ected informatio n which 

d irectly relates to the issue of communication partially to 

demonstrate how the quality of tht s coupl~ ' s communicatio n 

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 . 

They both described their marriage as being fairly rocky. 

ouring her pregnancy with Bobby, John had an extramarital 

affair . When the child was six months o ld Sara found out about 

t be 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 b een 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 

$5,000 - 8 , 000 . 

I saw each parent at the PDC initially in individual 

sessions . Neither were pleased about being ordered by the 

court for counseling. In spite of their dissatisfact ion they 

were both cooperative and v erbal. 

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 t hat Bobby called her n e w 

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 
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With this coupl e a mutua l agreement could not have occurred 

without conjoi nt counseling which brings us back ful l ci rcle. 

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 begi n bui l ding their case . If emotional 

crises are recognized each party will seek out their own 

therapist . Generally seeing a counsel or 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 l eft to the lawyers and the 

judges . In cases where there is a high rate of court recidivism 

or the legal issues seem embroiled in emotiJnal issues the court 

will refer the case to a Conciliation Court o r to UCIA ' s 

Department of Legal Psychiatry , Post-Divorce Cl i nic for 

counse l ing . The conciliation courts offer onl y short-term 

therapy . The PDC is more flexibl e to the needs of the parents . 

Both agencies see the parents together . 

Although no statistical data is availabl e 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 f r om a mqre f l exibl e time period dependent 
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on the n €'eds of th(' cli e nt . 

T'.le n ext chapter deals more specifically with conjoint 

c"•1•1£cline ::ind its effect on communicatio n bet\-J'?en the 

parrri Ls an(j t 11e pPrc ('ption of their c hildr 0 n ' s bch n v i or by 

th P p.q,rents . 
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CHAPTER II 

EF F'IC/\CY OF CONJOINT COUNSELI NG 

In Chapter I, I pointed out the need for counse ling that 

would i nvolve both parents t ogether. In this chapter I will 

e labo rate on the efficacy of conjoint counseling and its pot~n­

tial effect on the pare nts communication a nd the ir perceptio n 

of the ir childre n b e havior. 

The idea of conjoint counseling is not new to psychotherapy 

for it has been used b y the rapists in counse ling families for 

years. It is ironic that altho ugh the dictionary describe s 

a family as ~parents and their children, whethe r dwelling 

together or not" , the concept of family in our culture is typi ­

ca lly destroyed by s e paration or divorce . For the purpose s 

of this paper a family is parents and chi l dren whe the r the 

parents arc married or divorced. In that case a ll l i t era ture 

f o und on using conjoint c o unseling in family therapy readily 

applies . 

Ard (1969, · p. 167) defines conjoint coun seling as seeing 

both parties t ogether. The strategic goal is to "work t hro ug h 

central neurotic distortions and their interlocking adaptive 

a nd communicative systems." Ard further elaborates that 

"In family relationships where the commo nly h e ld distortions 

are so gross and so reality-disruptive t hat speed in c hecking 

family disintegration is a critical f~ctor, conjoint treatmen t 

seems to offer a n ideal way in which t o slo w down the destructive' 

neurotic process and provide a c hance to r esolve at l east the 

surface problems be fore they des.troy the marriage and ofte n 

the childre n." (Ard, 1969, p. 168) 
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As a n adjunc t to conjoint counse l ing , individual s~ssj o ns 

can provide a safe atmosphere for the clie nt t o experience 

a healthy c~tharsis of hostile, angry feelings . Once the 

c lient 's individual f eelings are recognized the distortions 

can the n be clarified in the conjoint sessio n. In solely 

individualized treatment plans the individual's di s t ort e d 

perception of an event or situation is never checked out 

with the other parent thus poor communication may continue . 

To support this v iewpoint Watzlawick (1963} did a study 

whereby he asked each member of a family to report o n what 

they experienced during a certain event. Each famiiy mem-

ber reported a different perspec~ive and interpretatio n that 

became clarified when the family me t together . Even whe n 

every family me mber r eceiv es individual psychotherapy it would 

not represent the dynamics of the family un i l (Acke tman , 

1958). Some parents during the separation and divorce deny 

that their children are affected and keeping the ir feelings 

" l ocked inside" to avoid hurting their pare nts 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 support 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 res is tance. An opening statement 

commonly heard by writer and therapist in the clinic is, 
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nt to communicate . I want a divorce and the .t c j s 
cton't wa 

to ever communicate wjth that " 

and Markowitz (1974) contend that "hate can 
Gettleman 

be a more binding emotion than l ove" . Sager (1976) 

that people who continue to engage in a hostile r e la-

. ar"" simply e ntangled in a mutually destrucU ve way 
nshlP -

continuing a relationship that no longer exists . "Until 

be convnitment ends , the 'marriage• remains some sort of 

Hunt (1966 ) agreed that it is imperative to 

f~om the e motional i nvolvement if adjustme nt pro-

sometimes a divorce will bring up old feelings of loss 

detachment experienced as a child (Krantzler , 1974). 

Jt becomes even more difficult when the couple have children 

are experiencing the same feelings. On o ne ha nd pa r­

can use their children to express their own ange r and 

(Wallerstein and Kelly, 1977). On the other hand 

own feelings may be so intense that the y resent the 

and consequently ignore the child for fear that the 

will culminate in physical aggression. One thing has 

born out by the research of Kitson (197 6 ) continued 

attachment is highly correlated ~ith measurement of psycho­

logical disturbance. Many clinicians advocate counseling 

to alleviate the pathology which surfaces during a c r isis. 

A divorced family that seeks help is not n ecessari ly sick 

1uat confused and lacking the tools to cope with the crisis 

(Gettleman and Marko"d tz, 1974). 
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Fisher (1973) states the goals of counseling : 

1 . h elp c lient r edefine role 
2. develop problem-solving ability 
3. achieve self-awareness and self-acceptance 

The 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 commun ication system that allows 

both parents t o f eel 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 gui lt 

and anger from the onset of treatment. Comments fr eque ntly 

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 litt l e affairs. 

Taki ng a closer look. at these comments it can be s een that 

the c hild 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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1. Whe n we were marrie d you didn' t spe nd that much 
t i me at home . Are yo u f e eling guilly? I s t hat 
why yo u want to s ee Richie so much? It hurts me t o 
see you care so much about him and so little about me . 

2 . You ' re l ooking very ha·nasome. I don't like being 
attracted to you , especially when I know you don ' t 
want to get back together. 

J . I can't stand the thought of you s eeing s omeo ne e lse . 

When the fighti ng escalates , the children may b e use d 

directly in the communication. They become the messengers 

of bad information, i.e., "Daddy told me to tell you he doesn ' t 

like t o be kept waiting when he comes to pick us up and he 

wi shes you wouldn 't always ask him about how h e is doing and 

who he is dating." From the other side, "Doesn't your fathe r 

care enough about you to feed you properly? Next time 

he offers you hot dogs and potato chips f o r dinne r yo u t e ll 

him I said you had to have a better dinne r." 

At this point, the communication is s o indire ct that 

distortions and miscommunication govern the reactio ns of 

bo th parties . Since the children are the harbingers of ange r 

and hostility they are affected as much as the pare nts 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 toge the r. 

Some children get so confused that their parents suddenly 

begin to identify problem behavior and use the child as the 

representative of all t ha t has happened and figure to cure 

the child by counseling. Wallerstein and Kelly (1977) 

found from t heir research that the parents who initiated the 



-22-

divorce saw chi l dren a s relatively intact and came t o coun-

l ing for reassurance of the ir observation . The pare nts 
se 

who had difficulty accepting the divorce saw their childre n 

a!' tro ubled and damaged by divorc,e and also c ame to coun­

seling for c onfirmation of the ir perceptions. Altho ug h 

this r esearcher's study only measures the p a rents' 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 detaile d in Cha p t e r III. 

oespert (1976) reports the following list of reactions 

one might expect from children during and after divorce: 

listlessness , poor eating. poor sleeping, difficulties with 

s choo l work . irritability and hostility. Kushner (1965) 

adds withd rawal, acting out and displaceme nt o f anger, guilt 

and fruBtration to the list . Despite the decision of the 

pare nts to divorce the children most times never wanted it, 

and they have few outlets for their f eelings of rejection and 

helple ssness. 

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 treatme nt modality, 

has been used for many years in dealing with problems in iam­

ily r e lationships . It has been shown to be use ful in 
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clad f yi ng distortions and miscommunication commonly E'll.rfar it'. 

during a crisis. During and following a divorce communica­

tion between parents is generally strained because of the 

treme ndous stress everyone in the family has to cope with. 

Children are oftentimes used, either directly or indirect ly, 

as the v ehicle for their parents' communication . 

By simple deduction, if conjoint counseling is e ffec-

tive in working with families in crisis and divorce can be 

c onsid e r ed a family c risis , then CPnjoint counseling must 

be effective in divorce counseling . The effectiveness o f 

conjoint counseling can be tested by me asuring the change in 

the parents' communication over a period of time. The 

prediction is that communication will improve from ineffec­

tive a nd counter-productive to effective and productive. 

Due to this improvement in c ommunicatio n the parents may 

paceive the b e havior of their children to be l es s 0£ a 

problem. Therefore it can be expected that the pare nts by 

participating in conjoin t counseling will improve the quality 

of their communication and their p e r ception or th( i r children ' ~~ 

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 r est 

of this thesis will be devoted to the actual pilot project; 

methodology and design , background of the par ticipants , 

findings , dis c ussion and conclusions . 
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CHAPTER III --------
METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 

The following chapter summarizes the methodo l ogy and 

design o f this pilot study. The statement of the hypothesis 

is followed b y the selection and testing of the sample 

population of the participants, the developme nt of question­

nai res to measure any change in communication and parental 

observation o f child behavior . Finally, a description of 

the method used for analyzing the date will be provided . 

Hypothesis 

It can be expected that parents ' participation in con-

j o int counsel i ng will improve the quality of the jr c om­

munication abou t the chil dren and their percepti o n of the ir 

chi l d r e n's behavior wiJ.l 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 f or advice 
about probl ems concerning the c hildren. 

3. More discussion over areas o f disagrement . 

4 . Less avoiding of certain subiects about the chi ldren. 

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

6 . More agreement on matters of discipline for the 
children. 
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7 _ More discussions o n important decisio n concerning 
the children ( such as vacations, moving, c ha nging 
schools, etc.) 

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

9. Less avoiding telling the o ther pare nt o f things 
which put the parent in a bad light concerning t he 
children. 

10 . More confrontation on areas which ordinarily wo uld 
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. Less withholding from the other pare nt when s omet hing 
good happens while the children are in your presen ce . 

In measurinq the change 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 re-por ts o.f the: .following k i nrl i:: "' f rw l•n 1.· t" r : 

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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f ears a nd Worrie s 
Afraid of new sit uations 
Af raid 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 
Brag ging and boasting 
Sas sy to grown-ups 

Pro blems Making Friend~ 
Shy 
Feelings easily hurt 
Afraid they do not like him 
Picks on other children 
Has no friends 
Distrubs o ther 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 
Tanper outburst, explosive and unpredictable behavior 

Problems in School 
Does not like to go to school 
Will not obe y 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 shoulde r 
Unhappy 


