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Introduction: Why Psychoeducational Methods?

        The experience of unusually high levels of stress, and particularly the experience of trauma and violence, shatters our assumption that the world is a just, controllable and meaningful place. The experience of overwhelming events cause emotional arousal so high as to shake one’s sense of trust and belief in the stability of the environment and can result in permanent distress and increasing vulnerability to future stress. 

       There are many factors that will determine how families cope with high levels of stress and trauma. Obviously, the severity of events experienced is a major factor. When events constitute a threat to life and especially when a high level of stress continues over time, other factors (i.e. personality or social support) have less impact to outcome than the degree of the stress itself. However, even for the most catastrophic traumas, such as those resulting from war and terror, sudden bereavement, personal injury and abuse, there are mediating factors that will interact with the severity of the stress to determine degree of damage and future coping. 

       Individual and family coping style, previous history of trauma, developmental maturity and individual and family life stage are important in determining the outcome of experiencing stress and trauma. Having information and knowledge about stressful and traumatic situations can have an impact on the manner in which a person cognitively processes and understands a difficult and potentially overwhelming situation. For example, people who have spiritual strengths and practices and who view what they are experiencing as part of a meaningful and orderly life are more likely to be less damaged and may even be strengthened by difficult life events

       Equally important to positive coping is the degree of social support received before, during and after stressful or traumatic events. McCubbin & Figley (1983) note that families generally operate on an assumption of a predictable normal cycle, anticipating and accepting a sequence of events that will occur throughout the life course.  When life brings sudden and even catastrophic events that impinge on the normative stress that families regularly undergo, families can not rely on past experiences or the guidance of others and are left for a time to fend for themselves. In these situations, a primary antidote to both experiencing catastrophic events and adjusting to its memories is human contact. Most of the literature on stress and trauma emphasizes the importance of support from family, friends and helpers as crucial in cushioning and ameliorating the potentially toxic and pernicious effects on people of extremely difficult life situations. Family member are more likely themselves to be resources for each other when they are themselves supported throughout stressful or traumatic events. Families who do not receive support may find even a previously warm atmosphere eroded by increasing conflict, bitterness and alienation.

        Thus there are two major modes of helping people navigate and ameliorate the potential harmful effects of stress and trauma. One involves help in cognitively processing stressful and traumatic events in a manner that makes them understandable, meaningful and even more predictable. Information, knowledge and learning cognitive coping skills are all crucial in the treatment of stress and trauma. Patterson & Garwick (1998) have reviewed the literature on how families develop a sense of coherence and shared meaning in light of serious stress. They note that almost all theories of family adaptability to stress include a cognitive aspect as crucial to coping well. These include: the degree to which families develop and maintain a sense of mastery; a belief that the family can learn and gain control; the degree to openness to new information; a belief in their solidarity as a unit; and their overall sense of optimism, security and meaningfulness.     

       The second mode of help comes through strengthening connections and bonds with others. Help through strengthening family and social support and deepening connection to others who might be experiencing similar stress is another central goal in the treatment of stress and trauma.  It is obvious that both cognitive and social support factors are highly interrelated. For example, a family that develops a strong sense of coherence and solidarity is more likely to view stress in an optimistic and heath promoting manner. Similarly, having a positive cognitive sense of coherence and resiliency support a sense if solidarity as a family. A breakdown in both cognitive and support factors would predict higher risk for coping with stress and trauma.

      Psychoeducational methods are designed especially to meet both these treatment goals and therefore constitute a major resource in helping families deal with stress and trauma. Pschoeducational groups constitute a form of helping based on creating cognitive change through education and increasing social support through connections with people in similar situations. They propose to give targeted populations knowledge and skills while fostering group solidarity mutual help and discussion as a form of social support. 

      While there is considerable differences between various types of psychoeducational methods, they all contain certain philosophical and practical common aspects.  Psychoeducational groups, regardless of format, theoretical underpinning and specific problem or population targeted are based on structured sessions that utilize standardized educational modules given in a time-limited format. These predesigned, time-limited modules are taught in groups using a variety of educational methods, including lectures, videotapes, group exercises, readings, discussion and skill training. Participants are provided with a program from the start that specifies which topics will be covered and which learning goals are proposed.

        Psychoeducational groups for families have appeared under different names over the years. In addition to the concept of psychoeducational programs (Leveat, 1986) they have also been termed “family life education” (Groves & Groves, 1947), “marriage enrichment” (Mace & Mace, 1975); “relationship enhancement” (Guerney, 1977); “ skill/competence training” (L’Abate, 1990) and “preventive approaches” (Berger & Hannah, 1999). Although Berger and Hannah make a distinction between preventive and therapeutic methods, such a distinction is not supported by research.  For example, in research comparing couples who underwent marriage enrichment to therapy and nonclinical couples, couples who use enrichment were more like the therapy couples than the nonclinical sample. Moreover, as will be discussed in the next section, considerable change is effected within these types of groups, making the distinction between preventive and remedial methods more difficult to maintain.  When we think of psychoeducational methods with populations at risk due to stress or trauma, the distinction between therapy and prevention breaks down entirely. These structured programs have been noted to be particularly effective as a preliminary stage to individual treatment, for example for use with drug abusers (Elliott & Walters, 1997) as they are useful in reducing resistance to other forms of treatment. Instead of creating a new category differentiated and even opposed to treatment, it makes more sense to conceptualize psychoeducational methods as another form of treatment that can either stand alone or be combined with other forms.

Family and Couple Psychoeducational Methods

     Family and couple psychoeducational groups have gained increasing support and interest in the last twenty years and have been especially utilized in the area of trauma in the last ten years. In this section I will review some of the overall literature on family and couples groups, mostly known under the heading of family and marriage enrichment or preventive approaches for families. In the next section I will review the literature on these approaches with selected populations at risk for high levels of stress and trauma. What all these groups have in common is a structured format which includes: a time-limited predetermined course of study for the group, a topic for each session, use of lecture material combined with experiential exercises, role play and demonstration of skills, use of educational teaching tools such as videoclips, overheads, handouts, etc. This does not however mean that these groups do not deal with people’s emotions or problems. Group discussion and sharing is a crucial element in all these groups. However, group leaders and facilitators are trained to stay focused on the topic, to universalize individual concerns and bring the group discussion back to the pre-designated topic.  Strong bonds are often forced between people, as their mutual concerns become evident. 

     While the focus of psychoeducational work with families and couples is on teaching, an overall concern of all preventive work is strengthening and utilizing the family’s inner existing resources. Thus common to all these groups is an emphasis on fostering family and couple strength and pride. For example, Lachariete and Daigneaut (1997) showed the effectiveness of an enrichment group for families with preschoolers. Their program showed increased parental perception of competence, promoted a fair division of household and child caring responsibilities between the mother and her main support figure, and was found to reduce the degree of parental stress especially around child difficulties. Even those programs which target families with special needs, such as families of the mentally ill (Zipple and Spaniol, 1987) has an emphasis on identifying family strengths.  Alessi (1987) notes that the task of a parent group leader is to encourage the group to help members feel better about themselves as parents and people, to establish group cohesiveness so that members can return home strengthen by the group experience.

       There are many different theoretical backgrounds for different family and marital enrichment groups. Alfred Adler was one of the first to develop and family education early in this century, and Family Life Education classes also were precursors of family enrichment programs. While the majority of programs focus on parents or couples, some programs include entire families and invite parents together with their children, (Sawin, M. 1986). Some programs stress religious values and spirituality (McWhirter, 1989) while others focus on dual career (Avis, 1986) issue or normative crisis such as letting children go off to college (Catron & Catron, 1989). Also targeted for psychoeducational groups have been teenage fathers in preparation for parenthood (Kiselica, 1994), parents of children with intellectual disabilities (Schultz, 1993) and aging parents of adults with developmental disabilities (Smith, 1996)

     Berger and Hannah (1999) review the major approaches that have contributed to the marriage enrichment field. These includes programs based on Adler’s work (Carlson & Dinkmeyer, 1999), on objects relations theory (Hendrix & Hunt, 1999); on communication skill training (Miller & Sherrard, 1999) on the work of Virginia Satir and family systems theories (Gordon & Durana, 1999) and a program based in empirical studies of couples interactions (Gottman & Gottman, 1999). There is a wide diversity between these programs in the number of sessions and their duration, ranging from a weekend to a four month course of study. There is also diversity between the degree of training and professional accreditation needed for group leaders, from married couples as mentors to programs that demand a professional degree at minimum. Different programs stress different content material, depending on their theoretical orientation. However, all programs focus on some form of communication training, and attempt to strengthen couple commitment and intimacy, creating shared values, increasing knowledge about marriage and giving social support for married partners.

       Many studies have evaluated the short-term benefits these programs and found them to increase family and couple sense of well being, satisfaction with relationships, cohesiveness and trust (i.e. Hickmon, Protinsky, and Singh, 1997). A meta-analysis of 85 programs (Giblin, et. al. 1986) studied programs which varied in content, format, duration, orientation, subject characteristics, outcome measures and length of follow-up.  Findings show these programs to be beneficial and for there to be some long-term gain. However, some recent studies also show that couples may experience more distress after programs, leading researchers (Kelly and Fincham, 1999) to caution practitioners to evaluate their programs carefully and design them specifically for targeted populations and problems.

Psychoeducational Approaches for High Level Stress and Trauma

      While psychoeducational methods had their start as prevention of distress in non-clinical populations, their use has proliferated for populations undergoing severe stress and trauma. Due to the severity of issues taken on, most of these programs are aimed not to replace individual, couple or family counseling but to be an adjunct form of treatment.  The variety of problems areas and populations that have been offered this form of treatment is very diverse, which speaks for the methods versatility and flexibility. Almost any problem area or high risk population can be offered some form of psychoeducational help as all stressed or traumatized people need both cognitive help in making sense of their situation and social support to supplement and facilitate support.  Programs also help people who might not ordinarily make contact with professionals do so under the auspices of a universal and normative educational experience. Thus psychoeducational groups for traumatized populations may help more people in need access service.

     Most programs offer an overview of general knowledge about the problem area to increase cognitive understanding of the particular stressors to be expected and the types of coping skills that are available. Each session allows participants to discuss their own personal experience related to the topic discussed and fosters mutual problem solving so that participants can experience their own expertise and the experience of helping others. Sessions generally consist of skill training and practice around cognitive and behavioral skills needed in coping well with stress and often homework is given to carry out some form of change in real life.

       Abuse is an area that has received considerable attention in the development of psychoeducational groups.  Some of populations reached with this method include:  foster parents of sexually abused children (Barth, et. al. 1994); parents who have abused their children (Berry & Cash, 1998); children and adolescents living in violent communities (Jones & Selder, 1996;); child sexual abuse survivors (Sweig, 2000) sexual abuse prevention skills for children(Hazzard, 1993).

      Addictions are another area that has sparked the development of creative and interesting psychoeducational groups. These groups include relapse prevention for compulsive crack cocaine smokers and other drug use (Wallace, 1989; la Salva, 1993; Knight, 1994) and groups for family members including children who are exposed to the drug user (Dore et. al. 1999). 

    Mental illness is another problem area where psychoeducational groups have been found to be useful in addition to medication, family and traditional forms of groupwork.  Thus patients with schizophrenia (Asher & Krause, 1991), depressed students ( Burak-Maholik, 1993),  patients with bi-polar disorders (Mikloeitx & Hooley, 1998) and troubled children (Brendtro & Van Bockern, 1994) all have been offered the opportunity to take part in psychoeducational groups. 

      This kind of work is especially empowering for people who suffer from some form of social stigma, as do people who suffer from mental illness. Giving information about the disease and the problem area offers the chance to separate out the person from the problem. The person is treated not as “a schizophrenic” but as someone who has to cope with the stresses that the disease brings and for whom knowledge and skills can be learned not just from the professional but from others who cope with the similar situations. In light of its empowering aspect, psychoeducational groups have been found extremely useful for families dealing with highly stressful and stigmatic situations. Families dealing with AIDS (Pomeroy, 1995), unemployment and downsizing (Foley & Smith, 1999) children  dealing with bereavement (Vickio & Clark, 1998) and immigration (Thomas, 1992) are all potentially traumatized populations that share a similar need for education and support.

     Psychoeducational Programs for Prisoners and their Spouses

      Incarceration is  potentially traumatizing situation that has been viewed as a potential focus of psychoeducational methods. Adolescents preparing for sex offender specific treatment (Perry, et. al. 2000), men who patronize prostitutes and were arrested (Sawyer, et. al. 1998), and inmates who suffer from anxiety, depression and trauma (Pomeroy, et. al. 2000) have all been populations offered the psychoeducational approach. Different programs stress different issues, based on their theoretical underpinnings. For example, a program by Stump, et. al, (1999) for sex offenders in prison focused on self-esteem as a concept to be learned about and understood, while another for the same population (Sloan & Schafer, 2001) focused on teaching about the laws, norms in mainstream American culture and the consequences for choosing behaviors outside the norms. The idea of using psychoeducational approaches for offenders or prisons is a relatively new one. There is however a literature on social work, especially groupwork, in prisons. 

        Report on group work with imprisoned criminals, Zimpfer (1992) found that group consultancy aims at preparing them for their return to normal life when they are released, as well as to adjusting to life in prison, gaining insight, and self-control. Group work allows the prisoners to appreciate the opportunity to learn about their own emotions and beliefs, which guided their conduct and will do so in the future. 

        When examining the effect of a 12-week consultancy group for men who had been violent with their spouses (ibid.), the women reported that they are less abused and that the men show an increasing support for and commitment to the family. The men reported they have been reevaluating their attitude toward women and their expectations in relations to the traditional views of gender roles.

        Group work has the potential of allowing groups of criminals of various backgrounds to redefine their problems, collectively at times, out of their shared experiences (Senior, 1991). Group work could, therefore, serve as a positive and liberating element in therapeutic work with criminals.  Crowe (1977) examined the impact of a cognitive program on prisoners' coping styles and dealing with confrontations among themselves. The findings of his study supported the performance of such programs in prisons. The literature debates the degree of effectiveness these programs had on prisoner rehabilitation. Some even suggested that, due to their results, the programs should be canceled (Conard, 1973). Davidson, Gottschalk, Gensheimer & Mayer (1984) provided proof about the overall positive effect of intervention as part of a rehabilitation program. Izzo & Ross (1990) closed their study on the effect of rehabilitation programs with a statement that it depends on "who is doing what to whom, why and where."

         Although families are highly impacted by the incarceration of family members no reports in the literature have appeared of psychoeducational groups with the families of prisoners. Families are cut-off from their incarcerated member and suffer from the effects of separation, stigma, reallocation of roles at home, additional stress and anger at the imprisoned member. There has  been one report of a psychoeducational approach for families of navy personal who are gone for long periods of time (Blaisure & Arnold-Mann, 1992) but no report of a program for inmates and their partners.

      In this paper will will describe the use of a psychoeducational program for prisoners and their partners in Israel.  The program was based originally on the PAIRS program (Gordon & Frandsen, 1993) , which is a well-established program for marriage enrichment established by Lori Gordon.  It was brought to Israel by Lori Gordon and has been taught for 10 years at Bar Ilan University by Dr. Zev Apel. As a requirement for fulfilling the course to become a PAIRS leader,  students have to do a field placement for one year. Many chose to carry PAIRS out in the prison system with male inmates. After 10 years, hundreds of prisoners  and their wives have undergone PAIRS training. 

Education, Treatment, and Rehabilitation of Prisoners – The Israeli Situation

      "Anyone can be rehabilitated." This assertion was made by Hoffman (1990,  Israeli Prison Rehabilitation Authority) relating the stories of 22 discharged prisoners who chose rehabilitation. Hence, it is our duty to open the gates, to open our hearts, for those seeking rehabilitation. Next to the penitentiaries and social deterrence institutions in Israel, there are certain social institutions that are supposed to rehabilitate the felons. Society is ambivalent about them. On the one hand, there is a desire to punish those who strayed, while on the other hand, "the desire to rehabilitate the 'criminal' and make him follow the norms of the society they live in explicitly exists in most modern societies" (Rosner, Golan, & Hovav, 1994, p. 7). 

     The social need for the rehabilitation of outlaws has been expressed through legal amendments and the development and expansion of social services in the corrective field (Freiberg & Hovav, 1994). When social work only started developing in prisons, it set two main goals (Yelin, 1991): 1. Guarding the prisoners and keeping them under humane conditions; 2. Changing deviant norms and rehabilitation while encouraging the prisoners to change their deviant conduct during their prison term. "The attempts to rehabilitate the prisoners through education, professional training, learning working habits, treating him and his family and their problems, and so on, will end with varying degrees of success" (ibid.). 

     Regulation 47 of the Prisons Regulations (The Prisons Act, 1978) states: "Every prison shall organize and provide a study program, unless the commissioner ordered differently. The prisoners shall be given with the possible alleviations to expand their knowledge in their spare time. Special attention shall be paid to literacy classes for illiterate prisoners

      Educational activities in the prisons are part of the formal and informal education given there (ibid.). Informal education includes theoretical studies, creative workshops, parent/children activities, parental guidance classes, playrooms, and educational and therapy workshops such as psychodrama, art therapy, and sports. As a rule, social work that deals with corrective activities focuses on changing irregular or deviant activities, preventing their reccurrence, correcting their damages, helping in distress situations of their perpetrators, and leveling the psycho-social adjustment of the target population to the norms of social conduct. 

     Many researchers attribute great importance to the reincorporation of the prisoner in his family as an element of the successful rehabilitation of the father (Hoffman, 1994). The therapy programs are affected by the level of connection researchers and therapists found between the state of the prisoner's family and the chances of his rehabilitation being successful.

       The Triangle Program came out of the view by which bolstering the contacts between prisoners and their wives and children, as means for improving the chances of his returning to his family, and thereafter - to society (Hoffman 1985, 1986). Hence, the program combines tutors for the prisoners' children, groups of prisoners' wives, and groups of incarcerated fathers, offering normative ways of dealing with crises. The program helps improving family relations and its ability to respond to the special needs of children, supports the mother in shouldering her heavy load, and promotes the prisoners' remaining fatherly sentiments through their positive involvement with their families even while in prison.

Why PAIRS in Prison?

        The PAIRS (Practical Application of Intimate Relationship Skills) program for the enrichment of marriage was developed by Gordon (1988). It is based on developing five main skills: communication, conflict management, self-understanding, sexuality and sensuality, negotiations and agreements. "In the seminar, couples learn how to identify and reevaluate the emotional approaches and values they had been handed down from their family. They learn how to exchange messages of appreciation for each other, how to conduct negotiations that lead to change, how to fight constructively, how to enjoy each other's sexuality and sensuality, and how to identify and negotiate elements that are usually neither expressed nor perceived, which are a part of their marriage contract that carries a potential for destruction and damage in a relationship" (Gordon, 1989). 

      The PAIRS program has two main goals (ibid.): 

1.
Learning how to take care of yourself and your spouse so that you could identify, recognize, and even enjoy the differences between you, instead of seeing them as a threat or attack on you.

2.
Learning to enjoy your partner and maintaining the relationship as an ongoing source of shared pleasure.

     These goals are attained through a process that combines lectures and talks, as part of the group work, in which a certain idea is presented along with practical exercises for skill enhancement. Many ideas and works by family and couple therapists feature in the PAIRS Program: (Ladd Ann, 1989) Virginia Satir - family laws, communication styles in stressful situations, daily temperature reading; George Bach - anger ceremonies, the fair right to make a change; Sherrod Miller et al - struggle styles; Bowen - family of origin and family mapping; Geraldine Sparks & Ivan Boszoremny - invisible loyalties; Daniel Casriel - bonding, emotional levels of maturity, emotional expression, the logic of emotion; and many others.

  The intervention program includes ten 3-hour weekly meetings that spread over three months. The instructors have been trained in group guidance for the enrichment of marriage, based on the PAIRS method, at the Bar-Ilan University. The study made use of a program of a cognitive nature. The cognitive theory focuses on altering behaviors through perception and thought changes (Clingman & Eisen, 1990).  The theory provides several approaches, the central of which being Elice's (1974) Rational Emotive Therapy (RET) and Michenbaum's (1977) Cognitive Behavior Modification (CBM). 

      The assumptions at the basis of these approaches are: 

1.
People develop behavioral and emotional patterns through cognitive processes.


2.
Cognitive processes affect the creation of various emotions.


3.
Identifying thinking patterns helps experiencing adoptive learning. 

Our Experience With Pairs in Israeli Prisons

Prisoners are at high risk for stress and trauma themselves due to prolonged separation from their families and support networks, difficult living conditions in prison, physical threats and prolonged removal from their daily routines. Their families, especially their wives, are suddenly burdened with financially supporting the family, having to take on all household and child care tasks and deal with loneliness, stigma and emotions such as anger and shame. The dynamics of marriage while the male partner is incarcerated involve keeping connected through telephone and brief weekly visits and cause a high level of strain on the relationship. These couples are at risk for divorce as well as emotional breakdown in either partner or lack of ability to parent successfully. Each program offered to the prisons was carried out in the prison system by a pair of students (male and female) who taught twelve classes to the men, of which three meetings were together with wives as well.

When their wives came for the sessions, they were already trained in some of the communication skills and were able to practice with their wives. 

     The following are notes from an interview of Rami Tsani, who was one of a team of two group leaders working weekly with a group of 20 prisoners and their wives over a period of three months. Rami was 30 years old when he ran this group with a female co-leader in her early twenties. Due to lack of space only the first few sessions can be described here to give a flavor of the way these men reacted to the PAIRS program.

      The first thing I was aware of upon entering the prison for the first time was the feeling of fear about the situation. I felt fear at suddenly being inside with all those locked doors and bars. I have done a lot of groups, but this was different, especially after going through all the security checks, having to wait at each stage for an ok to continue further inside…it is hard to think how to talk with prisoners about being open about their feelings when we are in such a closed restricted atmosphere. I did three such groups that year, but others from my class didn’t want to go into the prison and work with prisoners about marriage; they were scared. 

    The prison service offers all kinds of educational experiences and when we arrived there was already a long list of prisoners who wanted to enter our group, so we had to interview and decide who to take since we couldn’t have more than 20. The prisoners were told that this was a group about communication and intimacy with their partners, so we took only married men. They were concerned about trust from the initial interview, questions such as who would get the information that they brought up in the group, will this information be used against me? We assumed them of confidentiality and talked with them from the start that only if they were willing for their partner to come for three meetings out of the 12 could they attend. 

     We chose people of all ages, but not below 20 or above 60. We were told by the prison social worker that men doing time because of violence in the family would not be accepted in the group because they are rejected by the other prisoners and have especially low status. However we insisted that the group be open to them and eventually they fit in fine, especially since many of the other prisoners talked about violence at home as well. 

    During the first meeting the men were closed and withdrawn. We asked not to know what their crimes were so as not to stereotype them. We talked about our goal of strengthening couple ties. We asked them to introduce themselves by telling one thing about themselves and one thing that their wives might have said about them. It was far easier for them to talk about themselves (“society ruined me”; “I never had a chance since the day I was born”) than to think of something their wives might have said. There were many negative opinions about women, such as “you can’t trust them” or you have to control them, always be one step ahead”. One man said “I am very critical” and another said “I know how to be responsible, but I am also negligent, my life is complicated and she would said that I am complicated and that this ruined her life”  In the discussion following this introductory exercise, they began to tell us about their problems of communicating their the wives. What most bothered the men was that wives were busy and not always available for talking when the husband called. They felt brushed off and that the wife had more power over the communication and over them. If it made them angry and they exploded in rage, wives wouldn’t talk with them. 

Towards the end of the first session we asked for feedback and some of the men said it was the first time they have been asked to “get inside her shoes” and think how she must feel, it made them think. Others came back the next week saying that they had thought about it all week, and had even asked their wives in phone conversations how they would have described them.

     In the next session we worked on a group contract related to confidentiality and the purpose of the sessions. They wanted reliability and a promise not to share any information with people in the prison system. They also said they needed to feel more in control. They experienced a great deal of anxiety about what was happening at home (were the wives being faithful? were they considering divorce? were they managing fine without them?). They wanted to improve their communication with their wives.  However, they were also very clear that other people were to blame for their being in prison; society, their parents, their wives or their wives’ family. They found it difficult to empathize with any difficulty their wives were experiencing. They said they the pressures and stresses they were undergoing were worse than anything their families experienced.     

      During the second meeting we taught about division of tasks at home, how roles are delegated and what was their own role at home. This was preparation for family of origin work and it opened up a discussion about the families they came from. Each shared their role in their families of origin and stories and experiences from their childhood. During the third meeting we taught Satir’s defensive communication styles (the computer, blamer, placator, irrelevant) and linked these to styles they had seen in their parents marriage. We demonstrated the styles and had them do an exercise that gave each man a chance to experience each style. The blamer was by far the most familiar style for them. While at first they did the exercise in a monotonous way, they really go into it and started yelling and screaming in the blamer mode. Afterwards they talked about how they had never realized how hard it was to be blamed. Many of them talked about suddenly seeing how hard it might be for their wives to be blamed by them. They connected the styles to people they knew, especially people from their families of origins that had been mentioned in the previous session. 

     We gave them a hypothetical case in which they had to imagine what they would feel and do if their wife sold the family car and was cheated and lost money. How would they respond when they got home and heard the story from their wives? Although a few of them were critical in their reactions, many moved to a more supportive position having been influenced by the previous exercise. Each was asked what they reaction would be, and we heard statements like “too bad this happened, but I know that you are upset” but also some critical responses, such as “when I finish with them (the people who cheated the wife) I will take care of you”.  We handed out a list of supportive behaviors and how to move from a “you” position to an “I” position. They were absolutely amazed by this list. Although their natural response might have been “how could you have done this?” they role-played the supported behaviors well although rather mechanically and felt good with it. 

What was unique for me as a student was the intensity of their reactions. When we had learned all these skills in the university it was more sterile. In the prison, the men were very emotional, filled with anger and conflict and also amazed when they saw a different way to do thing. It really upset them to realize how they had been behaving to their wives.

   During the fourth meeting we introduced to the family of origin geneogram by way of s guided imagery exercise. This exercise was a mediation of their own birth as a child, but into adoring and loving parents who received them with open arms and love. They got into the atmosphere and quieted down as we dimmed the lights and asked them to close their eyes. After the mediation, which takes about seven minutes, they reflected on their individual experiences. Most said it was the first time they ever thought if they ere wanted, how their parents acted towards them as infants and whether they got any warmth as babies. There were many different responses, from some who noted that their own experience was very different than the mediation (i.e. “oh another child” ) to those who experienced peace and happiness during the meditation. These men talked about enjoying an experience they never had, and I was surprised how little embarrassment they displayed, how sensitive they were willing to be. One of the prisoners cried and my co-leader went over to sit with him. When she got up to leave, someone else went over and put an arm around him, in a kind of macho way. There were several expressions of physical closeness during this session. Their reactions included feeling that they could love their wives more now love themselves and feel more peaceful and quiet.

    By the next session that was supposed to include the wives, group solidarity was well established. They always did the homework we give them and were always waiting for us for about a quarter of an hour before we arrived. Although there were many problems for them in getting their wives to attend (babysitting, traveling, financial problems in taking time off from work), all the wives arrived. It was the first time the women had come into the prison and we had to get special permission for that. No other prisoners were allowed near the wives. The men were very excited about the visit, were allowed to walk in the inner court with their partners and held their hands. We met alone first with the women for one hour. We used this time to talk about their own feelings about having their husbands in prison and also shared the material we had taught their husbands. They mostly knew what they husbands had experienced in the group meetings as husbands had already shared their reactions. But they had many complaints to air about being wives of prisoners: the economic pressures, dealing with their neighbors gossip, the feeling of having to cope alone with everything. They said that they were being punished although it was their husbands who had committed the crime. Moreover, they experienced intense loneliness, overwhelmed with responsibility and expected to support their husband though no one was supporting them. They said that they needed the program themselves, as they need more support to be able to give to their partners.

   The meeting itself was amazing. The women had dressed up for the event and had brought a lot of food with them. Many had prepared for days for this, even bringing a tablecloth. There was a holiday atmosphere. We taught about the importance of sharing thoughts and feelings and used an exercise called the “daily temperature reading” to practice. In this exercise the participants give each other new information, ask questions, give compliments and criticism, ask for change and share their hopes, wishes and dreams. They were instructed phone use of the exercise and role-played telephone conversations. At the end of the exercise couple were close and holding hands, but when they were asked to say something good about their partner, most of them could not do it out loud. They asked to do this privately.

Although there was a holiday atmosphere they seemed to take the work we did together very seriously. Someone said it was the first time he felt that his wife really listened to him. They all mentioned how important it was to improve the quality of their telephone conversations, how important to stop and think before getting angry. With the phone conversation, there is always the possibility that one partner will get angry and disconnect, and this issue was a major focus of their discussion. We asked that they set up fixed times for conversations, as we discovered that the men often called when their wives were occupied with children. This idea was a new one and seemed to be very helpful to them. Many scheduled half an hour to talk after the children went to bed. While up to now they had free access to the phone, they suddenly became aware that the quality of their conversations determined the continuity and quality of their relationships. 

In future sessions we taught them how to effectively handle conflict through fair fighting and a dialogue guide that deepens emotional expression. In addition, we spent several sessions working on their geneogram, which informed them about patterns of behavior that had carried over from generation to generation.  We also later practiced these skills in two more sessions with their wives. After each session they were give a page which summarized the teaching of the session, gave them practice homework to do in telephone conversations with their wives.

    After twelve sessions feedback was very good. Each person talked about taking new things back into his life. Two topics that were mentioned the most were listening was and the importance of physical contact. There was a sense that the group had gone a long way in overcoming their sense of isolation from their partners. They mentioned being able to relate with less anger and more self-awareness. One man discussed how afraid he had been before the group that his wife would leave him. He now was secure that after 24 years of marriage she would wait for him.  Another said that he had moved beyond feeling traumatized in prison, feeling detached and embarrassed, to feeling that he was using the time well in learning important material that would help when he got back. Wives mentioned real changes in their relationship. One said we were doing “holy work” . Most wives said  that their partners were now more patient and understanding about the burden they carried at home. 

    I have to say that running psychoeducational groups in prisons has changed me in many ways. I have gotten over my stereotypes of people in prison, realized they are like anyone else, that anyone can get in this situation. I have been changed by being exposed to stories of incredible hardship, drug use, and neglect in childhood, loss of freedom, being closed in. It was often good to know that at the end of the day I could leave. There was some degree of identifying with them and understanding what it is like to have to fight for everything. I understand now a bit of what it is like, only a bit. I love the humanness of these people, the moment that they gave us their trust, when they were no longer afraid to talk about everything, we felt so close. 

Ongoing Research on PAIRS for Couples Effected By Incarciration

In a study conducted in Israeli prisons (Nehushtai, 1999), 14 prisoners were selected to attend a marriage enrichment workshop. The participants were about to end their term and the workshop intended to prepare them for their reunion with their spouses, ahead of returning to normal life. The participants first raised their concerns regarding the reunion. The study used the method of action examination, which was based on observations and interviews. The findings indicated that the workshop helped the prisoner return to married life. The participants noted that they received tools for effective communication with their spouses. 

       A study presently conducted by the Bar-Ilan University is examining the impact of the PAIRS program on prisoners in Israel.  We are examining the following: (a) the level of the differentiation of the self; (b) differentiation of the family of origin; (c) anxiety levels; (d) adjustment to marriage . The researchers assume that the intervention would lead to the following changes: 

1.
The differentiation of the self would be clearly higher then before the intervention.

2.
The differentiation of the family of origin would be clearly higher then before the intervention.

3.
The level of anxiety after the intervention would be clearly lower than before it.

4.
Adjustment to marriage after the intervention would be clearly better than before it.

     Findings from this study will help shed light on the effects of using the PAIRS program with prisoners and their partners.

Conclusions     

/
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