Protocol for Coaches in the Collaborative Divorce Process

Referrals to divorce coaches to assist clients to participate fully in the collaborative separation and divorce process can come from many sources.  In the following protocols we have assumed that the referral has come from the client’s lawyer prior to the lawyer/client 4-way meeting.

First Telephone Contact Between Client And Coach

A brief phone conversation usually is held with a potential client for the purpose of assessing what the client understands about coaching, answering basic questions about the collaborative process, and clarifying the time and cost.  Then, an appointment is made for the first coaching session, where these procedures are discussed in greater detail.  
Session One:

2-Way Meeting Between Coach And Client

The session will focus on the formation of a connection with the client, orientation about coaching, and the identification of the client’s issues and goals for the separation and divorce process.  At this point the coach has the opportunity to receive the client in a way that not only sets the tone for all future work together, but also gives the client the opportunity to vent or release the pent up experiences and emotions of her situation.  While it will be important to eventually have all the details, the first meeting is unique in its power to allow the client to tell her story her way, and to feel truly heard by the coach.  Most of the information that the coach will need will come out of the client’s story.  More detail can be added at a later time.
Preliminary Intake Questions About The Collaborative Process
· Who has referred the client?  Was the referral from a lawyer?  Is the lawyer a collaborative one?

· Has the client’s spouse retained a lawyer?  Is the lawyer a collaborative one?

· Has a collaborative agreement been signed?

· Has the spouse selected a coach for himself?  Is there a collaborative team in place?

Assess knowledge of the collaborative process from the client and supply education as needed.

Assess Level Of Knowledge About Coaching and Educate About Role Of Coach

· The role of the coach is not the same as the role of a counsellor or psychotherapist.
· A coach uses therapeutic skills and knowledge to support, educate, and prepare clients for the successful 4-way negotiation of a divorce settlement agreement.
· Coaching is a brief, solution-oriented, and supportive process.
· Coaching improves and facilitates communication between divorcing spouses.
· Coaching helps to reduce the emotional intensity of the divorce and helps the client separate legal and practical issues from emotional issues.  Coaching assists with the transition from the spousal relationship to a co-parenting relationship and divorce partnership.
· Coaches assist the parents in developing a parenting plan, if children are in the divorcing family.
· Coaches make referrals to other professionals, as necessary.
Signing The Collaborative Agreement To Retain a Coach

At this point in the session, The Collaborative Agreement To Retain A Coach will be shown and explained to the client.

· Review the Agreement with the client and answer questions.
· Discuss the scoop and limits of confidentiality:

1. Unlike psychotherapy, all relevant client information is shared with other members of the collaborative team and is not kept confidential between the coach and the client.

2. Client would need to sign a separate “permission to release information” form in order for the coach to talk to anyone OUTSIDE the collaborative team.

3. The coach shall not be asked to release session notes to any outside party or to testify as part of any legal procedures.
4. The coach has a duty to report suspected child or elder abuse/neglect and to warn appropriate parties if a client is a serious danger to herself or others.

· Client signs the Collaborative Agreement

History

· A martial history is taken, and information is gathered about each client’s contribution to the martial dynamics and the divorce issues.  Coaches can refer to the accompanying marital history checklist and use appropriate sections as a guide in the history and assessment process.  This information will also be useful to the coaches and the parents in the creation of a Co-Parenting Plan in future sessions.
Martial History Checklist

A. Client Information

· Name

· Address, phone, cell phone, fax and email

· Employment/occupation

· Education

· Activities/Interests/Hobbies

· Religious affiliation and practices

· Legal History:  DUI’s, Arrests, Restraining Orders

· Drug and Alcohol History

· Health History

· Medical conditions
· Medications

· Psychotherapeutic History

· Previous Marriages and/or Long Term Relationships

· Children from previous marriages and/or long term relationships

· If yes, name, age, date of birth of each child, location of each child

· Is there a new significant other in the picture?

B. History of Martial Relationship

· Name of current spouse, address, phone, cell phone, fax, email

· How long did you date one another before marriage

· Date of marriage?  Length of marriage?

· Date of current separation

· Reason for separation from each spouse’s perspective

· Have there been any other separations for longer than two days?

· Do you have separate residences?  If yes, location of each

· Nature of decision-making and conflict resolution during the marriage

· Was there any Domestic Violence in the relationship?

· If yes, were the police involved?

· If yes, dates and number of incidents

· If yes, was a report made?  How many times was a report made?

C. Children

· Name, age, date of birth of children of this marriage

· Any behavioural, emotional, or special needs issues with respect to each child?  If yes, name of child and describe the issue.

· Any children of prior relationships?
· If yes, please state name, age, date of birth of each child

· Do any of them live in the home?  Full or part time?

· Any behavioural, emotional or special needs issues with respect to each child?  If yes, please state name and age of each child and a description of the issue(s)

D. Parenting

· Describe your parenting style

· Do you have any concerns about your spouse’s parenting style?
· Methods of discipline used by each parent?
· Has there ever been any incident of child abuse
· Has there ever been a report made to the Ministry of Children and Family Development?
· If yes, what was the outcome?

· Is there a temporary custody arrangement in place?
· If yes is it:
1. Court ordered?

2. Voluntary
3. Describe current co-parenting arrangement
E. Home
· Own vs. Rent

· Other adults living in the home

· If yes, names of other adults in the home

· If yes, the nature of the relationship of the other adults to you

· Is there a history of violence, substance abuse, child abuse or mental health issues with the others living in the home?

Assessment
· The coach will be alert to the client’s themes, key issues, and concerns, which emerge during the history and assessment discussion.

· The coach will help the client list and prioritize these issues and concerns in the order of urgency and importance.
· If serious issues of domestic violence, child abuse, substance abuse or mental illness arise, the coach will need to assess if these difficulties would rule out a collaborative divorce, might affect the couple’s readiness to begin, or might necessitate the establishment of additional safeguards.

Goal Setting

· The coach and client will set goals which flow from the list of issues and concerns.  These goals should be structured in such a way as to help move the client away from fixed positions towards interest-based requests.

Client Assessment Of The Session

The coach may use a number of assessment tools to gather information from the client on how effective the session was for the client and to monitor how the process is working for the client.  These evaluative tools include:

· Client Survey For Collaborative Separation & Divorce (See Appendix A)
Client Assessment Scale (See Appendix B)

· Client Assessment for Collaboration (See Appendix C)

· Client Progress Evaluation (See Appendix D)
Intersession Communication Between Coaches

It is helpful if both coaches consult with each other before the second coaching session to exchange impressions of each spouse and to learn about each spouse’s concerns and issues.

· If the coaches haven’t worked together before, they may want to have this meeting in person so they can begin to establish a professional working relationship.

· During the intersession contact, the coaches review each client’s issues, concerns, and goals.

· The coaches share relevant information about their clients and possible dynamics that might surface when the clients are brought together in a 4-way session.

· The coaches discuss how they might help clients move from positions to interests on any given issue in order to diffuse conflict.

· Special issues such as domestic violence and substance abuse are discussed.

· Safety plans for each client are formulated.

· Review of client and family strengths.
· As a tool to help coaches assess their session with the client and as a framework to discuss the individual, relational and content domains of their session(s) with the other coach, Assessing Client Options (See Appendix D) may be helpful.

Session Two: Part 1

Two-Way Meeting Between Coach and Client

The purpose of this meeting is to prepare the client for his first 4-way session.  It will address the reality of what it will be like for him to sit in the same room with his spouse and to have a constructive discussion.  The coach will help the client to prepare a presentation of his needs, concerns, and goals in a way that removes adversarial language and blame.  The coach will also help the client to anticipate and identify the emotional triggers between himself and his spouse.  The following guidelines will assist the coach in this process:

· Review with the client what to expect during a 4-way meeting.  Review who will be there, what issues will be on the agenda and inquire as to whether the client has any new concerns.

· Is the client ready?  Discuss with the client and fears or anxieties about what might happen in the session.

· Anticipate the client’s experience with the spouse.  Can the client be in the same room with the spouse and feel safe?

· Discuss with the client his vision of a successful meeting.

· Help the client distinguish between his desires and realistic outcomes.

· Explanation of ‘emotional management” when the spouse is in the room.  List his emotional triggers and develop ways to manage his responses to these triggers.

· Does the client understand his impact on his spouse and how he triggers her?  Help him find positive and respectful ways of making his requests and responding to her requests.

· Logistics and client feelings to be honored
*Courtesy protocols


*
Entrance, exits, and timing (e.g. would they be comfortable 



in a waiting room together?)

*Who speaks first?

*Safety plans

     *
     Help him to understand that neither party will get exactly what he or she wants.  Help him to realize that he can’t control what the other person says or does, only his own responses.  Is he prepared to do that?  Help the client acknowledge angry feelings and ask if he can set them aside during the negotiations.  Help him to understand that he can disagree but that staying in control will help him to achieve his goals.  Help him to distinguish between disagreement and conflict or hostility.  What personal strengths can the client bring to facilitate the 4- way meeting?  What can he do to help the negotiations?  What can he do differently to change a difficult dynamic?  If he makes a step in a positive direction, the whole tone of the interaction can shift.

Session Two:  Part 2

4-Way Meeting With Both Spouses and Both Coaches

Part 2 of Session 2 could occur immediately following Part 1 or may be scheduled at another time.  This meeting is a dress rehearsal for the clients, in order to prepare for the 4-way with the lawyers.  It gives the coaches an opportunity to observe, address, and alert the lawyers to troublesome issues and disruptive dynamics that may occur in the 4-way meeting with the lawyers.
The coaches should consult with each other briefly ahead of time to plan the meeting.

The agenda of this meeting may include:

· Review together each spouse’s issues, concerns, and goals.
· Identify items in common.
· Identify items which differ.
· Ask the parties to work together to merge their individual lists of concerns, creating one list of goals.  The coaches role is to help them negotiate and to observe how both parties respond to this task.  Are they respectful?  If not, coaches should begin to address this with them.
· To build in success, coaches can encourage the clients to place the easier items at the beginning of the list, and leave the more problematic items until the end.
· Coaches can set a positive tone by stating that there is no blame: that each spouse has strengths and each has contributed to the difficulties between them

· Coaches observe clients’ communication styles and educate and intervene as necessary.
· The combined list of issues, concerns, and goals will be given to the lawyers and will help form the agenda of the 4-way meeting with them.
The purpose of the coach/client time detailed above is to prepare the client(s) for the 4 way meetings with each other and the lawyers.  Much of the information that has been gathered will be useful to the coaches in subsequent meetings with the spouses, particularly in the development of a co-parenting plan if the divorcing couple has children

Intersession Communication Among Collaborative Team Members

The goal of this intersession communication is for the coaches to inform both lawyers and any other team member about:
· Each client’s prioritized list of issues and concerns and the combined list that they created together.
· An assessment of each client’s strengths.
· An assessment of each client’s individual areas of difficulty (e.g. substance abuse, impulse control problems, domestic violence history, passivity or other personality dynamics which may trigger emotion or impact productive negotiation.
· Recommendations about how to manage potential dynamics between the spouses,  If there is a history of domestic violence or substance abuse a safety plan will need to be formulated.

The collaborative team can decide how information will be communicated among its members.  However, sensitive information is better communicated by telephone rather than by email due to concerns about confidentiality and the possibility of misinterpretation.
