


The Choices Program:

How to Stop Hurting
The People Who Love You

William E. Adams, Ph.D.



Copyright © 2003 by William E. Adams, Ph.D.
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying and recording, or any information or storage and
retrieval system, without the expressed written permission of the
author.

The “Power and Control” and the “Equality” wheels are taken
from Power & Control: Tactics of Men who Batter. Copyright ©
1993 Domestic Abuse Intervention Project. Used by permission of
the Domestic Abuse Intervention Project.

Cover design by Lorien Patton
Back cover photo by Deborah S. Adams

For information regarding the purchase of this book or bulk
purchases, please contact William E. Adams, Ph.D. at

1945 Palo Verde Avenue, Suite 204

Long Beach, CA 90815

(562) 799-1226

Printed in the United States of America

First Edition
December 2003



The Choices Program:

How to Stop Hurting
The People Who Love You



Acknowledgements

This book is dedicated to the men and women who shared their lives with me in
the group room. They taught me everything I know about the concepts and skills in this
book. Week by week they showed courage and dedication to the goal of making
meaningful changes in their lives. Through their effort and feedback they taught me what
worked and what didn’t, and I’'m sure I learned more from them than they ever did from
me. In the process, they taught me how to be a counselor. Thank you.

I also wish to thank Mabel Gardner, my friend and colleague, for her
contributions to this book. I’ve had the pleasure of working with Ms. Gardner for many
years now, and her skill and knowledge as domestic violence facilitator is, in my opinion,
unrivaled. I’ve always strived to be as good a counselor as she is. Mabel’s contributions
to the development of the concepts and skills in this book will always be appreciated.
Thanks also to Jim McDaniel, drill master sergeant. He could be tough, but no one
“joined” with a group more completely than Jim did. An outstanding counselor, he is
still a legend in our group rooms. Thanks, Jim, for your contributions to the ideas
presented here.

I’d like to express my gratitude to Judge Deborah B. Andrews of the Long Beach
Superior Court for the acumen and dedication she brings to the problem of family
violence. Judge Andrews presides over one of the nation’s first dedicated domestic
violence courts. My clients appear before Judge Andrews every three months to give her
a report on their progress in counseling. Whether they were admonished or commended
by the Judge during these appearances, my clients inevitably saw her as knowledgeable
and fair. Over the years, I’ve never heard a client talk about Judge Andrews in a way that
conveyed anything but respect. I’ve often wished that all presiding judges were as
professional and learned about domestic violence issues as she. Thanks also to Dr.
Valerie Kane and Tim Kendrick of the Long Beach Probation Department, and to Joe
Quick and the staff of the Court Referral Information Services Program for your
friendship and professionalism.

Thanks to John Doyle, Leslie Sears, Lorien Patton, and others at The Printing
Press for their suggestions and exceptional support. I’d also like to express my
appreciation to Kiran Ghumman for her kind assistance in editing this book.

Last but not least, I want to thank my wife, Deborah S. Adams. Deborah is a
paralegal, a group facilitator, and the Program Manager of a domestic violence
counseling program. We have worked together for many years, and she is a continual
source of encouragement and inspiration. For countless hours, we have discussed the
concepts presented here and her insights and contributions, both to this work the success
of our program, can’t be overestimated. Finally, I want to express my love and
appreciation to Darby, Jason, Rachel and Emily for being such a large part of my Big
Picture.



I am today what my
Choices were yesterday.

I will be tomorrow what my
Choices are today.

(author unknown, but often quoted)



Table of Contents

Chapter 1:
Chapter 2:
Chapter 3:
Chapter 4:

Chapter 5:
Chapter 6:
Chapter 7:
Chapter 8:

Chapter 9:

Chapter 10:
Chapter 11:
Chapter 12:

Chapter 13:
Chapter 14:
Chapter 15:
Chapter 16:

Chapter 17:
Chapter 18:
Chapter 19:
Chapter 20:

Chapter 21:
Chapter 22:
Chapter 23:
Chapter 24:

Appendix:

ST TR s esne sasennan e e A T S 1

TAKS THE OUE .o menoimnmmn s e i i i AR SRR A 54555 11
Take INVENTOTY  .ooooiiiiiiieeiiiiie ettt 21
SEIL BOITREE » v o oo s R s s nhavwsisy 31
Thoughts and Emotions: Take Responsibility for Your Anger .......... 37
Thoughts and Behavior: Responsibility, Violence, and Control ........ 49
Automatic Thoughts, Core Beliefs, and Self-Talk ..........ccccceeueeenen 63
Skill BUIIAIG ......osiver encnamennsssmmesnsessssanenensanimgmmsssstinisss sasstios spsiniansins 77
Solve Your Problems (And Stop Fighting About Them) ................... 81
The Problem Solving Steps .......cccceiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiicee e 89
Letters That Get You Talking Again .........ccccouviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieceeceee. 99
SKill BUIIAING ..ot 109
See the Big PICtUIE ......c.eooieiiiiiiiiiieciie e 113
Social Influences and VIOIHOE .cosmmmmimmomssmmsssmma iy 123
Changing the House RUIES ..........cc..omaiseomaisissminsis i ivaisssassesienss 133
SKill BUIIAING ...eiiiiiieeiiee et 145
Personality, Acceptance, and Encouragement .......ouesssmsessemssonases 149
Fear and Respect, Tyrants and Leaders ... w.immsmmrssssssmsiss 159
The Children .........c.oooooiiiiiieee e 169
Sl BUIIGE o ks s i st s s s sy 181
Drugs and AICOhOl ... 185
ChoiCes ChaiNS .........coeeiiiuiiiieeeiiiieee et e e e e e ennaeeas 195
RISl B TIRE o cormromme oo s o e e S RN 207
SR BRIHAIAE ... e oossssonnes i ssn s s i s ¥y S48 e NSRS 217
............................................................................................................ 223



Chapter 1
Stay In “The Box”

Key Concepts: Domestic violence doesn’t just happen. Violence occurs when people attack each other
rather than their problems. Violence stops when couples choose to “stay in the box.” The Box model will
help you make better decisions in the future, avoid abuse, and resolve family problems.

Skill Building: Use “The Box" as a roadmap the next time problems and anger arise. Lay the foundation
Jfor a violence-free relationship by choosing to “stay in the box” during times of conflict.

Evan slumped down on the sofa in my office, heartsick and dejected. He had
plenty to feel bad about. A few weeks earlier, Evan had been arrested and convicted of
spousal abuse after hitting his wife, Grace. The court ordered Evan to attend 52 weeks of
domestic violence counseling and issued a protective order that barred him from any
contact with Grace. Now, after twelve years of marriage, Grace wanted a divorce. Evan
hadn’t seen his children for weeks. On top of that, Evan lost his job while he was
incarcerated. “I don’t know what happened,” he said. “Everything was great when
Grace and I got married. Now all we do is argue and fight. Somehow, things just got out
of hand.”

Evan is typical of the men and women who find their way to my office. Like
Evan, most people are unaware of the crucial choices they have made. Even fewer
understand how the choices make, day by day and year by year, slowly erode their
relationship until nothing is left to save. How did Evan end up in jail? Who’s to blame?
Across town, Grace is struggling with questions of her own. She looks at photos taken on
her honeymoon with Evan. It seems so long ago, like another lifetime. What happened
to the two smiling people in the pictures? They seem so happy and in love. But that was
before all the hurt and pain, before attack and counterattack became the norm, before the
abuse.

What happened to Evan and Grace, and to thousands more like them? How did a
loving relationship turn abusive? How did twelve years of choices sweep Evan from a
honeymoon in Hawaii to a seat in the back of a police car? This book will answer these
questions. It was written over the years with the help of hundreds of people who wanted
to stop their abusive behavior and have violence-free relationships. There were also
people in my groups who had no intention of changing. They also made their
contribution to these chapters, albeit in a different way. They came from all walks of life,
and you’ll meet many of them in the pages that follow.

To understand what happened to Evan and Grace you need a map that shows the
chain of events that led Evan from feeling “OK” to an act of physical abuse. You need a
roadmap that shows you how verbal and physical abuse happens. Once you’re familiar
with the road to family violence, you can choose to avoid that road in the future. The




map in this chapter is called The Box. The Box will let you know where you are, what to
expect next, and what road to take to avoid violence and resolve conflict. Like a
navigator’s chart, it will help you make wise choices during times of crisis and avoid
unseen dangers around the corner that can be disastrous for you and your family.

It’s tempting to blame abusive behavior on the problems in your relationship.
This is a grave mistake. It’s like a ship’s captain blaming the rock for the shipwreck,
rather than his own poor seamanship and navigation. In all relationships, periods of calm
are broken by periods of tension and conflict. Alternating episodes of calm and conflict
are a normal part of trying to live together. If handled properly, conflict is not
destructive. Quite the contrary; conflict can make a relationship stronger if it results in
problem solving and a greater understanding of each other. But if handled improperly,
conflict can result in the abuse of family members, the destruction of the family, and, as
with Evan, incarceration. Why do problems lead to violence in some relationships but
not others? The Box below shows how problems are handled in violence-free
relationships.

THE BOX
PROBLEM
OK
PROBLEM
SOLVING « TENSION

\OK: Periods Of Calm|

Let’s examine the parts of the box more closely. Everything starts at the top of
the box in the area marked OK. During the OK stage there are no serious problems to
resolve. Everything may not be perfect, but you and your partner are generally satisfied
with the way things are going. Like a table with four good legs, the relationship is
balanced and stable. Enjoy this period of calm while it lasts. The calm OK period never
lasts for long. It ends when a problem comes up.

The Problem|

Following the arrows in the box, you see that things are OK until a problem
comes up. As I stated earlier, problems are an inevitable part of living with another
person. No two people are exactly alike. You each have your own expectations and



attitudes about how money should be spent, how much time should be spent with friends,
and how leisure time should be used. You may differ about the proper division of
household chores, the proper roles of men and women, sex, work, children, the desire to
stay close to your extended family, future goals, or anything under the sun. You may
even have differences about the way problems should be handled and how anger should
be expressed.

Falling in love will not protect you from interpersonal problems. You were
individuals before you were a couple. The struggle to cope with personal differences
cannot be avoided; it’s the price two people pay to be in a relationship. Personal
differences are potential problems. Differences become a problem when they cause you
or your partner to be dissatisfied with the way things are in the relationship.

Tension: Things Are Not OK|

Problems cause tension between you and your partner. Things were OK before
the problem came up, but they are definitely not OK now. You know things aren’t OK
because there’s a feeling of “tension” between the two of you that wasn’t there before.
The word tension, as used here, is a generic word that refers to feelings of anger,
frustration, resentment, jealousy, or any other feeling associated with anger.

Tension Can Take Many Different Forms

frustration annoyance  defensiveness insecurity

anger resentment  indignation irritation

jealousy rage bitterness infuriation

spite rivalry exasperation aggravation
Problem Solving

What you do now is extremely important. How you choose to behave when
feelings of tension arise will determine, by and large, the type of relationship you will
have. The important thing to understand is that you cannot get rid of feelings like anger
by venting, lashing out, or hurting your partner. The only way to get rid of anger is to
solve the problem causing it, by problem solving. Tension builds until the problem
behind it is solved in a way that you and your partner find acceptable. Tension levels
may go up and down, but the tension never goes completely away until the problem is
solved. Even if you walk away and refuse to talk about it, the tension is still there
because the problem is still there.




IWhat Happens When You Don’t Solve Your Problems{

When a problem comes up tension starts to build. Tension disconnects you from
your partner. When this happens, the goal is to reconnect with your partner (get back to
OK) by solving the problem. If you do that, the tension between the two of you will go
away. But let me make this point once more: tension never goes away until the problem
is solved. Problem solving is the only way to make things really OK again. When you
feel tension (or anger, frustration, jealousy, etc.) between you and your partner, it
means there is a problem that needs to be solved.

The quality of your relationship is defined by the way you choose to handle
problems and tension. Successful couples understand that the feeling of tension is a
signal telling them that they need to work together as a team to resolve a problem. It is
not a signal to vent anger or abuse each other. An effective problem solving strategy
does NOT include yelling, throwing tantrums, or acting like a spoiled child. Instead,
successful couples work together as a team. They attack the problem, not each other.
They know that things will be OK again once the problem is solved. Actually, things will
be better than they were before. Confidence in their relationship and their trust in each
other is confirmed from the experience of working through a problem successfully. After
all, they’ve demonstrated their ability to work together and successfully resolve a
problem, and they know that they can do it again if they have to.

To sum it up, every couple has its share of problems. Whether your relationship
flourishes or fails doesn’t depend on whether there are problems. Rather, success
depends on how you handle the problems that come up. Couples who lave long-term,
satisfying relationships have their share of problems just like everyone else. Their
relationships work because they tend to be good problem solvers. They know that
communication, respect, compromise, and negotiation get good results, while venting,
yelling, and controlling tactics do not. Unfortunately, many people in relationships have
yet to figure this out.

Problem solving isn’t always easy. Maybe you don’t agree that there is a
problem, or you may not agree how to solve it. Perhaps you get defensive and hostile
when you think you’re being criticized. Also, real problems require a real solution, and
that usually means that someone has to change in some way. Who will do the changing?
Maybe you don’t want to change; instead, you’re determined to make your partner
change. Perhaps you react to problems by blaming and finger pointing, or you may
become rigid and controlling rather than trying to compromise and negotiate.

When a problem is handled this way, you and your partner end up on opposite
sides of the fence. You become adversaries instead of teammates, and the tension grows.
The problem becomes a wedge driving the two of you apart, making problem solving
impossible. This is why some couples never really solve their problems; they only argue
and fight about them. They never really get back to the OK zone. When this happens,
the tension from unresolved problems builds up over months and years and bleeds over
into new problems. They blow up over relatively minor problems, and they fight



constantly. Over time the softer feelings of love, support, and caring are covered with a
heavy blanket of anger, mistrust, and resentment. Communication becomes increasingly
hostile and abusive; each new abusive act and hostile word further erodes the
relationship. The erosion continues until, like a beach washed away in a storm, there’s
nothing left. There is so much damage that the relationship can’t be fixed. There’s no
relationship left to save. They can never again get back to OK. But we’re getting ahead
of ourselves.

When the solution to a problem is not readily apparent to both partners an
argument often begins, as shown by the dark arrows in the illustration below.

PROBLEM
G> OK

PROBLEM :
SOLVING

t ARGUMENT J

TENSION

Argument

Notice that an Argument lies inside the box. However, it is important to know
when an argument stops and a fight (or abuse) begins. An argument, as discussed here,
does not involve verbal abuse or violence. You’d be surprised what some people call an
argument. Helen is a good example. One day Helen drove to the apartment of her
boyfriend, Tom. When she got to Tom’s apartment she saw him talking to a voluptuous
young girl outside. Helen flew into a jealous rage. She stomped on the gas pedal and
drove straight for Tom, who saw her coming. Tom’s no dummy. He jumped onto one of
the cars parked nearby. Helen slammed into the car Tom was perched on and threw her
car into reverse for another try. Tom nimbly jumped from car to car as Helen repeatedly
tried to turn him into road-kill. This went on until the police arrived. After her release
from jail the court sent Helen to me for counseling. When I asked her what happened on
the day of her arrest, she said meekly, “I had an argument with my boyfriend.”

In an argument there is no attempt to abuse (or in Helen’s case, to kill) your
partner. Anger may be expressed during an argument, but it is expressed without threats,
name-calling, or physical violence. You can tell someone you’re angry without telling



them off, and that’s the difference between an argument and a fight. During an argument
you respect your partner. In a fight, however, you disrespect you partner. If you engage
abusive, hostile, or disrespectful behavior you are not arguing. You are fighting. The
chart below shows the difference between behavior that we will refer to as “in the box”
(arguing) or “out of the box™ (fighting, or verbal abuse).

In The Box Out Of The Box
*  Keep your tone of voice down * Yell and shout
¢ Show respect in the words you choose ¢ Swear, insult your partner, call your
¢ See yourselves as teammates partner names
*  Constructive focus: Attack the problem, *  See your partner as your adversary
not your partner ¢ Destructive focus: Attack your
partner, forget the problem

It’s not realistic to expect that you or your partner will always avoid arguments
and appropriate expressions of anger. Nor should you always try. When each of you
assumes personal responsibility for expressing anger in a non-abusive way positive
change can occur in the relationship. Couples that respect and care for each other
understand that anger can be expressed in a respectful way. They can tell their partner
that they are angry without “telling them off.” When people assume responsibility for
expressing their anger in a non-abusive way, their partners do not feel personally attacked
or threatened. They listen to one another without getting defensive. They come to trust
each other well enough to express themselves and their feelings openly. A better
understanding of the each other’s needs and expectations is the result. The better you
understand each other, the more effective you will be at problem solving. We will have
more to say about problems and problem solving in the chapters to come. For now, it is
important to remember the difference between an argument and a fight.

In abusive relationships, the focus is not on solving the problem. Rather, one
person (the abuser) vents anger towards his or her partner in a hurtful and disrespectful
manner. The abuser is not interested in resolving problems or working as a team.
Instead, he or she is motivated to control, harm, humiliate, and intimidate. The abusive
person attacks their partner rather than the problem, as shown in the chart of The Box on
the following page.

Take time to study 7he Box carefully. It’s the model that you’ll learn to follow
during times of anger and conflict with your partner. The Box will tell you where you are
in the conflict and help you make wise decisions. Most importantly, it will tell you when
you’re in The Box (making constructive choices) and when you’re out of The Box
(making destructive choices).



The Box

DOMESTIC I
VIOLENCE PROBLEM
I OK
VERBAL PROBLEM
s SOLVING sy TENSION
ARGUMENT

The dark arrows in The Box show the road that leads to abuse and violence. If
you don’t want to go down that road again, you’ll want to remember this roadmap.
Memorize it and use it during times of conflict. That’s the only way you will recognize
the road you’re on and tell yourself, “I’ve been down this road before. 1 know where it
goes, and I don’t want to go there again.” The Box will help you make better choices in
the future. Let’s follow the arrows in The Box to see how problems lead to violence.
Tension starts to build when a problem comes up. An argument follows. When tension
reaches a certain point the problem is forgotten and the abuser gets “out of the box™ and
starts to attack the partner. In most instances the attack starts with verbal abuse, which is
usually the first sign that you’re out of the box. The verbal abuse greatly escalates the
anger between the couple. Verbal abuse is like throwing a match into a pool of gasoline
— it’s just as explosive.

Verbal Abuse Has Many Forms

yell harangue chew out humiliate rip into
shout sarcasm denigrate offend lambaste
insult curse bully nettle put down
name call berate swear rant castigate
threaten belittle insult scold condescend




|Getting Out Of The Box: Verbal Abuseﬁ

After listening to so many people relate the chain of events that led to violence
against their partner, I am convinced that in the vast majority of cases verbal abuse
“unlocked the door” for the violence that followed. One of the most beneficial and
important resolutions that you can make is to stop engaging in verbal abuse. When
you become angry or find yourself in an argument you have a choice to make. Will you
take the road toward violence by engaging in verbal abuse, or will you take the higher
road toward problem solving and conflict resolution? Whichever road you take, the
choice is yours alone and you must take full responsibility for it.

Verbal and physical abuse usually occurs after a period of tension-building and
arguing, especially in the early stages of a relationship. But that is not always the case.
In time, a person may begin to verbally and physically abuse the partner with little or no
argument phase, and the partner is helpless to stop it. But understand this: in any stage of
a relationship, every person who abuses does so because he or she wants to; because he
or she chooses to. In every case, without exception, the only person responsible for the
violence is the one doing the hitting.

Stay In The Box|

The goal of this book is to help you stop abusive behavior by staying inside the
boxed area on the first chart. We call this “staying in The Box.” As long as you stay in
The Box you won’t engage in abusive behavior. To accomplish this goal, you must be
aware of your own words and behavior, especially words and behaviors that are abusive.
Usually, the first warning that you are outside of The Box will be your own verbally
abusive language.

Verbal abuse escalates anger, and it’s destructive to you and your partner. As we
have discussed, verbal abuse is often the beginning of an episode of domestic violence. It
is an indication that you are out of the box and moving towards a violent incident. When
you find yourself becoming verbally abusive, step back and cool off. Use your head,
rather than your hands, and take a time-out to regain control of yourself. More will be
said about using the time-out procedure and problem-solving techniques in the following
sessions. For now, familiarize yourself with The Box. Develop an awareness of where
you are on the chart during times of conflict, so that you can stop yourself when you need
to.



HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT
CHAPTER 1

It’s important that you become very familiar with 7he Box. It is the model that will guide
you through future conflicts, and the chapters that follow will build upon The Box. This
exercise is designed to help you apply The Box to your individual situation. Think about
the last time that you were abusive to your partner and answer the following questions
completely. Remember to stay focused on your own behavior.

1) What was the first sign that there was tension between you and your partner?
What did you feel?

2) Describe the problem that created the tension between you.
3) What did you say or do to attempt to solve the problem?

4) Looking back, what was the first thing you said or did to your partner that was out
of the box (swearing, yelling, threatening, saying hurtful things, etc.)? Be specific
about what you said or did.

5) How long did the verbal abuse continue until the violence started?

6) What acts of abuse and physical violence did you engage in? Be specific.
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