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Who Am I and 
Where Did This 

Info Come From?

• Licensed MFT who has been working with 
high conflict and court-involved cases

• Trained as a PC and mediator, but also 
provide coparenting coaching, pre-divorce 
counseling, and reunification/parent child 
relationship repair assessment and therapy

• The information in this presentation comes 
from a combination of  the work of  Bill 
Eddy, Richard Schwartz, and thousands of  
client hours – a lot with stuck clients

• It also comes from clinical experience 
identifying patterns and creating strategies to 
address those patterns.
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Learning Objectives

1. You will be able to identify a process to help clients who are “stuck” in 
high conflict situations. The process includes: 

• a. Assessing where the client is in their ‘stuck-ness’

• b. Providing psychoeducation

• c. Encouraging the client to analyze their values and corresponding 
vulnerabilities

• d. Employing strategies to target barriers to change or to becoming 
unstuck

2. You will be able to describe concrete strategies that will help clients react 
or behave during custody conflict in ways that support their children’s 
emotional development.
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Audience Participation

• There will be several activities we’ll do today

• You’ll also have a couple of  chances to talk to your neighbor

• You will not have to write any essays 😁

• Or speak in front of  a roomful of  strangers…



“If  you never take a risk, Howard, your life will stay 
exactly as it is, forever…”

Only Murders in the Building



Why Are We 
Here?

Because STUCK clients = 
• Kids who might not be 

getting what they need

• Individuals who can’t 
experience forward progress

• Hurt people who keep 
hurting people

• Expensive processes
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Structure For Today

• Identify stuckness – who is stuck, where are they stuck, and how do we know

• Learn how to unstick them, by
• Addressing resistance – 3 areas of  resistance that commonly appear in stuck clients/ 

stuck families and how to work with them

• Addressing resilience – 5 steps to increase resilience in order to overcome resistance and 
allow the client to become unstuck

• Reach the goal of  unsticking
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What Is Unsticking?

UNSTICK (verb, meaning to:)

• Utilize
• New 

• Strategies and

• Techniques to

• Interrupt

• Conflict patterns, in order to benefit the
• Kids (or clients, or professionals)
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But first, WHAT IS 
STUCKNESS – who are we 

talking about here?





So, WHY Are They Stuck?

• Under-managed Resistance
“The refusal to accept or comply with something; the 
attempt to prevent something by action or 
argument”...or inaction, blaming, fear, worry…

• Under-developed Resilience
“The capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; 
toughness”...and the client understanding that they won’t 
die from this…



WHERE Are They Stuck? 
In Their Resistance

The 3 main ways resistance seems to show up in clients are:

• A laser focus on the Other (the other parent, the other step-parent, the other 
in-laws, the other attorney, the other parts of  the system)

• Being completely invested in their values (their expectations of  everyone’s 
behavior)

• Experiencing such high internal conflict that they can’t manage the external 
conflict (or manage it in competing ways)

Learning Objective 1.a. 



RESISTANCE #1: Laser Focus On The Other

Narcissi-Meter

• Low: “I haven’t heard about this before, but my 
friends told me the other person is something called 
a narcissist”

• High: “I’ve printed out the DSM definition of  
narcissism and provided examples of  how my ex 
meets every one of  the criteria.”

LOW
HIGH



Validate…And Blur The Focus 
Using Psychoeducation

6 Personality Disorders that create chaos and confusion:
(Adapted from Bill Eddy, 5 Types of  People Who Can Ruin Your Life, 2018)

• Narcissistic Personality Disorder
• Borderline Personality Disorder
• Paranoid Personality Disorder
• Histrionic Personality Disorder
• Obsessive-Compulsive Personality Disorder*
• Antisocial Personality Disorder

*Increasing due to polarization within families and communities?

Learning Objective 1.b.



Personality Disorders, Briefly Explained

• NPD: An existential need to feel bigger, stronger, better, richer, superior, or just 
MORE than other people that manifests as entitlement and a lack of  empathy

• BPD: A tremendous fear of  abandonment that manifests in a push-pull dynamic in 
which trust is always being tested (and often found lacking)

• PPD: A need to be in control of  information and perception that manifests as 
stalking, withholding information, and mistrust

• HPD: A need for attention that is so strong that it can manifest in outrageous 
behavior that guarantees attention at the expense of  others



Personality Disorders, Briefly Explained

• OCPD: A need to control their environment and a fear of  chaos that manifests as 
tight control of  money, hoarding, moral superiority and judgment, and inflexibility

• APD: A need to dominate that is so strong that a person is without remorse when 
they break laws, damage property, inflict pain, lie, cheat, steal, and bulldoze people 
in the way. Someone with this set of  traits can only be managed by someone with 
even more ASD traits or by a system. Individuals rarely succeed with changing the 
patterns without outside help

(Adapted from Bill Eddy, 5 Types of  People Who Can Ruin Your Life, 2018)



Helpful 
Messages 
to Share 

With 
Clients:

People can have just a couple of  personality 
disorder traits and it’s enough to make it hard to 
deal with them

People who have traits of  one are often likely 
to have traits of  more than one (Adapted from Bill Eddy, 5 
Types of  People Who Can Ruin Your Life, 2018)

Most of  the time a DX doesn’t matter because the 
client isn’t going to automatically win custody just 
because the other person has traits of  PDs

What’s MORE important than what the other 
person is is how the client can use what they know 
about the other person to change the patterns

Diagnosing someone with a PD isn’t the solution; 
using an understanding of  their behaviors to change 
one’s own behavior IS



What If  Your Stuck Client Is The One 
With The Traits?

No problem.
• They probably STILL think the other person is the problem, so the 

psychoeducation helps

• If  they have more traits than their ex or coparent, you have a shared language to 
work on changing their behavior. “You think your ex is a narcissist and they think 
that about you. How can we work together to do things differently so that you can 
show that you’re NOT the problem?” (this works great with people with NPD traits 
because they want to be seen as the best!)



Last Strategies About The Others

• Assign the Bill Eddy book UNLESS: 
• It might put them in danger if  found

• It might widen or strengthen their focus on the Other

• You have concerns that your client has APD and would use that information to hurt 
the Other

• As soon as possible, move on from the Other. 

• Bring conversations about the Other back to the client and what they are 
going to do differently



RESISTANCE #2: Being Completely 
Invested In Their Own Values

• “YEAH, BUT…!!!!!!”
• A sign clients are too invested in their values is when they see how an idea or 

strategy might work, BUT then they can’t do it because it doesn’t sit right with 
them…

“I would set a limit with my ex, BUT then they’ll tell the kids I’m the reason they couldn’t see the R movie…”

• Or, they have expectations that everyone else, particularly the Other, will behave 
how they think they should, BUT no one is doing what they “should”...

“I mean, my ex does feed the kids dinner, BUT I don’t know why they can’t follow the federal nutritional 
guidelines”

Learning Objective 1.c.



5 Key Values

• Empathy

• Trust

• Integrity

• Connection

• Security
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How Can Values Be Vulnerabilities?

• Values are something we FIGHT for

• Values are core to our identities

• If  we DON’T fight for our values, we tell ourselves we’re awful people

• No one wants to think of  themselves as an awful person

Clinging tightly to values causes some clients to:

• Sabotage or undermine the process

• Lose sight of  the kids

• Create more cost and more stress 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://www.peoplematters.in/blog/behavioural-assessments/driving-values-in-organization-14044
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


5 Key Value-Vulnerabilities Pairs

Empathy → Being seen as a bad person

Trust → Doubting themselves

Integrity → Defensiveness

Connection → Loneliness/Hoping for the past

Security → Fear of  being broke, homeless, childless, friendless…



Activity: Case Example

Two coparents need to discuss a child’s neurodiversity and how it’s impacting school 
participation. To that “end”, Parent A sends long emails to Parent 1 criticizing Parent 
1’s ability to discipline or provide structure to the child. Parent 1 responds to Parent A 
by explaining (with even longer emails) how Parent 1 is not doing any of  the things 
they are accused of  and how, actually, Parent A is doing those same things, but worse.

• Value: 
• Vulnerability: 
• What got lost?









Activity: Reframing 
Client Behavior

Think of  one of  your most stuck 
clients–

• How could you reframe their 
resistance in terms of  values and 
vulnerabilities? 

• Share with a partner…or secretly 
and silently think about it to 
yourself  while you check emails…
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https://ecoworldreactor.blogspot.com/2012/08/creativity-innovation-crush-im-not.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Should Clients Give Up Their Values?

NO.
Encourage clients to be strategic about fighting for their values, however.

• The other parent, if  they were going to respect the values, would have already done so – hammering on it 
won’t get the client anywhere

• The client can be reminded that in 100% of  their life, the client lives by and exhibits their values 

• Living by and exhibiting the values does NOT mean having to defend and explain them to someone who 
won’t take them into account

• Help the client not shout into the wind
But my 

VALUES!



Working with Values/Vulnerabilities Resistance

• Educate them about values and vulnerabilities
• Explain the relationship between values and vulnerabilities in their situation
• When they ask, “So you’re trying to get me to give up my values?????” answer with, 

“No, they’re great. You can have those fab values AND not always manage the 
conflict with them, because here’s what happens to you every time…”

• Ask them to be aware of  when they’re upholding their values and actually creating 
more conflict or stuckness

• Suggest they can move forward even if  they don’t take issue with everything the 
Other says or does



What Values/Vulnerability Pairs Do You 
Usually See?

Choose as many as you want….

Empathy for others → Being seen as a bad person

Trusting other people → Doubting themselves

Integrity → Defensiveness

Connection with others → Loneliness/Hoping for the past

Security → Fear of  being broke, homeless, childless, friendless…



RESISTANCE #3: The Client’s 
INTERNAL Conflict

The client’s PARTS are often in conflict with 
each other. Parts work includes both content 

and process. 

Resistance can best be addressed by sharing the 
content of  parts work with clients. Resilience is 

best encouraged through a parts process.



Parts Work: Content

Adapted from Internal Family Systems Therapy and 
Richard Schwartz
• We all have parts (thoughts and feelings). Our parts often 

interact with each other and with other people.
• All parts are welcome because they try to serve a helpful or 

protective function.
• There are 3 types of  parts: 

• Exiles/tenders
• Managers
• Firefighters/emergencies



Parts Work: Content

• We have a SELF that can be the leader of  the parts

• Stuck clients are often being “run” by their parts and not 
their SELF

• When two or more parts are in conflict with each other, a 
client can be stuck

• When a client’s parts are in conflict with someone else’s parts, 
the client can be stuck

HOMEWORK: Watch the movie Inside Out. It’s also a 
great homework to give your clients.
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Examples Of  Parts In Conflict

Fear ↔
Exhaustion

Worry ↔
Trust

Anger ↔
Peace

Good person 
↔ “Bad” 

person

Needs help 
↔ Wants to 
go it alone

Protective ↔
Rational



How Internal Conflict Creates Stuckness

• The two (or more) parts are constantly battling each other

• The SELF is not present during those battles

• The client presents as wishy-washy, bullheaded one day/disengaged the next, 
a**hole/angel

• Nothing moves forward easily – interactions between parents are fraught, 
depending on which parts are interacting with each other’s parts

• Sabotage occurs



BTW Their Internal 
Conflict Leads To…
Your parts joining the party and 
leading to you, as the professional, 
feeling:

• Overly-defensive

• Overly-aggressive

• Frustrated

• Confused

• Batted back and forth



Assessing for Internal Parts Conflict

• Frame questions or observations to the client as options:
• “It seems like a part of  you is feeling ____________”

• “Is part of  you wanting to fight this and another part of  you tired of  the fight?”

• Self-disclose your own parts:
• “Part of  me worries that it’s causing more harm than good for the kids.”

• “Even though part of  me agrees that you have good reasons to continue the parenting schedule how it 
is, another part of  me wonders if  that’s the most appropriate long-term solution as the kids get older.

• Saying “part of  me” is much more inviting than saying “Yes, but…” to a client



ACTIVITY: Asking the Questions

Getting comfortable asking the initial parts questions. With a partner, 
take turns asking:

• What is part of  you feeling right now? (Some options might be curious, bored, antsy, 
excited, anxious about talking to a partner, etc.)

• Is there any part of  you that’s arguing or disagreeing with that part? (Like, if  you’re 
anxious about talking to a partner, is there a part of  you saying, “Suck it up; you’ll be 
fine?”)

• When is the first time you felt like that part feels right now? (This might be more of  a 
therapist’s question, but it can also help you figure out how old the parts are that you’re 
dealing with. Are they 7 or 17?)



Checking for Progress

How do we know if  clients who are stuck in resistance are starting to 
move?
• Are they spending less time talking about the Other? Are they starting to 

get intrigued about making changes for themselves?
• Are they adopting language you’re using with them? Are they talking about 

their values or their vulnerabilities? Are they saying, “parts of  me are 
feeling…”?

• Are they indicating openness to changing the patterns in their coparenting 
or their communications?



From RESISTANCE 
To RESILIENCE

• Resilience: The ability to sit in 
discomfort for increasingly 
long periods of  time while 
learning that you won’t 
actually die from the 
discomfort.



How Do 
We Know 

They 
AREN’T 
Resilient?

Most clients haven’t had multiple 
high conflict relationships that 
involve their children or the end 
of  a tangled relationship

Lack of  experience means fewer 
opportunities to build resilience

Because resistance is the opposite 
of  resilience



5 Ways To Increase Client Resilience

• Actively work with the parts of  them that are 
worried/scared and teach them how to do the same 
on their own

• Provide communication strategies, including 
around values and vulnerabilities and parts, and 
encourage them to…

• Give things a WHIRL
• Rinse, re-examine, repeat, or re-imagine
• Play a little BINGO

Learning Objective 1.d.



Resilience #1: Actively Work With The 
Parts 

• Resistance was addressed through Parts 
CONTENT

• Resilience is built using Parts PROCESS

• The Parts Process focuses on the parts who are 
most worried or scared



Cultivating Resilience Through The Parts 
Process (1)

• Work with the client to establish two or more “parts” of  them that sometimes come 
into conflict
• Love and hate

• Trust and suspicion

• Empathy and anger

• Have them pick the one they believe is causing the most problems

• Place the part in the body (early warning system)

• Age the part

Adapted from Internal Family Systems Therapy



Cultivating 
Resilience 
Through 
The Parts 

Process (2)

Ask how they feel 
about the part

Ask how the part is 
trying to be helpful or 

protective

Determine whether the 
client can feel any 

gratitude for the part

Have the client ask the 
part what THE PART 

needs from them so 
the part doesn’t have 

to work so hard

Remind client that we 
never want to banish or 

shun a part

Adapted from Internal Family Systems Therapy



Cultivating Resilience Through The Parts 
Process (3)

Goal of  the parts process – The client…

• Will recognize that bringing the part closer and having positive feelings 
about it will reduce its power over them

• Will position the client’s Self  as having leadership over the parts

• Will be able to recognize triggers and pivot reactions much faster

• Will be able to use this process on their own while in high-stress situations

Adapted from Internal Family Systems Therapy



When Parts Work Is Contraindicated

When the client 
can’t access the 
framework at all

When the client 
is dysregulated



Parts Work 
Red Herrings

• Super quick adoption and 
successful completion of  the 
parts process

• The client uses parts work to 
focus mostly on the Other’s 
parts and their process
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Resilience #2: New Communication 
Strategies And Why We Need Them

Prior communication 
strategies don’t 

work…or they would 
have already

New communication 
strategies are sometimes 

counter-intuitive

Communication 
strategies need 

practice



New Strategies Your Client Can Try: 
Less Defensiveness

• When defensive, OWN what is yours
• “You’re a terrible coparent!” “You know what? I did make a mistake on that soccer signup. Sorry 

about that.”

• “The kids don’t want to be at your house because you’re like a drill sergeant.” “Yes, I have structure 
at my house. Now, how can we work together to make the transitions between our two homes 
better for the kids? What are your suggestions for how I could be less of  a drill sergeant?”

• YOUR TURN – how could a client respond non-defensively to this?
• “You didn’t tell me about school conference signups!”

• Your client could say… (do this with a partner or write it down or at this point, just shout it out!) 



New 
Strategies 

Your Client 
Can Try: 

No Arguing

• Set limits on the conflict

• Pre-plan for exit strategies

• When voices are raised, start an exit strategy

• In written correspondence, stop responding to 
texts or emails until the client’s own parts are 
listening to the Self

• Establish the limits ahead of  time and not in the 
middle of  an argument

• Create “IF-THEN” plans – If  my coparent does 
_______, then I will do _______.

• Beware the “ultimatum” play
• If  the other person says, “You’re giving me an 

ultimatum”, your client can say…

• “I’m setting limits on what I will accept. If  you 
want to call it an ultimatum, that’s fine.”



New Strategies Your Client Can Try: 
No WHY or BECAUSE

• The why is where all the trouble is!

• Focus on who, what, when, where, and how
• “You need to pick up the kids at 5 pm from lacrosse today because you made me 

leave work early last week, which is SO RUDE.” versus…
• “Please pick up the kids at 5 pm from lacrosse today. Thank you.”

• YOUR TURN – how could a client respond without using why/because?
• “Why did you leave me?”
• Your client could say… (do this with a partner or write it down) 



New Strategies Your Client Can Try: 
AND for BUT

• BUT = “Don’t believe a word I said before this little word here…”
• AND = “Yes and I’d like to add some additional information…”

• “I appreciate that you got the kids to school on time last week, BUT I shouldn’t have to remind 
you every week.” versus...

• “I appreciate that you got the kids to school on time last week.” OR
• “I appreciate that you got the kids to school on time last week, and I think it helped them feel 

more ready for their day.”
• “Thanks for going over the spelling words last night, but next time make sure you have the kids 

write them out 5 times rather than just quizzing them.” versus…
• “Thanks for going over the spelling words last night, and let’s both keep an eye out for other ways 

we can reinforce them before the quizzes.”



New Strategies Your 
Client Can Try: 

Funneling Comms

• Lots of  avenues = lots of  potential 
conflict

• Funneling into a prime and a secondary 
form of  communication allows for 
breathing room

• Requires an understanding of  the 
others’ parts

• It starts the process of  setting and 
adhering to limits



Resilience #3: Give Things 
A WHIRL 

When clients think the stakes are high, 
it’s hard for them to change their 

behavior
Helping clients understand that they’re just going 

to TRY something different 
(and watch how it lowers the pressure on them)

It allows for adjustment if  needed

It kicks off  a new pattern if  it works



Resilience #4: Rinse, Re-Examine, Repeat, 
OR Re-Imagine

• Give clients permission to have a do-over
• Analyze with them what worked and what didn’t

• Did it work to leave out the but? 
• Did it work to take ownership and not get defensive?
• Has your coparent reacted any differently to you since you’ve started to try new things?
• What do you think caused the argument to continue, even though you set limits on it?

• Explain that sometimes it takes multiple tries to see success
• And sometimes you have to try a different approach



Resilience 
#5: 

BINGO

Bingo serves multiple purposes
• Allows the client to “reduce” the conflict to 25 or fewer trigger 

points

• Encourages the client to participate in communications with the 
other parent, if  only to see if  they captured everything accurately

• Provides concrete triggers that can then be worked on – “I can’t 
stand it when my ex uses the Royal We when we talk about decisions 
for the kids” 

• Attorney: I totally see why that bothers you, and can you work 
on not reacting to it so your ex doesn’t keep using your upset 
as a way to derail the meetings?

• Therapist: Let’s talk about what meaning you’re taking from 
that – that you’re somehow not a good parent because your ex 
positioned someone else as a parent, too?
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What are some things YOUR 
clients might put on a BINGO 

board?





How to Coach the Bingo Board

• Ask the client to find particular words and phrases that are unique to 
their situation – words, phrases, behaviors

• Ask the client to keep the bingo board in mind (not in sight of  the 
other person!) and notice how often a bingo square happens
• Attorney: Based on your observation of  the dynamic, point out particular squares that 

your client should be aware of  because those may be impeding progress or…keeping 
the client stuck

• Therapist: Discuss how the client felt creating and using the board. Work with them on 
any squares that are particularly sticky

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://blogoosfero.cc/claudioandre/blog-do-claudio-andre-o-poeta/amigos-promovem-bingo-beneficente-em-prol-de-ivan-mecanico
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


BINGO Cautions

• This is not an exercise in 
demonizing the other parent
• This helps a client see that the 

“Big Bad Other” has a limited 
repertoire of  tactics they use
• The client should never tell the 

other person they’ve done this 
exercise – they get to (and 
should) keep this private
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Checking for Progress

When assessing for increased resilience, look for:

• Can the client sit in the discomfort of  looking at new options for how they 
react? Can the client verbalize how their parts might be impacting the 
process they’re in?

• Is the client trying new communications strategies? Are they BIFF-ing and 
staying out of  the fray?

• Is the client trying something more than once? Are they able to see when a 
strategy is successful?



ARE WE UNSTUCK YET?

Resilience alone doesn’t always equal being unstuck

From a place of  resilience, we need to add the 
element of  time

Resilience over time = SELF TRUST

SELF TRUST is what the client needs in order to 
become unstuck



Benefits Of  Unstuckness To YOU

Using short phrases, what are some benefits TO 
YOU of  a client or coparent’s Unstuckness?





Benefits of  Unstuckness
Unstuckness: an awkward synonym for emotional agility

Client gains faith in 
themselves rather 

than relying only on 
others to “fight the 

fight”

Client takes the 
target off  

themselves

Client gets more 
headspace to work 
on their own lives

Client helps reduce 
tension, which 

benefits the kids

Client lets go of  the 
job of  managing the 

other parent

Client gains trust in 
the other parent’s 

parenting



Stuckness vs. Unstuckness
(Ta-da!!)

Kids who might 
not be getting 
what they need

Individuals who 
can’t experience 
forward progress

Expensive 
processes

Kids have greater 
chances of  

getting needs met

Individuals can 
move past the 

conflict
Clients save 

money, stress



WANT MORE??

Upcoming certification training includes:
• 12-week training in High Conflict Relationship Therapy © 2022

• Up to 12 hours of  virtual participation (2 hours every other week)
• In-training case consultation
• Online course: High Conflict Relationships: Rescue, Recovery, and 

Restoration (which serves as the “textbook”)
• Accountability measures



QR Code for More Information

Use this link to receive the slide 
deck 

bit.ly/JMMAFCC

https://bit.ly/JMMAFCC


Thank you for being here!

Jenni McBride McNamara, LMFT

jennimcmc@touchingtrees.com

612-888-2522

3460 Washington Drive, Suite 109

Eagan, MN 55122

mailto:jennimcmc@touchingtrees.com

