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ABSTRACT 

This rep~rt describes a consumer evaluation study of the Clackamas 

County Family Court Service, a court-connected ~arriage and divorce 

counseling agency ne~r Portland, Oregon. 

·A questionnaire was mailed to 168 individuals who had participated 

in counseling at the agency between November 1, 1976, and November 1, 

1977. The questionnaire. focused on former clients' perspectives on 

agency helpfulness, satisfaction with counsel.or's assistance, accom-

plishment of agency identified objectives for counsel1ng, and suggested 

areas for program improvement. 

A majority of respondents indicat~d that agency involvement had 

been helpful and that counselor assistance had been satisfactory. Al­

most half of the participants offered a suggestion for improvement of 

the agency. Members of couples who participated in counseling did not 

significantly differ in their perceptions of agency involvement. 

The relationship between r~spondents' characteristics taken from 

case record data and their responses on the questionnaire was examined. 

Through multiple regression analyses, it was found that the number of 

sessions attended affected client satisfaction more than any other char­

acteristic. Clients who stated that the number of sessions attended was 

about right a1so indicated a higher level of satisfa~tion ~ith the 

agency. 

Resp~ndents and nonrespondents differed in two characteristics. 

Respondents were slightly older and were less likely to have been 



! 
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l . . 

involved in divorce proceedings at the time of counseling than nonre­

spondents. However, a sample survey of nonrespondents indicated that 

respondents and nonrespondents had similar opinions on selected ques-

ti~nnaire items. 
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CHAPTER I 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

This chapter presents an introduction to. the purposes of the 

study, definitions of terms used in this report, an overview of the fam­

ily court system, and a description of the Clackamas County Family Court 

Servi'ce and its conceptual model for counseling. 

SECTION 1, INTRODUCTIO~: PURPOSES OF THE STUDY 

Consumer feedback is becoming an increasingly important tool for 

the evaluation of social services programs. The consumer movement of 

the last decade and the growth cif the program evaluation field have con­

tributed to new efforts in the development and expansion of consumer 

evaluation research in social agencies. 

This report descrlbes a consumer evaluation project conducted from 

October 1977 to May 1978 at the Clackamas County Family Court Service, 

a court-connected marriage and divorce counseling agency. The purposes 

of this project were threefold. They were to: 

(1) Provide a pilot study to aid in the development of an ongoing 

consumer feedback system at the Family Court Service 

(2) Provide data regarding former clients• perspectives on agency 

service 
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(3) Discuss the process of consumer evaluation planning and execu­

tion to assist other family court programs in the development 

of consumer feedback systems 

SECTION 2, DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 

For the purposes of this report, the following definitions of 

terms are used: 

Evaluation: A process of making reasonable judgments about program 
performance based on ·systematic data collection and analysis.l 

Consumer evaluation, consumer feedback: Evaluation of a program, 
or part of a program, by the clients or former clients of the ser­
vice. 

2 Goal: The broad intention(s) of a program. 

Objective: A measurable standard of behavior related to an identi­
fied goal. 3 

Criterion: What is considered· to be a desirable level of accom­
plishment or competency in performing an identified behavior.4 

SECTION 3, OVERVIEW OF THE FAMILY COURT SYSTEM 

Clackamas County ·Family Court Service (hereafter referred to as 

the Family Court Service) is one of five programs in Oregon offering 

1Marguerite H. Mcintyre, C. Clifford Attkisson, and Timothy W. 
Keller, "Components of Program Evaluation Capability in Community Mental 
Health Centers," in Resource Materials for Community· Mental Health Pro­
gram Evaluation, ed. William A. Hargreaves, C. Clifford Attkisson, and 
James E. Sorenson (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1977), 
p. 9. 

2Quentin D. Clarkson, Nancy Koroloff, and Wayne Neuburger, "The 
Evaluation Process," in Readings in Program Evaluation (Portland, Ore.: 
Regional Research Institute for Human Services, Portland State Univer­
sity, 1977), p. 6. 
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court-connected marriage and divorce counseling. Few in number prior to 

ten or fifteen years ago, family court programs are now available in 

many parts of the country to assi~t the growing number of people in­

volved in marital disruption and divorce. 5 The family court system has 

its own professional organization, The Association of Conciliation 

Courts, and journal, Conciliation Courts Review (established in 1963). 

Family court service programs range from court-administered, man­

datory counseling for divorcing parents of minor children, to indepen­

dently administered, voluntary marriage and divorce counseling. 6 

Until recently, reconciliation of disrupted or divorcing couples 

was probably a chief goal of most family court service counseling pro­

grams. 7 There are no~ indications that the counseling goal of reconcil­

iation is increasingly being replaced by the goal of facilitation of pos­

itive couple and parental relationships with or without divorce. 8 

(Chapter II, Section 6 of this· repor~ discusses this issue in greater -

detail.) 

5Meyer Elkin, 11 Conciliati0n Courts: The Reintegration of Disin­
tegrating Families, 11 The Family Coordinator 22 (January 1973):63-64. 

6Prudence Brown and Roger Manela, "Client Satisfaction with Mari­
tal and Divorce Counsel_ing," The Family Coordinator ·25 (July 1977): 
294. . .. 

7Emily H. Brown, "Divorce Counseling," in Treating Relati.onships, 
ed. David Olson (Lake Mtlls, Iowa: ·Graphic Publishing Co., 1976), 
p. 407. 

8Brown and Manela, .. "Client Sati.sfaction, 11 p. 295; and Kenneth 
Kre~sel et al., "Profess·ional Intervention in Divorce: A Sunmary of 
the Views of Lawyers, Psychotherapists, and Clergy, 11 p. 57. (Mimeo­
graphed.) 

' I 



SECTION 4, DESCRIPTION OF THE CLACKAMAS 
COUNTY FAMILY COURT SERVICE 

4 

The Family Court Service is a small marriage and divorce counsel­

ing agency serving a suburban and rural county bordering the city of 

Portland, Oregon. Clackamas County is a rapidly growing area with a 

current approximate population of 210,000 people. It is comprised of 

scantly populated farming and wooded sections as well as suburban com­

munities and small cities. The county ranks high among counties in the 

state in median family income (estimated from 1976 figures at $15,560/ 

year). In 19.75, there were 1,184 divorces in the county, a rate of 5.8 

per 1,000 population. 9 

The Family Court Service was established in 1976 by the county 

Circuit Court in response to a study that indicated the need for a pub-

1 ic divorce counseling agency. F. Nolan Jones and Stanley Cohen, the 

directors of this study, entitled The Impa.ct of Divorce on Children and 

Parents,(1975-1976), articulated the general goal.and objectives of the 

new agency. The goal was to "provide short term individual/conjoint10 

and group counseling to couples contemplating and/or. involved in divorce 

proceedings." General program objectives included helping parents to 

constructively resolve custody, ·visitation, and child support issues, 

assisting in the development of cooperative parental relationships in 

marriage or divorce, providing advocacy for children of disrupted or 

9clackatnas County Corrmunity Action Agency, "Clackamas County Pro­
f i 1 e Sheet," p. 1 . 

. l OThe term conjoint is here used to signify counse 1 i ng with a 
couple~ rather than an individual. 



divorcing families, and, when appropriate, facilitating the avoidance 

of unnecessary divorces. This statement of agency purpose and objec­

tives was supported by the Clackamas County Circuit Court, the local 

Bar Association, and the agency's Board of Advisors. 

Family court agencies in Oregon are organized under 1965 state 

legislation which allows counties to establish and maintain court­

connected conciliation services. 11 State legislation in 1975 allowed 

counties to add an additional $35 fee to all divorce petition filings 

to help subsidize family court programs. In Clackamas County, agency 

clients who have not paid this amount. are charged a $35 total fee for 

5 

services. For other clients, there are no additional charges for agency 
. 12 serv1ces. 

While formally part of the Clackamas County Circuit Court, the 

Family Court Service is independently administered, and does not pro­

vide recommendations nor. reports (such as custody investigations) to 

the court. Counseling is confidential, and agency staff may not be sub­

poenaed to testify in cour~ regarding cases. 

Client involvement with the service is for the most part volun­

tary, with the majority of referrals provided by attorneys, and the re­

mainder by judges, doctors, mental health professionals, friends and 

relatives, and self-referral. Clackamas County families are eligible 

for service ~efore or after a di~orce, or during the period of divorce 

11 see Oregon Domestic Relations Statutes 107.510 through 107.610. 
12Family court agencies in Oregon differ in their fee assessment 

policies. Certain services in the state do not charge a fee to those 
clients who have not filed a divorce petition. 



proceedings. Families including minor children receive priority ser-

vice. 

Generally, one staff counselor is assigned per case. A short­

term, one- fo eight-session counseling model is used. An effort is 

made to include both parents in counseling, and children are at times 

invited to participate in sessions. The Family Court Service does not 

use the counseling petition method utilized by some family court agen­

cies and provided for by state statute. 13 This method involves couples 

signing a petition, or contract, which binds them.to a counseling series 

and delays any legal divorce actions. 

Agency staff is composed of a director, two support services 

staff, two part-time consultants, and five graduate students in social 

work and counseling. 

SECTION 5, AGENCY CONCEPTUAL MODEL FOR COUNSELING 

The Family Court Service conceptual model for counseling might be 

surrmarized· as follows: 

(1) Client involvement in identification of problems, goal set­

ting, and decision making are, believed to be important parts 

of the counseling proces~. 

(2) Marital and parental conflicts are seen as natural, and to 

some extent, inevitable. Familial conflicts may be success­

fully managed, but are rarely (unless one party leaves) perma­

nently resolved. 

13see Oregon Domestic Relations Statutes 107.550 through 107.570. 



(3) Individual and family problems are viewed as social, as well 

as personal in nature. It is frequently not successful to 

address problems solely at the individual level. 

7 

(4) It is believed that successful counseling requires the.parti­

cipation, when possible, of all involved family members. A 

combination of individual and couple counseling, and when ap­

propriate, family counseling, is most likely to be beneficial. 

(5) It is believed that marital and parental problems, while fre­

quently related, may often be addressed separately in counsel­

ing.· Thus, termination of a marriage does not necessarily 

prevent-counseling to develop a cooperative parental relation­

ship. 

(6) Staff involvement in decision making related to the execution 

and improvement of the agency counseling program is viewed as 

important. 

Chapter II, Sect1on 6 of this report discusses the implications of 

this conceptual model for the development of a consumer feedback instru­

ment. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter examines consumer feedback studies of several family 

court service programs, and discusses implications for consumer evalua-

tion of the Clackama·s County Family Court Service. 

SECTION 1, OVERVIEW OF CONSUMER EVALUATION 
OF FAMILY COURT PROGRAMS 

There is a growing amount of research being conducted in the field 

of marriage and divorce counseling, and personal and family adjustment 

to divorce. However, there are few available consumer evaluation stud­

ies of family court service programs. 

An informal survey of three Oregon family court agencies1 revealed 

that although each had collected some consumer feedback information in 

the past, or was planning such collection in the future, no comprehen­

sive system of consumer evaluation was being executed in any of the ser­

vices at the time. The Clackamas County Family Court Service had con­

ducted no ~onsumer feedback project prior to the study described in this 

report. (As mentioned, the agency has been in operation only since 

1976). 

The following sections of this chapter discuss five court service 

consumer evaluation projects completed in the years 1971 to 1976 at 

1of the five court services in Oregon, three were contacted by 
telephone in August 1977 by the authors of this report. 
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agencies in Arizona, Oregon, California, Minnesota, and Michigan. Pro­

ject design and variables under examination are here discussed for each 

study. Some findings of the studies and response rates are discussed 

in Chapter V of this. report. 

SECTION 2, MARICOPA COUNTY CONCILIATION 
COURT SERVICE 

Furman et al. 2 conducted a consumer evaluation study of the Mari­

copa County (Phoenix, Arizona) Conciliation Court Service. This service 

was described .as offering short-term counseling to couples seeking to 

avoid marital disruption or divorce. A counseling petition system (us­

ing a written reconciliation agreement) was available to individuals on 

a voluntary basis. If one partner chose to sign the reconciliation 

agreement, participation in counseling became mandatory for both part-

ners. 

A sample of one hundred married couples (two hund~ed individuals) 

was chosen for the study. This group represented the approximate number 

of cases completed at the agency during a one-month period. The sample 

was selected from former-clients who had completed a series of counsel­

ing sessions within three months of the study. 

Data 'were·collected by means of a mail-out questionnaire. Parti­

cipants were asked if they would recommend the service to a friend, if 

counseling had helped them to reach a satisfactory decision, and if they 

felt free to express themselves in counseling. Questions were also 

2Glenn Furman et a·l., "Clien~s· Perceptions of Conciliation Court 
Services" (Masters research project, Arizona State University, 1971). 
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included regarding opinion of the number of sessions, current relations 

with spouse, reconciliation status, expectations of counseling, the role 

of the counselor, and whether marital pro~lems had been, brought out 

clearly during counseling. 

SECTION 3, MULTNOMAH COUNTY CONCILIATION 
COURT SERVICE 

Dudley et al. 3 conducted a consumer feedback study of the Multno­

mah County (Portland, Oregon) Conciliation Court Service. The study de­

scribed this agency as offering short-term marriage and divorce counsel­

ing to couples in the ·process of divorce or before divorce. A counsel­

ing petition system (similar to that available in the Maricopa County 

Conciliation. Court Service) was used. Under this system, counseling was 

initiated by one partner seeking help and signing a reconciliation peti­

tion. At this point, an interview with a counselor became mandatory for 
, 

both partners. 

The Multnomah County consumer evalu·ation instrument consisted of 

a very short~ self-administered questionnaire printed on a mail-back 

postcard. A sample of approximately 20 percent of the agency's clien­

tele during. the_past year was drawn (using a serial method). This group. 

consisted of 134 couples (268 individuals). 

The following items were included on the questionnaire: referral 

source, number of sessions each partner attended, reconciliation status, 

feelings regarding using the agency again, length of court hearing 

3James E. Dudley et al., ·"Testing of a Design for Client Eval ua­
tion of a Conciliation Service''· (Masters practicum, Portland State Uni­
versity, 1972). 



if divorced, and w~llingness to recommend the agency to a 

friend. 

SECTION 4, LOS ANGELES .COUNTY CONCILIATION COURT 

11 

The Los Angeles County Conciliation Court was one of the earliest 

family court services, and has establishe~ many precedents in the field 

of court-connected divorce counseling. 4 

There is no available report that gives a detailed account of 

consumer feedback data collection at the Los Angeles County service. 

However,- Elkin5 described the collection of information regarding the 

reconciliation status of former agency cli~nts. 

According to Elkin, the service offered short-term counseling to 

couples considering divorce or involved in divorce. A counseling peti­

tion system was used in which the individual seeking help completed a 

check list of marital problems and a request for counseling. Both part­

ners were then obligated to attend .counseling sessions. 

Follow-up information on the reconciliation status of former cli­

ents was routinely collected by the agency. Information is not avail­

able regarding the method of d~ta collection, whether information was 

requested from all previous clients or a sample,.or whether other 

follow-up information was also obtained. 

4Elkin, °Councili.ation Courts," and "Short-Contract Counseling in 
a Conciliation Court," Social Casework 4~ (April 1962):184-190. 

5Elkin, "Conciliation Courts," p. 65. 



SECTION 5, HENNEPIN COUNTY COURT SERVICES 
DIVORCE EXPERIENCE PROGRAM 

12 

Rhodes and Ihlow6 conducted a consumer feedback study of the Hen-

nepin County (Minneapolis, Minnesota) Court Services Divorce Experience 

Program. The Divorce Experience Program was described as a monthly 

series of.three weekly educational group sessions on the personal expe­

rience of divorce, legal concerns and the emotional process of the adult 

divorce experience, and childr~n's emotional experience with divorce. 

The sessions consi$ted of a presentation to the audience and small group 

discussions. Participation in the program was voluntary, and most at­

tendees were separat~d or divorced and were not accompanied by a spouse. 

Consumer feedback was collected for one month's program by means 

of a self-administered questionnaire distributed to the audience at the 

conclusion of each week's session. Thus, the study sample consisted of 

the sixty-six separate individuals who attended at least one session and 

completed a questionnaire. 

The questionnaire asked participants to indicate to what degree 

the evening's presentation had met their needs in that particular area, 

and to what degree the small group discussion had been h~lpful. Indi­

viduals were also asked to indicate the way in which the discussion had 

been helpful. Other items· included on the instrument were identifica­

tion of the most helpful part of ~he session, wil_lingness to recommend 

the program to a divorcing person, and identification of anything es­

pecially disliked about the program 

6clifton A. Rhodes and Ginger Ihlow, "Evaluation Findings on the 
Divorce Experience Program, October, 1975," Hennepin County Court Ser­
vice, 1975. · (Mimeographed.) 



SECTION 6, WAYNE COUNTY CIRCUIT COURT 
MARRIAGE COUNSELING SERVICE 

13 

Brown7 examined client satisfaction with the Wayne County (De­

troit, Michigan) Marriage Counseling Service as one aspect of a study 

of psychological distress and personal growth among women in the process 

of divorce. 

The Marriage Counseling Service w~s described as offering volun­

tary, confidential marriage and divorce counseling independent from the 

1ega1 process. Six hundre·d fifty-nine former and current c 1 i en ts were 

selected for structured interviews at first contact wi"th the service, 

and at a point four months later. A large majority of the sample were 

individuals involved in divorce, although one-half of the women and 

three-quarters of the men indicated that they did not wish to be di­

vorced. Sixty percent of the study participants had attended counseling 

with their spouse. A significant proportion of the sample was still in­

volved in counseling at the agency at the time of the study. 

Client satisfaction with the Marriage Counseling Service was the 

topic of two interview questions. Consumers were asked to what degree 

they had found agency i nvo 1 vement he 1 pful or unhe 1.pful. They were then 

asked to comment on the ways in which the agency had helped or failed 

to help. 

7Brown and Manela, "Client Satisfaction"; and Prudence Brown, 
"Psychological Distre.ss and Personal Growth among Women Coping with 
Marital Dissolution" (Ph.D. dissertation, ·The University of Michigan, 
1976). 



SECTION 7, IMPLICATIONS OF PREVIOUS CONSUMER 
EVALUATION SURVEYS FOR THIS STUDY 

14 

The five previously described consumer feedback projects have sev-

eral implications for the Clackamas County Family Court Service consumer 

evaluation study. These impl1cations are in the areas of staff involve­

ment in evaluation planning, type of feedback gathered from consumers, 

study findings, and response rates. The first two areas are discussed 

in the following paragrap.hs. The issues of study findings and response 

rates are discussed in this report's final chapter. 

Chapter I; Section 5 of this report states that an important part 

of the Family Court Service counseling model is staff involvement in 

decision making re 1 a ted to the .program. The Los Ange 1 es, Hennepin, and 

Wayne County studies did not mention the use of staff input in evalua­

tion planning. The Multnomah County study cited staff involvement in 

questionnaire construction, and the Maricopa County.study described a 

staff r~view of the instrument. 

Clarkson et al. cite staff involvement in evaluation planning, 

particularly in the areas of goal identification and· prioritization, as 

a means to increase staff cooperation with the study as well as heighten 
. ·8 

the usefulness of the data collected.to the workers. Further, staff 

participation in the study planning may increase the appropriateness of 

any program revisions contemplated as a result of study findings. (In 

Chapter III of this report, Sections 3-7 include discussions of how 

8clarkson, Koroloff, and Neuburger, "Evaluation Process,." p. 6. 

 ' 
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staff involvement was used in the Family Court Service con~umer feedback 

study. In Chapter V, agency use of study findings is discussed.) 

The five described consumer feedback studies examined a range of 

variables related to divorcing couples and families. It may be assumed 

that these variables were viewed by the evaluators as highly significant 

in relation to the counseling programs of the involved agencies. An ex­

amination of the Family Court Service conceptual model for counseling 

suggests some differences in variables of significance for this program. 

First, the Clackamas County model dictates that counseling may be 

useful regardless of whether or not clients divorce. Thus, the recon-
.. 

ciliation rate for couples is not an appropriate measure of program 

success. Brown9 described reconciliation status as a traditionally used 

indication of divorce counseling success, and this view is strongly re­

flected in the cited studies in Maricopa,.Los Angeles, and Multnomah 

Co~nty. In each of these studies, reconciliation ~tatus was a key vari­

able under .examination. 

In recent years, emphasis on the reconciliation factor may have 
10 ... 

been lessening. For example, the Wayne County study did not focus on 
.. 

the reconciliation status of sample individuals. A host of factors may 
.. 

be responsible for.thts apparent trend, including society's increasing 

acceptance of divorce, greater n~mbers of divo·rced individuals, and the 

broadened scope of family court· service programs. 

9srown, "Di\lorce C~unseling,11 p. 407 .. 
10Kressel et al.,. "Professional Intervention, 11 p. 57. 
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Second, the Family Court Service program emphasizes client in­

volvement in identification of problems and goal setting. Thus, program 

success must be measured not just in terms of agency or counselor iden-

tified objectives, but also in terms of client identified objectives 

for counseling. The Wayne County and Maricopa County studies each used 

open-ended questions to assess clients' expectations or perceptions of 

the usefulness-of agency involvement. In the Hennepin County study, 

participants were asked to choo~e among several responses regarding the 

helpfulness of the program, but apparently were not asked an open-ended 

question in this area. Similarly, the Multnomah County study did not 

solicit open comments regarding agency helpfulness. Due to the brief­

ness of the description of the Los, Angeles study, it is not clear what 
.. 

(if any) question was asked regarding clients' perceptions of agency 

helpfulness. 

Third, the Family Court Service program focuses not just on the 

individual, but on the entire family involved in marital disruption or 

divorce. Thus, program success is measurable only in terms of helpful­

ness to all involved family. members. The Minneapolis study emphasized 

the impact of the Divorce Experience ProQram on involved individuals, 

but not on couples or families. Iri the Maricopa County study, the in­

stru~ent used had items focusing on the. impact of counseling on couples 

as well as on individuals.· For example, participants were asked if 

counseling had resulted in a change of feelings toward their spouse. 

The Multnomah County study included two items concerning the effects of 

counseling on couples, reconciliation status, and length of court hear­

ing if divorced.· A short court.hearing was used as a possible 
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indication of skills in divorce problem solving by couples. In the 

Wayne County study, consumer feedback questions were directed at the 

individual's perception of agency usefulness. It is not clear whether 

the Los Angeles study solicited information other than the reconcilia-

tion status of couples. 

Finally, part of the Family Court Service's conceptual model for 

counseling is the belief that marital and parental conflicts may be 

successfully managed, but are rarely permanently solved. As described 

by Sprey, family life consists of a complex series of interpersonal ne­

gotiations, 11 and "separation is indeed the.one and only way to settle 

conflict for once and for all ... 1112 Thus, consumer feedback should 

be collected regarding learning in the area of conflict management, 

rather than achieving the resolution or disappearance of problems. In 

the Maricopa County study, participants were asked whether counseling 

had resulted in a lessening ~f marital conflict. This question seems 

to reflect a conflict resolution, rather than a conflict management 

stance. As previously mentioned, the Maricopa, Multnomah, and Los An­

geles County studies each emphasized reconciliation status as a measure 

of program success. It is not apparent whether the variable of recon-

ciliation status was viewed as an indication of couples' learning re­

garding conflict management, ·or as an indication of successful conflict 

resolution (i.e., couples who reconciled resolved certain conflicts 

11 Jetse Sprey, "On ·the Management of Conflict in Fami 1ies, 11 Jour­
nal of Marriage and the ~amily 33 (November 1971):725. 

12 . . . .. 
Jetse Sprey, "The Fami 1 y as a Sys tern in Conflict, 11 Journal of 

Marriage and the Family 31. (November 1969).:706. 
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while unreconciled couples did not). As mentioned, the Family Court 

Service program emphasizes that successful conflict management may occur 

even when couples divorce, especially in the area of cooperative par-

enting. 

In surt11lary, the five studies have several implications for a con­

sumer feedback study of the Family Court Service. The need for further 

research in consumer evaluation of court service agencies is indicated 

by the small number of previous studies, and by the diverse and chang­

ing nature of divorce counseling programs. 



CH~PTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter discusses evaluation planning and data collection for 

the Family Court Service consumer feedback study. In evaluation plan­

ning, the topiCs of specification of program goals and objectives, es­

tablishment of criteria, a·nd determination of study design and develop­

ment of data gathering instruments .are addressed. 

SECTION 1, EVALUATION MODEL 

The model chosen for this evaluation study was as follows: 

Evaluation Process: 1 

I. Specify program goals and objectives 

II. Establish criteria for program success 

III. Determine design for the evaluation and develop data gath-

eri.ng instruments 

IV. Collect data 

V. Analyze data 

VI. Determine course of action 

The following sections of this chapter discuss the implementation of 

the first four steps of the evaluation process. Step V is the subject 

1Adapted from Clarkson, Koroloff, and Neuburger, "Evaluation Pro­
cess," p. 3 .. 
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of Chapter IV of this report and Step VI is addressed in the fifth and 

final chapter. 

SECTIQN·2, SPECIFY PROGRAM GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

The first step in the evaluation process was to specify the goals 

and objectives for the program being evaluated. This was necessary in 

order to develop appropriate instrument(s) for the measurement of pro-

gram success. 

The statement of program goal and objectives discussed in Chapter 

I, Section 4 of this report was the sole identification of agency pur­

pose from the service's inception in July 1976 until October 1977. 

During October 1977 a three-hour staff workshop was held to describe 

agency purpose in detail, and to involve ~taff members in the process 

of goal and objective description. Since this consumer evaluation study 

measured client satisfaction for the previous yea.r of service, the focus 

of the wor~shop was the description of agency goals for that period. 

In addition to providing a base far the development of an evaluation in­

strument, the workshop aimed to strengthen staff understanding and con­

sensus around agency purpose, and to· build an interest in the evaluation 

process. All staff members, including support ~ervices personnel, were 

encouraged to attend. 

The workshop began with the staff dividing into two groups in or­

der to facilitate individual contribution to the listing of agency 

goals. The groups then combined to eliminate duplicates on the goal 

lists, group the goals into categories, and prioritize the categories. 

The remaining time was used to list objectives, introduce the concept of 
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criteria setting, and discuss general evaluation issues, such as client 

confidentiality. 

By combining data from the staff workshop with the agency's origi-

nal statement of purpose, the following list of the priority goal and 

objectives of the Family Court Service ~as formulated: 

Goal: To provide counseling to Clackamas County families which 

facilitates the positive adjustment of parents and children 

to situations before divorce, during divorce, or after di­

vorce. 

Objectives: 

1. To facilitate the avoidance of unnecessary court actions, in­

cluding unnecessary divQrces and custody and visitation dis­

putes 

2. To facilitate cooperative parenting in situations prior to 

divorce, during divorce~ or after divorce 

3. To. educate families regarding issues such as coping with fami­

ly stress, helping children adjust to marital disruption or 

divorce, and managing marital and parental conflicts 

4. To facilitate the positive adjustment of children by perform­

ing advocacy for children of families in the process of di­

vorce, before d1vorce, or after.divorce 

SECTION 3, ESTABLISH CRITERIA FOR PROGRAM SUCCESS 

Criteria setting has been described as an important step in the 

identification of concrete .program ~bjectives. According to Clarkson 

et al.: 

f . 
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Objectives should include 
1. A description of the behavior related to the goals 
2. How the behavior is to be measured 2 3. A criterion for successful attainment of the objective 

Many social service agencies lac:k specified criteria related to the 

achievement of program .goals. There are few guidelines in the area of 

criteria setting, and it is difficult for staff to consider assigning 

criteria for the success or fa.il ure of a counseling program. 

The concept of criteria setting was discussed in the Family Court 

Service workshop on goals and objectives, but no criteria were deter­

mined. It is hoped that findings from this consumer feedback study 

will provide a framework for criteria setting by the agency in the fu-

ture. 

SECTION 4; DETERMINE DESIGN FOR THE EVALUATION 
AND DEVELOP DATA GATHERING INSTRUMENTS 

The next step in the evaluation process was the determination of 

the design for the study and the development of data gathering instru­

ment(s). Decisions in.this area were made with the assistance of Fami­

ly Court Service staff members. 

It was decided that consumer feedback would be collected from a 

one-year sample of former agency clients whose cases were open at some 

time dur.ing the prior year (November 1, 1976 to November 1, 1977). The 

one-year sample was chosen for the following three reasons. First, the 

period excluded the first few months of agency functioning (July 1, 

1976 to October 31, 1976) during which staffing .Patterns were 

2Ibid., p. 6. 
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significantly.different than in the later months. Second, the period 

chosen included the most recently closed cases as well as those termi­

nated up to twelve months previously. Thus, response rate and consumer 

feedback content could be analyzed in terms of length of time since 

agency involvement. Third, the one-year sample included sufficient in­

dividuals to insure a fairly large respondent group. 

A mail-out questionnaire was chosen as the chief method of data 

collection. This method was chosen because agency staff agreed on the 

desirability of a large study participant group, and lack of time and 

financial resources precluded the collection of data by means of per­

sonal interviews. In addition, use of a self-administered questionnaire 

permitted comparison of findings with. several similar consumer evalua­

tion studies cited in Chapter II of this report. 

The individual, rather than the parental .couple or the family, was 

chosen as the primary unit of study. Each individual adult who attended 

at least one session at the Family Court Service during the time period 

under study was included in the sample. 

With agency staff input, a preliminary questionnaire was devel­

oped. It included a ~jority of multiple choice items due to the as­

sumed ease in answering this type of question. To minimize the possi­

bility that the order of multiple .choice options would influence re­

sponses, the order of options.was varied from question to question. 

Several open-en~ed questions were also included to insure the widest 

possible range of responses. The chosen design for the study included 

a pre-test of the preliminary instrument and interviews with a random 
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sample of nonrespondents to determine the differences (if any) between 

respondent and nonrespondent attitudes. 

The questionnaire focused on the following three areas: 

1. The service's impact on clients as measured by agency speci-

fied objectives 

2. Client satisfaction with counselor performance 

3. The service's impact on clients as measured by consumer iden­

tified objectives 

While the first two areas may be commonly·found on consumer feed­

back instruments, the third topic {the service's impact as measured by 

consumer identified objectives) is often not included. Giordano points 

out that 

the researcher may call on the client to evaluate an agency 
in terms of how·well it is performing important tasks or accomplish­
ing central goals. The goals themselves, however, are generally de-
fined by the professionals of the organization.3 . 

Giordano recoJ1111ends client participation in questionnaire construction 

i.n order to insure that the items included reflect the consumers' per­

spective as well as that of the agency. 

For this purp.ose, a sample of ten former clients was selected to 

be interviewed regarding questionnaire content, and also to pre-test 

the questionnaire as·it had been constructed to date. The sample was 

chosen by staff members suggesting ~ames of former clients who they be­

lieved would be interested in participating in development of the in­

strument. Individua.ls were chosen from this list so that cases before 

divorce, during divorce, and after divorce were represented. 

3Peggy C.Giordano, "The Client's Perspective in Agency Evalua­
tion," Social Work 22 (January 1977):35. 
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Two individuals from the sample of ten were unavailable for per­

sonal interviews. Eight individuals--three men and five women--were 

interviewed; two were before divorce at the time of agency involvement, 

three were during divorce, and three were post divorce. After .input 

regarding questionnaire content was obtained, the questionnaire pre­

test wa~ conducted. A .list of interview, questions may be found in 

Appendix A. 

Some former clients had difficulty in suggesting items for in­

clusion on the questionnaire. A different method of data collection 

(a group workshop, for example) might have resulted in more consumer 

input regarding questionnaire content. 

Following the interviews with former clients and discussion with 

agency staff, the questionnaire was revised and completed. A copy of 

the final instrument may be found in Appendix B. 

Questions regarding the helpfulness of the service, number of ses­

sions, and· suggested improvements.or different services were intended 

to provide data regarding the usefulness of the agency according to con­

sumers• goals and objectives. Questions regarding parental cooperation, 

conflict management between spouses or ex~spouses, and positive adjust­

ment of children were intended to provide data regarding the program's 

usefulness according to agency specified ·priority objectives. 4 The 

question regarding satisfaction with counselor's assistance was designed 

4It was understo.od that all aspects of the agency's priority ob­
jectives-could not be included in one client satisfaction questionnaire. 
Selection of items was based on importance (as defined by agency staff), 
clarity, and suitability fOr i'nclusion on a.self-administered question­
naire for parents. 



to reflect the clfents' objectives for service, and also to provide 

staff counselors with feedback regarding their performances. 

SECTION 5, COLLECT DATA 
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The next step in the evaluation process was to collect the data. 

The questionnaire was mailed to the entire study sample, and then sent 

a second time to those individuals who had not· returned responses. 

Accompanying the first and setond questionnaire mailings were the 

cover letters to be found in Appendixes C and D. Three characteristics 

of these letters should be noted. First, the concept of consumer input 

in agency evaluation was introduced and emphasized. Second, it was made 

clear that participation ·in the survey was voluntary, and that responses 

were confidential and would not be identified with names. These points 

underline the survey's purpose of consumer evaluation ·rather than, for 

example, follow-up evalulation. of individual clients by the agency. 

Third, signature of the cover letters by the agency's director was 

chosen instead of a possible signature by a Circuit Court Judge or by 

the researchers. Cover letter signature may have affected survey re­

sults and response rate. See Chapter V, Section 2 for further discus-

sion. 

Attached to those questionnaires mailed to two former clients in 

the same household was ·:a request that responses be completed individu-
.. 

ally by each participant. 

In the first mail-out, questionnaires were sent to the. total 
' ' . . 

sample of 168 persons. Thirty-one responses (18 percent) were received 

prior to the second mail-out two and one-half weeks later. Letters 
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returned by the post office were readdressed and mailed, when possible. 

Seven questionnaires (4 percent) were eventually returned as undeliver­

able. Two weeks after the secon~ mailing, a total of sixty-three re­

sponses (36 percent} had been received. 

Between two and three weeks after the second mail-out, an effort 

was made to telephone each remaining nonrespondent (with the exception 

of those persons residing outside the area or with no known phone) to 

encourage participation in the survey~ Telephoning was conducted by 

agency staff. Of n.inety~six nonrespondents, a total of sixty-four (66 

percent) were reached; twenty-two of these (34 percent) eventually re­

turned completed questionnaires.. In contrast, of the thirty-two non­

respondents not reached by telephone, six (19 percent) eventually par­

ticipated in the study. 

A re~ponse cut-off dat~ was established six weeks after the second 

mailing (e1ght and one-half weeks after the initial mailing). At this 

time, ninety-one compl~ted questionnaires (54 percent) had been received 

In order to assess the possible differences between respondent and 

nonrespondent consumer feedback, a random sample of ei gh_t nonrespondents 

(10 percent) was drawn to be intervi~wed by.telephone. Telephoning was 

conducted by agency staff members. Seven individuals from the sample 

were reached and interviewed; one individual refused to participate. 

Three priority questions were sel~cted from the questionnaire for the 

telephone interviews; in addition, comments were solicited regarding 

possible preferred alternatives to the mail-out questionnaire method of 

consumer survey. A list of telephone interview questions may be found 
. . 

in Appendix L 
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This method of data gathering was chosen because the chances of 

participation by mail (after two previous maili~gs) seemed remote, and 

in-person interviews would have required appointment. setting by tele­

phone., and a possibly high rate of refusal to participate. A response 

bias may have been introduced through the use of a data collection 

method different than the mail-out questionnaire technique. 



CHAPTER IV 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The first two sections in this chapter present the characteristics 

of the sample and an analysis of the differences in characteristics be­

tween the respondents and nonrespondents. The next sections provide the 

responses to the mail-out questionnaire and to the telephone sample of · 

nonrespondents. 

The last sections of this chapter include analyses of the couples' 

perceptions of the agency, a correlation between two questions from the 

questionnaire, and the results from multiple regressipn analyses of the 

relationships between the clients' characteristics and their responses 

on the questionnaire. 

SECTION 1, CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STUDY SAMPLE 

The following list indicates those characteristics of clients 

which were examined in this study: 

Sex 

Marital status (before, during, or after divorce) 

Age 

Income 

Education 

Number of children 

Ages of :cDildren 
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Previous counselin~; no previous counseling 

Wanted divorce; did not want divorce 

Number of sessions attended at Family Court Service 

Issue which brought the client to Family Court Service was recon-

ciliation, custody/visitation, or split issues 

Closing date of case 

These variables were chosen by reviewing similar studies and adding ad­

ditional variables the researchers believed to be pertinent. The vari­

ables were then reviewed by the staff at Family Court Service. 

Four groups comprised the study sample of 176 individuals. There 

were ninety-one individuals in the group of respondents, seventy in the 

group of nonrespondents, seven individuals in the sample of nonrespon-

dents, and eight in the pre-test sa~ple. 

As can be seen in Table l~ the ~ample had an average age of 

thirty-two years and included slightly more females than males. The 

number of children of the individuals in the study ranged from zero to 

seven, with the average being two. Only those children under the age of 

eighteen were reported because the agency gi~es priority service to in­

dividuals with minor children. 

The average monthly income was $732 which is considerably lower 

than the estimate~ monthly family median income of $1,297 for Clackamas 

County. The accuracy of the reported incomes in this study is question­

able. Information on income was collected at the time of case intake, 

and clients may have ·reported sol el)'.' their o~n income or' they may have 

reported j~int income with a spouse. Women who had remarried may not 

have reported their new spouses .. incomes, which may be one _explanation 
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TABLE 1 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE 

Characteristics Number Percent 
Sex: 

Female 92 52 
Male 84 48 

Total 176 100 

Age: 
16-24 25 14 
25-34 87 49 
35-44 35 19 
45-54 12 7 
55-60 2 1 
Missing informationa 15 9 

Total 176 100 

!~come: 
$ 0-$ 299 27 15 
$ 300-$ 599 37 21 
$ 600-$ 899. 18 10 
$ 900-$1,199 17 10 
$1,200-$1,499 12 7 
$1,500-$1,799 110 6 
$1,800-$3,000 5 3 
Missing information 50 28 

Total ·116 100 

EdlJcat ion: · 
Non-high school graduate 22 13 
High school graduate 68 39 

. Some co 11 ege 57 32 
Missing information 29 16 

Total 176 100 

Marital Status: 
Before divorce 43 24 
During divorce 67 38 
After divorce 66 38 

Total 176 100 

· aMissing information in this table and in ,Table 2 resulted from 
clients not filling out the intake application or portions of the intake 
application. · 

I 
I 

I 
I 
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of why 7 percent of the sample had no reported income. Another explana­

tion may be that the women were recently separated and had no estab-

1 i shed income. The high rate of missing information on reported incomes 

(28 percent), combined with 7 percent with no reported income, adds to 

the difficulty of a reliable .use of this variable in th~ st~dy. 

Six~y-nine individuals (39 percent) reported having had previous 

counseling before coming to the Family.Court Service. Previous counsel-

ing was defined as at least one. contact by the client with a psychia-

trist, psychologist, marriage counselor, clergyman, or other mental 

health professional. 

At the time of the intake interview with a counselor, one-quarter 

of the sample stated that they wanted a divorce while one-quarter re­

ported they did not want a divorce. Five percent of the sample stated 

they did n9t know if they wanted the divo.rce. This information was not 

collected from those individuals whose divorces were already final at 

the time they made application to the Family Court Service (38 percent 

of the sample). 

The major issues brihgi~g individuals to the Family Court Service 

were custody/visitation, reconciliation, and split issues. Split issues 

was defined as the counselor indicating that one.partner (in before di­

vorce or during divorce cases) wanted the divorce and was interested in 

negotiating custody/visitation disagreements, while one person did not 

want the divorce and was· interested ~n counseling for reconciliation. 

One.hundred two individuals (58 percent) came tq the agency to negoti­

ate custody/visitation differences, thirty-three indivi'dual$ {19 
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percent) were involved in split issue situations. 
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The average 'number of visits per client was about three. Slightly 

less than one-quarter of all clients were only seen once. 

Couples comprised different proportions of the various groups in 

the sample {respondents~ nonrespondents, telephone sample of nonrespon­

dents, and pre-test sample). There were twenty-three couples (51 per­

cent) in the group of ninety-one respondents. Fifteen couples comprised 

43 percent of the n.onrespondents .. There were two coup 1 es in the te 1 e­

phone sample of nonrespondents, and three couples in the pre~test 

sample, making a total of forty-three couples in.the entire study 

sample. 

SECTION 2, ANALYSIS OF THE DIFFERENCES IN 
CHARACTERISTICS BETWEEN RESPONDENTS 

AND NONRESPONDENTS 

Table 2 shows the characteristics which were analyzed to determine 

whether there was a statistically significant difference between the 

questionnaire respondents and nonrespondents. A chi square test utiliz­

ing contingency tables indicated that there was a statistically. signif­

icant difference between respondents and nonrespondents as to their 

marital status. rnd1viduals who used the ag~ncy while in the process of 

divorce returned questionnaires at a significantly lower rate than indi­

viduals who used the·agency before they filed for divorce or after their 

divorce was f1na·i. The only other statistically significant difference 

in character1 stf cs between the· respondents· and the nonrespondents was 

average age at the time of app11cat1.on to the Family. Court Service. A 
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t-test determined that respondentJ. were significantly older than nonre­

spondents, 33.4 versus 30.6 ye

. TABLE 2 

DIFFERENCES IN CHARACTERISTICS BETWEEN RESPONDENTS AND NONRESPONDENTS 

·Sex: 
Female 
Male 

Characteristics 

Marital Status:a 
Before divorce 
During divorce 
After divorce 

Average Ageb 
Average Monthly Income 
Education: 

Non-high school graduate 
High school graduate 
Some college 
Missing informatio~ 

Had Previ~us Counseling: 
Yes 
No 
Missin~ information 

Wanted the Divorce: 
·Yes 
No 
Don't know 
Not applicable 
Missing information 

Average Number of Sessions Attended 
Issues Which Brought Individual to 
Family Court Service: 

Reconciliation 
Custody/visitation 
Split issues 
Missing information. 

Respondents 

56% 
44% 

29% 
30% 
42~~ 

33.4 
$686 

8% 
40% 
33% 
20% 

45% 
34% 
21% 

19% 
·24% 

4% 
42% 
11% 

3.45 

19% 
58% 
22% 

1% 

Nonrespondents 

49·% 
51% 

17% 
50% 
33% 

30.6 
$781 

17% 
39% 
31 % 
13% 

33% 
47% 
20% 

31% 
23% 

4% 
33% 

9% 
3.20 

16% 
59% 
26% 

·0% 

aStatistically ~~gnificant: x2 = 7.26; df = 2; p. < .05 

bstatistically ?ignificant: t = 2.07; p. < .05 
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Although there were differences in characteristics between the re­

spondents and the nonrespondents, a statistical analysis of a sample of 

nonrespondents contacted by telephone suggested that respondents and 

nonrespondents were similar in their answers to questions on the ques­

tionnaire. This is discussed in further detail in Section 4 of this 

chapter. 

SECTION 3, RESPONSES TO THE MAIL-OUT QUESTIONNAIRE 

There were two parts to the first question.on the instrument. The 

first part asked the former clients the·ir opinions regarding agency 

helpfulness, "Was your involvement with the Family Court Service helpful 

or. not helpful?" The second part was an open-ended question in which 

participants were asked in what ways agency involvement was helpful or 

unhelpful. A code to classify the responses was developed and refined 

to the point where ~wo independent coders were able to use it with a 95 

percent rate of agreement. 

Table 3 shows that 60.percent of the respondents ·marked very help­

ful or somewhat helpful on the first part of question number on~. Table 

4 shows the ways in which clients saw the agency to be helpful or un­

helpful, as well as examples from.the questionnaires for ~ach category. 

The major way in which the clients found the Family Court Service to be 

helpful was in learning new er better problem-solving skills with re­

gard to parerrtal anq/or marital issues. The major reason clients be-

1 i eved th.e Family Court Service was not helpful wa.s that they were un­

able to accomplish the goal(s) which brought them to the agen~Y·. 
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TABLE 3 

CLIENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF AGENCY HELPFULNESS OR UNHELPFULNESS 

Clients! Perceptions 
Helped a great deal 
Helped ·somewhat 
Was somewhat unhelpful 
Was very unhelpful 
Not sure a 
Missing information 

Total 

Number 
28 
26 
9 

18 
5 
5 

91 

Percent 
31 
29 
10 
20 
5 
5 

100 

aMissing information on this table and all following tables re­
sulted from respondents not completing portions of the questionnaire. 

TABLE 4 

WAYS IN WHICH CLIENTS SAW 'AGENCY TO BE HELPFUL OR UNHELPFUL 

36 

Clients' Perceptions Number Percent 
Helpful: 
Learned better parental/marital problem-solving skills 

"We learned how to end an argument sensibly and 
fairly." 22 24 

·Opportunity to express feelings/thoughts 
·"True feelings and hostilities were shown and 
brought forth. 11 

· 16 18 
Clients ac~-0mplished their goals · 

"Helped ~n settling visitation times." 12 13 
Improved communi'.cation .with spouse or ex-spouse 

11 It provided a mutual territory to discuss 
di fferen~es.11 10 11 

Unhelpful: 

Clients did. not.i<t~Gt,mplish their goals · 
"Family Court 1i~~~ ice has no legal power to enforce 
agreements arrive 1 ·at. 11 

· 

Uncooperative spouse or ex-spouse 
"My ex refused to ·cooperate by not agreeing to have 
counseling with me. 11 

Not enough contact)with·agency 
11 I be 1 i eve that if I. had attended more sessions the 
counseling may.have proven more effective." 

Total 

21 23. 

7 8 

4 4 

101 

aTotal varies from ninety~one because of multiple or no responses. 
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Three of the questions on the questionnaire were designed to re­

flect three agency objectives: cooperative parenting, confli~t manage­

ment, and positive adjustment of children. Table 5 shows the results 

to the question intended to measure.cl~ent learning regarding coopera­

tive parenting skills, "Did using the Family Court Service help you and 

your spouse or ex-spouse work together as parents?" Twenty-nine percent 

of the _respondents indicated they found their contact with the Family 

Court Service hel'ped somewhat o.r a great deal in this learning. Fifty­

four percent of the respondents either marked not sure or does not ap-

ply, or did not respond to this que~tion. 

TABLE 5 

CLIENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF AGENCY HELPFULNESS IN 
LEARNING COOPERATIVE PARENTING SKILLS 

Clients' Perceptions Number 
Helped a great deal 5 
Helped somewhat 22 
Was somewhat unhelpful 4 
Was very unhelpful 11 
Not sure 9 
Does not apply 30 
Missing information 10 

Total 91 

Percent 
5 

24 
4 

12 
10 
33 
11 

99 

Table 6 shows the responses to another agency objective as re­

flected in the questio'n regarding learning of conflict management 

skills, ''Do you think t~at yo~ learned how to better handle your differ­

ences with your spouse .or ex-spouse?" Forty-two percent of the respon­

dents indicated that they learned some or~ great deal. Twenty-three 

percent .said they didn't learn much or didn't learn at all, and 34 per­

cent marked not sure or does not apply,. or failed to answer this" question. 



TABLE 6 

CLIENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF AGENCY HELPFULNESS 
IN LEARNING CONFLICT MANAGEMENT 

Clients' Perceptions 

Learned a lot 
Learned some 
Didn't learn much 
Didn't learn at all 
Not sur;e 
Does not apply 
Missing information 

Total 

Number 

14 
25 

9 
12 

3 
18 
10 

91. 

Percent 

15 
27 
10 
13 

3 
20 
11 

99 
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Table 7 indic tes the results to another agency objective as re­

flected in the ques ion regarding children!s positive adjustment, "Did 

you learn how to be· ter help your children adJust to your family prob­

lems, separation, o. divorce?" Almost half indicated they learned some 

or a lot. Fourteen percent thought they didn't learn much or did not 

learn at all. Fort percent marked not sure or does not apply, or did 

not answer this ques ion. 

TABLE 7 

CLIENTS' PERCEPT ONS OF AGENCY HELPFULNESS IN LEARNING TO HELP 
CHILDREN ADJUST TO FAMILY PROBLEMS, SEPARATION, OR DIVORCE 

Clients' Perceptions Number Percent 
Learned a lot 14 15 
Learned some 28 31 
Didn't learn much 6 7 
Didn't learn at all 6 7 
Not sure 2 2 
Does not apply· 25 27 
Missing information 10 11 -

Total . 91 100 
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On the la$t three questions discussed, a large percentage of the 

respondents marked not sure or does not apply, or did not answer the 

question. This issue is addressed in Chapter V, Section 3, in the dis­

cussion of questionnaire design. 

There were two parts to the question on the instrument regarding 

satisfaction with the counselor. The first part asked the former client, 

"~Jere you satisfied with your counselor's assistance to you and your· 

family?" The second part was an open-ended question in which former· 

clients were asked in what ways they were satisfied or dissatisfied with 

their counselor's assistance. A code to .classify the responses was de­

veloped and refined to the point where.two independent ~oders were able 

to use it with a 93 percent rate of agreement. 

Table 8 shows that more than two-thirds of the respondents were 

somewhat o~ very satisfied with the assi~~ance they received. Table 9 

indicates the ways in which clients were satisfied or dissatisfied with 

their counselor's assistance, as well as examples from questionnaire 

responses for each category. The major reason for clients' satisfaction 

with their counselor's assistance was the counselor's abilities and 

qualities, such as being understanding and fair. One of the reasons 

clients were not satisfied with their counselor's assistance was disap-

. prova 1 of the counse 1or 1 s actions or an· agency po 1 icy. Another reason 

clients were dissatisfied was .related to the qualities or skills of the 

counselor~ ~~~h as bein~ biased toward one person. 

The next question on the instrument asked about the number of ses-. 

sions atten~ed, "~hat did you think ·of the number of sessions you at­

tended at the. Family Court Service?" Table 10 shows that 42 percent 
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TABLE 8 

CLIENTS' PERCEPTIONS REGARDING SATISFACTION WITH COUNSELOR'S ASSISTANCE 

Clients' Perceptions 
Very satisfied 
Somewhat satisfied 
Dissatisfied in some ways 
Very dissatisfied 
Not sure 
Missing information 

Total 

TABLE 9 

Number 

48 
15 

5 
14 
2 
7 

91 

Percent 
53 
16 

5 
15 
2 
8 

99 

WAYS IN WHICH CLIENTS WERE SATISFIED OR DISSATISFIED 
. WITH COUNSELOR'S ASSISTANCE 

Clients 1 Perceptions 
Satisfied: 
Counselor had good qualities . 

"Our counsel~r h~d the experience, kindness, and 
understanding that was needed." 

Learned better parental/marital problem-solving skills 
"The counselor helped me to accept some problems 
and to look at them from different perspectives.". 

Helped to adjust or cope with the· situation 
"Helped me cope with the situation and accept it. 11 

Dissatisfied: 
Counselor's actions or agency policy unacceptable to 
client 

"We went mostly for husband's benefit, but our 
counselor was more· concerned about our children." 

Counselor lacked competency . 
11.Let ex-spouse keep hashing over the past. 11 

Goals not met (not .counselor or agency's fault) 
"We just weren't ·-,ready to util fze counseling. 11 

Total 

Number Percent 

35 

14 

9 

14 

12 

9 
94a 

38 

15 

10 

16 

13 

lO 

102 

aTotal varies from ninety-one because of multiple or no responses. 

. . 

of the respondents ·Were satisfied with the number of sessions they at-

tended and 21 perc~nt. would have preferred more sessions·. 



TABLE 10 

CLIENTS' OPINIONS REGARDING THE NUMBER OF SESSIONS ATTENDED 

Clients• Opinions 

About right 
Too few 
Too many 
Not sure 
Missing information 

Total 

Number 
38 
19 
3 

12 
19 
91 

Percent 
52 
21 
3 

·13 
21 

100 
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Forty-eight percent of the respondents su~gested ways to change 

the agency when asked, "What suggestions do you have for changing or 

improving any part of the agency?" Table 11 indicates the categories 

of suggested chan.ges.or improvements. Having more sessions and counsel­

ing or services for children were the categories with the most re-

sponses. 

TABLE 11 

CLI~NTS' SUGGESTIONS FOR CHANGING OR IMPROViNG THE AGENCY 

Clients' Suggestions Number Percent 
Have more sessions . . 8 18 
Have counseling or services for children 7 16 
Make servkes mandatory 4 9 
Have more counselors or more flexible hours 4. 9 
Do not be bfased in counseling 4 9 
Advertise agency more 2 5 
More emphasis on reconciliation· 2 5 
Mi see 11 aneous 9 20 
Personal complaints or.-0bservations (not suggestions) 4 9 

Total 44 100 

Twenty-one. percent of the respondents suggested additional ser­

vices when asked, "L·Jas .th~re any service not offered _by the Agency that 

might have.been of b.en~fit' to you·or your .family?" Table 12 shows that 



the majority of these suggestions were for some type of further coun­

seling. 

TABLE 12 

ADDITIONAL SERVICES SUGGESTED BY CLIENTS 

Clients' Suggestions Number Percent 
More counseling: 

With children 5 
Extended or follow-up sessions 3 
Groups 2 
With one parent l 
For single persons 1 
For stepparents 1 
Mandatory services l 
Offer P.E.T. classes l 

Miscellaneous 3 

Total 18 

~ 

SECTION 4, ANALYSIS OF THE RESPONSES TO THE TELEPHONE 
SURVEY OF A SAMPLE OF NONRESPONDENTS 

28.0 
17. 0 
11.0 
5.5 
5.5 
5.5 
5.5 
5.5 

17.0 
100.5 
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A sample of seven nonresponden~s. was interviewed by· telephone in 

order to assess the possi~le differences between respondent and nonre­

spondent perceptions of the agency. (Chapter III, Section 5 discusses 

the process of this survey.) 

Three priority questions were selected from the questionnaire for 

the interviews (see Appendix E). A sample. ratio provided the estimated 

sample bias for the q~estions shown in· Table 13. 1 

The sample bias on the two q~estions regarding changing, improv­

ing, or adding services to the agency was fairly large. It was the 

1 .. 
William G. Cochran, Sampling Techniques, 2nd ed. (New Y9rk: John 

Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1953), p. 13. 
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TABLE 13· 

ESTIMATED SAMPLE BIAS FROM A TELEPHONE SURVEY OF NONRESPONDENTS 

Questions Estimated Sample Bias 

Was your involvement with the Family Court 
Service helpful or not helpful? 
What suggestions do you have for changing or 
improving any part of the Agency? 
Was there any service not offered by this 
Agency that might have been of benefit to 
you or your family? 

.035 

·19 

9 

impression of the researchers, however, that this may have been more a 

function of how the clients were contacted than a significant differ-

ence between respondents and nonrespondents. The telephone contact may 

have introduced a bias not present for the mail-out questionnaire 

method. These two questions possibly require more thought and time to 

answer than· any of the other questions. Individuals may have answered 

differently when being questioned by phone because they didn't have the 

same amount of time to respond as the clients answering a mail-out ques-

tionnaire. 

The estimated sample bias on the question regarding agency help­

fulness was very small. Because of this question's importance and simi­

larity in form to the other questions on the questionnaire, the re­

search~rs were inclined to believe that resporidents and nonrespondents 

tended to be similar in how they perceived the agency. 

SECTION 5, ANALYSIS OF COUPLES' 
PERCEPTION OF THE AGENCY 

The unit of study for this survey was the individual. However, it 

is agency policy to do counseling with couples whenever possible. It 
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was deemed important, therefore, to examine whether or not spouses or , 

ex-spouses viewed the agency differently. 

The responses to all the major questions from the questionnaire 

were analyzed to determine if there was a statistically significant dif­

ference in how spouses or ex-spouses responded. Using a t-test for 

paireq comparisons, it was de~er~ined that there was no significant dif­

ference at the .05 level in.how spouses or ex-spouses responded on the 

questionnaire. 

SECTION 6, ANALYSIS OF CORRELATION BETWEEN CLIENTS' 
PERCEPTIONS OF AGENCY HELPFULNESS AND SATISFACTION 

.WITH COUNSELOR'S ASSISTANCE 

It could be argued that there should be a high correlation between 

the responses to the questions on the instrument regarding clients' per­

ceptions of the helpfulness of the agency and clients' satisfaction with 

the counselor's assistance. In most instances, the major contact with 

the agency the client had was with the ~ssigned counselor. Therefore, 

how the client viewed the counselor should be closely correlated with 

how the client viewed the agency. 

The correlation coefficient for agency helpfulness and satisfac­

tion with counselor's assistance equaled .61. An analysis of content 

on the open-ended questions re~arding age~cy helpfulness and counselor 

satisfaction suggested that there.were instances in which the client 

was satisfied with the counselor's assistance but the agency was not 

seen as helpful .. ·The following. response illustrates this point. "Fami- · 

1 y Court Service wasn 1 t much he 1 p ·. • . my ex-wife was· too set in her 



ways [but] we had competent counseling." This type of response 

may partially explain why the correlation of .61 was not higher. 

SECTION 7, ANALYSIS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE. RESPONDENTS AND THEIR 

RESPONSES ON THE QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Multiple regression analyses empirically tested the relationships 

between the characteristics of the respondents and their answers on the 

questionnaire. In addi ti' on, the s'eparate effects of different factors 

and the magnitude of each relationship were estimated. 

The following list indicates those items which were chosen as in-

dependent variables for the regression: 

Sex 

Marital status: (before, ·during~ or after divorce) 

Age 

Education 

Number of children 

Ages of children 

Previous counseling; no previous counseling 

Wanted. divorce; did not want divorce 

Number of sessions atte~ded at Family Court Service 

Number of sessions attend~d was too many, about right, or too few 

Issue which brought the client to Family Court Service was recon-

ciliation, custody/visitation, or split issues 

.Closing date of case 
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Five separate regressions were run in order to examine the rela­

tionship of the above items to responses to the five major questions 

from the instrument. These questions were: 2 

Do you think that you learned how to better handle your differ-

ences with your spouse or ex-spouse? 

Were you satisfied with your counselor's assi.stance to you and 

your family? 

Was your involvement with the Family Court Service helpful or not 

helpful? 

Did using th~ Family Court Service help You and your spouse or 

ex-spouse work together better as parents? 

Did you learn how to better help yo·ur children adjust to your 

family problems, separation, or divorce? 

The regression in which the independent variables accounted for 
1 

the greatest change in the dependent variable is shown in Table 14. 

This table presents an analysis of the relationship between the clients' 

characteristics and the responses to the question, "Do you think that 

you learned how to better handle your differences with your spouse or 

ex-spouse?" The most significant c1 ie.nt ~haracteristic, contributing 

.17 t~ the R2
f was the respondents' opinions of the number ot' sessions 

attended at the Family Court Service~ .clients who stated that the num­

ber of sessions attended was about :right also concluded ~hat the agency 

he.lped thern to acquire conflict management skills. 

2The regressions covering the first three questions listed were 
stati.stically significant (si?e Tables 14, 15, and 16). 



TABLE 14 

ANALYSIS OF RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CLIENTS' CHARACTERISTICS AND 
LEARNING·HOW TO BETTER HANDLE DIFFERENCES WITH 

SPOUSE OR EX-SPOUSE 

Clients' Characteristics 
Thought the number of sessions attended at FCS 
was about right 
Closing date of client's file 
Thought the number of sessions attended at FCS 
was too many 
Issue which brought client to FCS was recon­
ciliation 
Other independent variables 

aF = 14.57; df = 1, 40; p. < .001 

bF = 7.33; df = 1, 40; p. < .01 

CF = 2.48; df = 19, 40; p. < .01 

Contribution to R2 

.07 

.04 

. 15 
R2 = .54C 
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The second most significant characteristic, which contributed .11 

to the R2, was the closing date of the clients' ~iles. The Jonger the 

period of time from when the client was last seen at the agency, the 

more the client indicated was learned·in conflict management skills. 

Overall, the four characteristics shown in Table 14 accounted for 

72 percent of the R2. The other.independent variables, listed earlier 

in this section, contributed in various degrees to the remaining vari-

ance. 

Table 15 presents the multiple regression analysis of the rela­

tionship between clients' characteristics and the responses to the ques-. 

tion, "Were you satisfied with your counselor's ~ssistance to you and 

your family?" As in the first regression disc.ussed, the most 
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significant independent variable was the respondents' opinions of the 

number of sessions .attended at the Family Court Service. This variable 
. 2 
contributed .11 to the R. If the clients stated that the number of 

sessions attended was about right, there was a tendency to conclude 

that the counselor's assistance was satisfactory. 

TABLE 15 

ANALYSIS OF RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CLIENTS' CHARACTERISTICS AND 
SATISFACTION WITH COUNSELOR'S ASSISTANCE 

Clients' Characteristics 
Thought the number of sessions attended at 
FCS was about right . 
Issue which brought client to FCS was recon­
ciliation 
Number of sessions attended at FCS 
Thought the number of sessions attended at 
FCS was too many · 
Other independent variables 

aF = 11.19; df = 1, 62; p. < .01 

bF = 1 . 97; df =. 19, 6-2; p. < • 05 

Contribution to R2 

.06 

.05 

The second most significant characteristic, which contributed .06 

to the R2, was reconci.liation as the reason for agency involvement. If 

the issue which brought the couple to the agency was reconciliation, as 

opposed to custody/vis~tation or· split issues, there was.a tendency for 

the individual client to indicate satisfaction with the counselor 1 s as-

sistance. 
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The four characteristics shown in Table 15 overall acccounted for 

71 percent of the R2• The other· independent variables liste.d earlier 

in this section contributed to the remaining variance. 

The multiple regression analysis shown in Table 16 presents the 

r~lationship between the clients' characteristics and the question, 

"Was your involvement with the Family Court Service helpful or not help­

ful?" As in the other two regressions discussed, the most significant 

client characteristic was the respondents' opinions of the number of 

sessions attended at the agency~ In this regression, this variable con­

tributed .09 to the R2. If the clients stated that the number of ses­

sions attended was about right, they also tended to conclude that their 

involvement with the agency was helpful. 

TABLE 16 

ANALYSIS OF RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CLIENTS 1 CHARACTERISTICS AND 
WHETHER OR NOT THEY FOUND THE FCS HELPFUL 

Clients' Characteristics 
Thought the number of sessions attended at 
FCS was about right : 
Number of sessions attended at FCS 

Thought the number of sessions .attended at 
FCS was too many 
Before divorce marital .status 
Other independent variables 

aF = 8.61; df = 1, 61; p. < .01 

bF = 1.83·, df 19 61 05 =. ' ; p. < • 

Contribution to R2 

.09a 

.06 

.05 

.03 

. 13 

R2 
= .36b 

The second most significant characteristic in this regression 

was very similar to the first characteristic. It was the number of 
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sessions actually attended at the agency. Clients who attended more 

sessions tended to view agency involvement as more helpful. This char­

acteristic contributed .U6 to the R2 .. 

The four characteristics shown in Table 16 accoun.ted for 64 per­

cent of the R2. The remaining variance was accounted for by the other 

independent variables which were listed earlier .in this section. 

The characteristic which was consistently the most significant for 

each of the regressions was the clients' opinions that the number of 

sessions attended was about right. Tables 14, 15, and 16 show that an­

other important characteristic was the clients' opinions that the number 

of sessions attended at the agency was too many. If the clients stated 

that the number of sessions attended was too many, they also tended to 

state that their involvement with the agency was not helpful. 



CHAPTER V 

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter discusses the questionnaire results and the implica­

tions of the study. In addition, an analysis of questionnaire response 

rate, a critique of ·the evaluation process, study sample, and the ques­

tionnaire, and recommendati~ns for the development of an ongoing con­

sumer evaluation system are included. 

SECTION 1, QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THE FAMILY COURT SERVICE 

Findings from two of the questions measuring client satisfaction 

with agency s~rvices can be compared to findings from similar questions 

included 1n three of the studies discusse~ in Chapter II. The Family 

Court Service study found that 60 percent of the respondents reported 

agency involvement was.very helpful or somewhat helpful, while 69 per­

cent of the respondents were very satisfied or somewhat satisfied with 

the counselor's assistance. The Wayne co·unty study reported that 75 

percent of the respondents found agency involvement to be very helpful 

or somewhat helpful. 1 ·The Hennepin County study found that 85 percent 

of the responden.ts would recommend the program to someone else. 2 The 

Maricopa County study reported that 79 percent of ·the respondents would 

1Brown and Manela., "Client Satisfaction," p. 296. 

~Rhodes and Ihlow, ·~Evaluation Findings," p. 3. 
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recomnend the service to a friend and that 53 percent felt that the 

agency had helped them reach some satisfactory decision. This study 

also reported that 70 percent of the respondents evaluated their coun-

selors positively. 3 

The variety in these reported responses may reflect the differ­

ences in study designs and the different types of servic~s provided by 
' these four agencies. For example, not only were different or slightly 

different questions asked, but the length of time from provision of ser­

vices to completion of questionnaires also varied greatly. In addition, 

the programs the clients were asked to evaluate differed in duration and 

objectives. The numerous differences among these four studies contrib-

ute to the difficulty of meaningful comparisons; however, it appears as 

though the responses from the Family Court Service evaluation regarding 

agency helpfulness and satisfaction with counselor assistance are simi-

lar to the responses reported in .the cited studies. 

Responses to the Family Court Service questionnaire included a 

wide variety of perceptions of agency helpfulness or lack of helpful­

ness and satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the counselor's assis-

tance. The Wayne County study also received a variety of client re­

sponses regarding what was accomplished in counseling. From these re­

sults, Brown and Manela concluded that ".these different kinds of coun-

seling needs are likely to require different approache.s to treatment 

and delivery of a vari~ty of services. ,.4 Similarly, it might be 

3 . 
Furman et al., "Clients' Perceptions," p. 33. 

4Brown and Mane la·, "Client Satisfac.tion, ~· p, 302. 

,I 
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recommended that the Family Court Service courtse·l ing program be as fl ex­

i bl e as possible so as to accommodate the individual needs of cli~nts. 

Although it is clear that not all of the respondents in the Fam­

ily Court Service study found agency involvement to be helpful, nor 

were all satisfied with the counselor's assistance, the majority clear-

ly felt that they were helped and were s·atisfied. Given the variety of 

client needs and the limitations on how an agency can realistically ful-

fill these needs, the Family Court Service must now decide if program 

modification is in order based on the client feedback received. 

When asked their opinion regarding the number of counseling ses­

sions, 22 percent of the respondents stated that they had attended too 

few sessions. In addition·, when clients were asked for suggestions for 

changing or improving the service, the most frequent response (from 18 

percent of those answering this question) was a request for more coun­

seling sessions. When clients were asked to suggest additional ser­

vices from whioh they might have benefitted, 17 percent of those re­

sponding suggested extended or follow-up sessions for themselves or 

family members. 

These results may indicate that some clients would have liked to 

have been more involved in the decision-making process regarding number 

of counseling sessions. Or, in some cases the number of sessions may 

have been too few for reasons beyond the contrql of the agency, such as 

a spouse or ex-spouse refusing ·to attend more sessions. The Maricopa 

County. study reported an even larger percentage of participants (42 per­

cent) who indicated that the number of counseling_ sessions were too few. 
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(It appears as though the number of sessions was limited to three at 

this agency. 5) Needless to say, an agency may not always be able to 

acconmodate all the requests for its services, and the clients' needs 

have to be balanced by the agency's .available resources. From the con­

sumer's point of view, however, it would be preferable to have as much 

client involvement as possible in decision making regarding the number  
of sessions. 

When clients were asked for suggestions for changing or improving 

the agency, 16 percent of those responding to this question recorrmended 

cdunseling or services for children. When asked for suggestions for 

addi ti ona 1 services, 28 percent of· the ·respondents answering this ques­

tion stated that their families might have benefitted from more counsel­

ing with, for, or about children. It is agency policy to include chil­

dren in counseling when the parents and counselor agree that it is ap­

propriate. It is therefore unclear ~hy these respondents indicated a 

need for this type of further service. Possibly the agency needs to 

make this part of their program more visible in order that all clients 

realize the availability of counseling with or about children. 

One of the tasks of this study was to analyze the characteristics 

of those clients who reported more satisfaction with the Family Court 

Service compared to those who reported less satisfaction. The Wayne 

County study also addressed this iss·ue and found that the major charac­

teristics associated with client satisfaction were the number of ses­

sions attended and·sex and· ~ace. Those clients who attended more 

5Furma·n et al.' °Cl ients I Perceptions, II p. 27. 
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sessions were significantly more satisfied than those attending fewer 

sessions. When black and white men and women were compared white women 

Were found to be significantly more ~atisfied with agency services. 6 

The Family Court Service study also found the number of sessions 

attended to be a highly significant characteristic associated with cli­

ent satisfaction with services. As might be expected, those clients 

who stated that the number of sessions attended was about right also in­

dicated a higher level of satisfaction.with the agency. 

Sex was not found to be a variable which contributed significant­

ly to client satisfaction in the Family Court Service evaluation. Race 

was not examined as a variable because the vast majority of the clients 

were Caucasian. This reflected the racial composition of the county 

population. 

Multiple regression analyses showed that the twelve client char­

acteristics! selected each contributed varying ampunts to client satis­

faction or dissatisfaction with agency involvement. However, the effect 

of the twelve characteristics added together did not explain all of the 

variance. (The characteristics accounted for 54 percent, 38 perce~t, 

and 36 percent of the variance in the three statistically significant 

regressions.) It is reco111J1ended that'. future research examine additional 

variables in· order to attempt to explain a larger percentage of the var­

iance in consumer evaluation responses. 

6Brown and Manela~ "Client Satisfaction,"·p. ·301. 
7see Chapter.IV, section 7 for a list of the variables. 



SECTION 2, QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSE RATE AND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FAMILY 

COURT SERVICE 
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The questionnaire response rate for this study may be compared to 

response rates for the five previously discussed consumer evaluation 

studies of family court services. It was deemed important to examine 

response rates since a low response rate in any study may make it diffi­

cult to generalize the results of the survey to the entire study sample. 

Also, a comparison of response rates may assist in determini_ng what may 

be anticipated for.a response rate in future studies of this type. 

The Family Court Service study obtained a response rate of 54 per­

cent from 168 former clients. No individuals were dropped from the 

sample during the course of the study. 

The Maricopa County study obtained a 53 percent response rate 

from 178 individuals by using methods similar to those of the Family 

Court Service project (two questionnaire mail-outs and telephone contact 

with nonrespondents between mail-outs). However, in the Maricopa County 

study twenty-two clients were dropped from the sample because they were 

known to have not received q~estionn.aires. 8 

In the Multnomah County study, a response rate of 25 percent was 
. , 

obtained from a sample of 260 individuals. Eight clients who were known 

to have not received questionnaires were excluded in the calculation of 

of the response rate. ·The Multnomah County.study utilized a very short 

questionnaire printed o·n· a postcard., and only one mail-out was completed.9 · 

8Furman et al., "Clients' Perceptions,"· p. 29. 

9 Dudley et al., "Client Evaluation," p. 39. 
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In Elkin's discussion of the Los Angeles County service, a follow­

up response rate of 95 percent was claimed. It is not known what 

methods were used to obtain this rate, nor if responses were solicited 

from individuals or couples. 10 

The Hennepin County study used data.collected from par,ticipants 

at. the close of weekly divorce experience programs. No response rate 

for this project is available because only those clients who completed 

questionnaires were included in the study. 11 

In the Wayne County study, two personal interviews were completed 

with 65 percent of the total sample of 6~9 eligible clients. It should 

be noted that consumer feedback -was the topic of only two interview 

questions, and that eighty-five of the participants. were still involved 

in agency counseling at the time of the study. 12 

Analysis of findings from the Family Court Service study revealed 

that respondents and nonrespondents differed on only two client charac­

teristics. These characteristics were marital status and age (see Chap­

ter IV, Section 2). In the Multnomah County study, it was found that a 

significantly higher rate of response was obtained from individuals 
' . . . 13 

~hose cases had been closed for a longer period of time. T~is finding 

was not substantiate~ in the Family Court Service study. Findings from 

the Wayne County study indicated that a significantly higher rate of 

10Elkin,· "Conciliation Courts~" p. 67. 
11·Rhodes and Ihlow, "Eva·luation Findings," p. 2. 
12Brown and Mane fa, "Client Satisfaction," p. 295. 
13oudley et al., "Client Evaluation," p. 40. 
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participation in personal interviews was obtained from women than men, 

and from white clients than black clients. 14 As previously discussed, 

the Family Court Service· study did not include an examination of the 

race factor. A differential response rate for men and women was not 

found in this study. 

The diversity of response rates for the Family Court Service study 

and the other cited studies indicate that methodology, type of service, 

and other variables have an impact on the rate of participation in con-

sumer evaluation projects. 

The mail-out questionnaire method presents difficulties in ob­

taining a high response rate. One tactic for increasing participation 

might be the use of authority in connection with data collection. Nass 

and Mcintyre, for example, suggest the utilization of organizational 

channels in the collection of mail-out questionnaire responses. 15 As 

mentioned fn Chapter III, Section 5, cover letter signature by a Circuit 

Court Judge was considered in this study; ultimately, it was decided 

that cover letters would be signed by the· agency director. Cover letter 

signature by either a judge or the agency director could have affected 

survey results .. The Family Court Service Director carries direct ser­

vice cases; thus, a respo~se bi~s may have been introduced for those 

former clients who had the director assigned as thei.r counselor. It was 

thought that signature by a judge might increase the survey response 

14~rown and Manela, "Client Satisfaction," p. 295. 
15Gilbert D. Nass and Walter G. Mcintyre, 11 Improving Response 

Rates to Mail Questionnaires in Family Life Research, 11 The Family Coor­
dinator 18 (July 1969):241. 
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rate. However, several of the individuals involved in pre-testing the 

instrument indicated that the association with the court might influence 

their questionnaire responses. A comparative study of response rate and· 

response content using cover letters signed by a judge and by the direc­

tor would indicate the actual influence.(if any) of this variable. 

Even though .it is imp~rtant to obtain as high a response rate ~s 

possible from the study sample, the results from the sample of nonre­

spondents in the Family Court Service study suggested that respondents 

and nonrespondents did not differ markedly in their views of the agency 

(see Chapter IV, Section 4). This adds to the feasibility of assuming 
~ 

that the results obtained from the questionnaire were indicative of the 

entire study sample. 

SECTION 3, CRITIQUE OF THE EVALUATION PROCESS, 
STUDY SAMPLE, AND QUESTIONNAIRE 

The evaluation process chosen for this study (discussed in Chapter 

III) emphasized staff .involvement in evaluation- planning, execution, and 

use of study results. This emphasis corresponded with the agency's fo­

cus on staff decision making, and possibly contributed to the helpful­

ness of the study to the agency. A difficulty with the use of staff 

involvement in evaluation is that it is.a time-Gonsuming process that 

may not be possible in some agency situations. In addition, although 

the period under study in this projectwas the previous year of service, 

staff goal and objective identification did not occur until the end of 

the period. ·(It would have been preferable to complete this identifi-
. . 

cation prior to the period under study.) As previously mentioned, the 

setting of criteria ~or program suc~ess was not accomplished. Criteria 
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setting, and other issues related to ~he development of an ongoing con­

sumer feedback system are discussed in Section ~of _this chapter. 

The sample chosen for this study included individuals whose cases 

had been closed for one month to one year. As discussed in Chapter IV, 

tne length of time since clients had been involved with the agency did 

not affect the content of consumer evalua.tion responses. This finding 

does not correspond with the assumptions for sample selection in the 

Maricopa County study. In that study, a sample was chosen from recent­

ly completed cases with the assumption that this insured more· accurate 

responses and less loss ~.f memory. 16 While findings from the Family 

Court Service study indicate that case closing date.may not be an im­

portant factor for sample selection in this type of survey, the issue 

would seem to warrant further research. 

The ~,ample used in the Family Court Service study did not include 

children, which seems inconsistent with .the agency's emphasis on family 
. . 

involvement in counseling. The inclusion of children would have pre-

sumably necessitated the development of an additional data gathering 

instrument or instruments, and there is little precedent in the collec­

tion of consumer feedback from children. Nevertheless, this is an area 

of consumer evaluation that demands future efforts. 

An analysis of the questionnaire used in this study reveals sev­

eral possible problems. A high pe.rcentage of respondents indicated that 

the questions reflecting the agency objectives of posit~ve adjustment of 

children,· conflict management,.and cooperative parenting did not apply 

~ 6 Fu~man et a 1. ,: . "Clients' P~rception_s, 11 .P. 27. 
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to their situation (see Tables 5, 6, and 7 in Chapter IV, Section 3). 

There may have been various reasons for this result. First, wording of 

these questions may not have been satisfactory. Although a simple pre­

test was conducted (see Chapter III, Section 4), more extensive testing 

would be required to examine possible.problems with questionnaire word­

ing and to test for va 1 i di ty and re 1iabi1j ty. Second,. the three ques­

tions regarding age~cy objectives were fairly specific and may have been 

difficult to answer for the 45 percent of.the sample who only attended 

one or two sessions. Third, it is possible that a portion of the cli­

ents felt that one or more of the three agency objectives were not appli­

cable to their situation. Giordano discusses the difficulty of conduct­

ing consumer ~valuation when clients may not recognize ~he legitimacy of 

agency goals and objectives.1 7. Because the other items on the question­

naire did t:1ot offer the resp~nse "Does not apply, 11 ·it is difficult to 

make any comparisons with client responses in other areas. 

Whatever the reasons may have been for the high percentage of re­

spondents indiGating that these questions were not applicable, it is 

recommended t~the Family Court Service attempt to determine if its 

priprity objectives are being adequately stressed in the counseling pro­

gram. It is also recommended that the agency clarify whether counseling 

should focus on all three objectives in most cases, or whether counsel­

ing might appropriately c~nter on one or:two of t~e objectives in many 

cases. Clarification in this area is necessary for future setting of 

criteria for program success. 

17Giord~no, "Clients Perspective," p. 36. 
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As mentioned in Chapter Ill, Section 4, the order of listed 

choices on the multiple choice questions was deliberately varied. While 

this was intended to minimize the poss~ble influence of the order of 

choices, the varied listing may have caused difficulties for some re~ 

spondents. By comparing multiple choice responses with open-ended com-

ments, it was apparent that in at least a few cases clients did not read~ 

the list of choices correctly and marked the wrong response. It is not 

known whether the number of incorrect responses exceeded the number that 

might have occurred with an instrument that consistently listed multiple 

choice options in the same order. Also, it is not known whether the in-

correct responses on the Family Court Service questionnaire outweighed 

the possible benefits of varying the_ order of choices. 

Finally, it should be noted that the questionnaire used in this 

study combined three evaluation topics: one, outcome of services based 

on client reports; two, analysis of counseling process {opinion of coun­

selor's assistance and number of sessions); and three, assessment of 

needed additional or improved services. In the five previously dis­

cussed family court service studies, various combinations of these top­

ics were included in the study instruments. 

There may have been two disadvantages in including all three areas_ 

on the Family Court Service questionnaire. First, no single area was 

addressed in detail, although this would have been possible with the 

use of a longer instrument. Second, ~he agency may not be able to uti­

lize study findings in all three areas; an agency focus on one or per­

haps two topics seems likely. 
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The study described in this report was a one-time consumer feed~ 

back survey. It is hoped that this study may contribute to the develop­

ment of an ongoing agency consumer evaluation system at the Family Court 

Service. As discussed in Chapter II, Section l, such systems are prob-

ably not common among family court agencies. 

Sqme possible advantages of an ongoing system are: . 

(1) the opportunity for consumers to continuously evaluate the 

agency 

(2) the possibility for ongoing improvement of data collection 

instruments 

(3) the opportunity to use continuously fresh data for the im­

p.rovement of the service 

(4) the ongoing involvement of staff in the examination of agency 

goals and objectives, and the use of evaluatio~ data 

Two possible disadvantages of an ongoing system are: 

(1) the need for continuous commitment of staff time to evalua­

tion, and the possibility of greater expense to the agency 

(2) the possibi~ity that more data will be produced than the 

agency can effectively use on an ongoing basis 

Severa 1 recommenda.tions might be made for the development of an 

ongoing consumer feedback system. As previously mentioned, the setting 

. of criteria for program success would. be a useful. st~p for future evalu­

ation. Established criteria would provide a means to compare consumer 

evaluation on an ongoing basis. 
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For a system of continuous evaluation, small samples of clients 

contacted at short intervals mi~ht pe more appropriate than a ~ne-year 

sample. For example, a sample of former clients might be selected each 

week or month (perhaps every fifth client after case closing). At the 

end of six months, consumer feedback response could be tallied and com-

pared to the data generated by this study without overburdening agency  
staff. 

If the mail-out questionnaire method were retained, lack of staff 

time might dictate that the process of client contact be curtailed. 

Rather than two questionnaire mail-outs and telephone contacts, it might 

be feasible t~ use only one questionnaire mail-out. Assuming that this 

curtailment resulted in a lowered response rate, occasional research 

into the differences between respondents and nonrespondents might be 

advisable. 

Of course, many methods other than the mail-out questionnaire 

might be used to ·collect data for a consumer evaluation· system. Some 

possibilities are in-person interviews, telephone interviews, question­

naires completed at the agency, and group discussions of consumer is­

sues. A combination of two or more methods .over a period of time might 

serve to maximize benefits and minimize the disadvantages of using one 

method only. 

SECTION 5, CONCLUSION 

-
The results of this study ·have been discussed in Chapter IV and 

the preceding sections. of Chapter V. An analysis of study findings'has 

been presented~ as well ·as implication~ of study results, analysi~ of 



l · 

i . 

65 

response rate, critique of the study, and recorrmendations for the devel­

opment of an ongoing consumer evaluation system. It is hoped that the 

project purposes outlined in Chapter I have been fulfilled, particularly 

in the area of usefulness of th.is study t"o future evaluation efforts at. 

the Family Court Service and other family court agencies. 

The final step in the evaluation process is to determine the fu­

ture course of action. This step has not been completed. Data from 

this study were presented to Family Court. Service staff on a continuous 

basis in order. to encourage discussion and avoid an information over­

load at the study's end. Client responses regarding satisfaction with 

counselor performance were presented individually and confidentially to 

each counselor. A staff workshop is planned with t~e purpose of exam­

ining possibilities for the use of project data in the counsel.ing pro­

gram. In ad~itiqn, copies of this report or a summary of it will be 

made available to interested consumers, other parties involved with the 

agency, and interested individuals or agencies. 
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APPENDIX A 

LIST OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Client 1 s Name Counselor 1 s Name 
~---~----~ --~~~-------

We are evaluating Family Court Service to determine the helpful­
ness of the service and how we might improve it. A questionnaire will 
be mailed out to people who used Family Court Service. We are inter­
ested in getting your suggestions as to what questions we should ask 
on the questionnaire. This interview will be confidential; your answers 
will not be identified with your name. 

1. How long should we wait after a client has been in before we send 

out an evaluation form? 3 mos. 6 mos. 9 mos. 

Other Why did you pick that time? ___________ _ 

2. If you received a questionnaire in the mail that was two pages long, 

do you think you.would fill it out and send it back? ___yes _no 

(If no, ask next· question) Would it be too long? ___yes no 

(If no, ask next question) Why m1ght you not fill it out and return 

it? 
---~-------~-~~-~-----~---~ 

3. We are considering using a ~over letter asking people 1 s cooperation 

i~ r~turning the questionnaire signed by•a judge. Would you be more 

inclined to ·return the questionnaire with that type of cover letter? 

_ yes . no If no, why not? ______________ _ 
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4. What subjects do you think should be covered on the questionnaire? 

(If the person has a difficult time answering, use suggestions, such 

as fairness of the counselor, reception area, length of sessions, 

number of meetings, etc.) __________________ _ 
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APPENDIX B 

CONSUMER EVALUATION OF CLACKAMAS COUNTY 
FAMILY COURT SERVICE 

DIRECTIONS: Please circle the letter next to your answer for each 
question. 

1. a. Was your involvement with the Family Court Service helpful or 
not helpful? 

(a) was very unhelpful 
(b) Was somewhat unhelpful 
(c) Helped somewhat 
(d) Helped a great deal 
(e) Not sure 

b. In what ways was it helpful or unhelpful? ---------

2. Did using the Family Court Service help you and your spouse or ex-
spouse work together better as parents? 

(a) Helped a great deal 
(b) Helped somewhat 
(c) Was somewhat unhelpful 
{d) Was very unhelpful 
(e) Not sure 
(f) Does not apply 

3. Do you think that you learned how to better handle your differences 
with your spouse or ~x-spouse? · 

{a) Didn't learn at all 
(b) Didn't learn much 
(c) Learned some 
(d) Learned a lot 
(e) Not sure 
(f) Does not apply 
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4. Did you learn how to better help your children adjust to your fam-
ily problems, separation, or divorce? 

(a) Learned a lot 
{b) Learned some 
{c) Didn't learn much 
(d) Didn't learn at all 
{e) Not sure 
(f) Does not apply 

5. a. Were you satisfied with your counselor's assistance to you and 
your family? 

(a) Very dissatisfied 
(b) Dissatisfied in some ways 
(c) Somewhat satisfied 
(d) Very satisfied 
(e) Not sure 

b. In what ways were you satisfied or dissatisfied with your coun­
selor's assistance? 

6. What did you think of the number of sessions you attended at the 
Family Court Service? 

(a) Too many 
(b) About right 
(c) Too .few 
(d) Not sure 

7. We would like you to think back over your contacts with the Family · 
Court Service. Wh~~· suggestions do you have for changing or improv­
ing any part of the Agency? 



8. Was ther.e any service not offered by this Agency that might have 
been of benefit to you or your family? Yes No 
If yes, what service? 

Thank you! Please return to: Family Court Service 
704 Main Street, Suite 305 
Oregon City, Oregon 97045 
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APPENDIX C 

COVER LETTER, FIRST QUESTIONNAIRE MAILING 

Nolan Jones . Circuit Court of the State of Oregon (503) 655-8415 
Director Fifth Judicial District--Clackamas County 

FAMILY COURT SERVICE 
Suite 305, 704 Main Street, Oregon City, Oregon 97045 

November 14, 1977 

Dear 

We need your help! 

The Family Court Service wants to learn how ~o improve its ser­
vices to families in this area. To accomplish this, we need your frank 
opinions regarding your experience with the agency. 

It will take you only a short time to complete the enclosed ques­
tionnaire and return it in the stamped reply envelope. Each person who 
has used the agency during the past year is being asked to participate. 

. Your answers will be completely confidential and will be used 
only in combination with other responses. Your name will never be as­
sociated with your answers. 

Please return the questionnaire at your earliest convenience. 
Your individual contribution to ~he survey is important and appreciated. 

Thank you for your cooperation. 

NJ/dab 

Sincerely, 

Nolan Jones 
Director 
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COVER LETTER, SECOND QUESTIONNAIRE MAILING 

Nolan Jones Circuit Court of the State of Oregon (503) 655-8415 
Director Fifth Judicial District--Clackamas County 

FAMILY COURT SERVICE 
Suite 305, 704 Main Street, Oregon City, Oregon 97045 

November 30, 1977 

Dear 

You should have recently received a letter from the Family Court 
Service asking you to send us your frank opinions regarding your experi­
ence with this agency. Because of the importance of your participation 
in the survey, we are again requesting your cooperation. Your opinions 
are needed to help us learn how to improve our services to families in 
the future. 

It will take you only a short time to complete the enclosed ques­
tidnnaire and return it in the stamped reply envelope. Each person who 
has used the agency during the past year is being asked to participate .. 

Your answers will be completely confidential and will be used 
only in combination with other responses. Your name will never be as­
sociated with your answers. 

Please return the questionnaire at your earliest convenience. 
Your individual contribution to the survey is important and appreciated. 

Thank you for your help. 

NJ/dab 

Sincerely, 

Nolan Jones 
Director 



APPENDIX E 

PHONE INTERVIEW WITH NONRESPONDERS 

1. Is there a way we could have better contacted you than the mail-out · 
questionnaire? 

Personal interview? 

Phone interview? 

2. Were there particular reasons for you not sending back the question­
naire? 

In the agency too long ago? 

3. Was your involvement with FCS helpful or not helpful? 

Why?· 

4. Was there anything about this service that should have been differ­
ent or should be changed? 

What? 

5. Was there any service not offered by this Agency that might have 
been of benefit to. you or your family? __ yes no 

If yes, what service? 
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