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RESEARCH AS THERAPY?

PAUL EKMAN, PuD:?

Inerensing realization of the widespread
incidence of mental disorder and various
mabulaptive behaviors has led to a demand
for preventive techniques. Attention has
slowly shifted from the pathologic individ-
al to the treatment and study of his mi-
iew. The institutional framework is no
longer merely the context within which the
mdividual's personality must be understood
—it has beeome the foeus for manipula-
tions intended to have far-reaching con-
sequences for whole groups of individuals
and elasses of behavior. ’

This paper discusses one of the problems
mvolved in conducting researeh on preven-
tive therapeutie techniques applied within
closed social systems. In the course of eval-
uating a new program to combat military
delinqueney, the experimenter not only af-
fected the object of his study but also was
instrumental in its rapid disappearance. In
addition to  methodologic considerations,
this finding will be discussed as an example
of how the research investigator can free
himself from the restricted role of partiei-
pant observer and eapitalize on these newly
discovered powers.

This study was a successor to an earlier
step in preventive social psychiatry, gen-
crated by the Army’s concern with recid-
visi among military offenders, A program
was developed in 1957 to have the Mental
Hygicne Consultation Serviees (MHCS)
sereen psychiatrically all new prisoners at
the various stockades and diseiplinary bar-
racks. Supposedly, this closer collaboration
between  diseiplinary  and niental  health

CThis researeh wis conducted when the author
wits with the Clinteal Psyehology Necetion, Walson
My Hospoad, For Dix, New Jersey, Present,
address: The Langley Porter Neuropsvehiatrie
In=tinwe, =un Praneisco, Cahfornia, Appreciation
= expressed 1o Mr. William Fisher, who assisted
weeollectimg the data,
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ageneies  produced new corrective tech-
niques, in addition to expeditious discharge
of men with poor prognosis and/or multiple
courts-martial, A deerease in the nuinber of
men incarcerated during the years follow-
ing the adoption of this sereening program
was interpreted as evidence for the signifi-
cance of the efforts by the MHCS. It was
never clear, however, whether this accom-
plishment could be credited to the develop-
ment of new corrective techniques, or was
stimply a relaxing of the procedures for
eliminating recidivists from military pris-
ons.

Nevertheless, such an apparent victory
in the battle against military delinqueney
was sufficient encouragement for a new plan
to emerge, this one aimed at preventing
rather than merely treating the diseipli-
nary problem. The substance of this new
program was to institute thorough psychi-
atric sercening at the time of the soldier’s
first court-martial, rather than wait until
two or three courts-martial resulted in his
confincment in a disciplinary facility. Thus
the first court-martial would he recognized
as a signal of marginal adjustment and a
suitable occasion for the deploynient of the
mental hygiene team,

Although many military posts immedi-
ately adopted this First Court-Martial
Program into their standard operating pro-
cedures, it was initiated on a trial basis for
a six-month period at Fort Dix, New Jersey.
The following research design was fornu-
lated to cvaluate the merits of this new
approach to preventing military  delin-
quency. Soldiers receiving their first conrt-
martial were to he randomly assigned to
one of tour groups. The first two groups
would reecive a complete dingnostic evaluu-
tion by the MHCS, ineluding o soeial his-
tory, psveliologie tests and o psyvehiatrie
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interview. MICS conclusions and recom-
mendations would be withheld from the re-
ferring =ource for the men in group 1, and
sent back to the unit commanders for the
sthject= 1 group 20 Men assigned to group
3 would not aetuadly be seen at MHCS, but
would =erve as a  no-treatment control
aroup. Group 4 would reecive only a brief
hattery of psyvchologie tests (to provide in-
formation about the impact of being sent to
a mental hygiene elinie), and would have
minimal interpersonal contact, The sub-
scquent military career of all of the sub-
jeets was to be studied for one year to
evaluite the accuracy of the coneerted clin-
teal predictions.

To establish sueh o projeet within a
closed social systemy, prudenee indicated in-
cluston of some measure of the changes
which might result from institutionalized
feedback. Simply initiating a new program
of any kind might—directly or indirectly—
fewd to some alteration in the typieal be-
havior ol the key members of the institu-
tion. Thix scemed  particularly  probable
since the  progra entailed  psychiatrie
sercening,  required  the  eo-operation  of
quasi-legal aad judieial authorities, and was
to be pertornied within o military econunu-
niev. Subjects for the experiment  were
therefore drawn from only two out of the
four trdoing regiments at Fort Dix. The
retindining two reghments served us addi-
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tional institutional controls. In May, 1959,
the unit commanders in the two experinen-
tul vegiments were notified that, for the fol-
lowing six months, all first court-martial
offenders must routinely be sent for evalua-
tion to MIHCS after completion of judieial
proceedings. A directive signed by the com-
nmanding general was eiveulated in the ex-
perimental regiments in June, 1959, when
the program actually began. No informa-
tion wus given to the personnel in the two
control regiments. In December, 1959, the
experinental regiments were informed that
the trial period was over, and they need no
longer send their first court-martial offend-
ers to MEHCS.

The prineipal finding of this study was
that, immediately after the research projeet
wus started, the experimental regiments
showed o marked drop in ecourts-martial
hut the control regiments remained unaf-
fected. Conscquently, there are no results
to report on the four separate treatment
groups, or on the accuracy of the clinical
predictions, sinee very few first court-mar-
tial offenders were cver sent to MHCS dur-
ing the six-month trial period.

Figure 1 gives the total courts-martial
per 1000 men for the experimental and con-
trol regiments for the period January, 1959,
to June, 1960—six months prior, six months
during, and six months after the rescurch
projcct.

At the end of the research project the
courts-martial given by the cxperimental
regiments returned to the level of the con-
trols. The courts-martial rate for the ex-
perimental and control reghments was tab-
ulated for the previous year to cheek for
seasonal variation: no systematie differ-
ence was found in the courts-martial rate
during 1958 between the experimental and
the control regiments. '

Figure 1 <hows a drop in courts-martial
in both the experimental and the control
regiments three months after the end of the
rescarch projeet (in April, 1960). Sinee this
deerease in courts-martial seemed to par-
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altel diveetly the results obtained by six
monthis ol intense scientifie study, an uat-
tempt was madde o detertine the possible
antecedents Informal conununication re-
vealed that there had been o eeting of
anit comumnders from all of the regiments
with the legal judicial military agency early
e April. The high courts-martial rate at
Fort Inx was diseussed, s was the recom-
mendation that the parties concerned make
muore use of company puni=hinents, rather
than courts-martial,

Clearly, the  program  of  psychiatrie
sereening hiad o tremendous influenee on the
courts=-martial behavior of the unit com-
manders, The most likely explanation is
that thix program  displeased them, and
they ~tapped giving courts-martial to pre-
vent MHCS Trom miaking evaluations of
the men they were punishing, While ob-
viously there can be no direet. evidenee for
sucli an interpretation, it scems plausible,
expectally xinee a similar drop in eourts-
martial occurred three mouths after the end
of the researeh project, when all of the unit
commanders  were  informed  that  their
courts-nartial rate was conspicuously high,
Interestingly, the experimental regiments
showed the most vapid drop in courts-mar-
tinl following this mceting (April, 1960),
whereas control regiments were not so casily
mflueneed. Perhaps this difference refleets
itosensitivity  to environiuental pressures
whicl the experiniental reginients had de-
veloped through their participation in the
First Court-Martial Rescareh Projeet.

The results obtainéd in this researeh
study dramatically cliphasize the need to
control for institutional feedback in the
conduet of rescarel within w closed soeial
~vatent, Without the information provided
by sueh controls, new ventures in preven-
tve social psvehiatry may have the ip-
praranee ol euring a problem, whereis -
radly Key members of the institntion have
teerely elimged their administrative pro-
cedures. or their speeifie teehniques  for
dentifyving or handling o particular type of
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problem. Tt there had not been control regi-
ments, or if the First Court-Martial Sereen-
ing Program had not heen established on a
triad baxis, it might well have seemed that
the problem of military delinqueney had
been substantially reduced by the psychi-
atrie screening. Such an interpretution as-
sumies that the eriterion used to measure u
particular phenomenon is identical with the
behavior itself; in actuality, courts-martial
are not a problem, but only one index to the
presenee of the problem of military delin-
queney. A similar type of confusion between
an index and the actual behavior may also
be operative when a drop in prison popula-
tion is interpreted as a tribute to the sue-
cesstul eorrective efforts of the prison per-
sonnel, or when an inercase in discharge
rates ina mental hospital following a new
treatiment progran is considered to refleet
greater health in the patients. While the
number of courts-martial, and the size of
prison or hospital populations, are ull op-
crational definitions, they also, by defini-
tion, intiately involve major administra-
tive deeisions; as sueh, they may as well
refleet a change in the mood of the bureau-
cratic structure, or pressures being brought
to bear upon it, as any possible change in
the behavier which these eriteria SUppos-
edly measure. Thus, rapid increases in dis-
charges in a mental hospital do not neces-
sarily mean that the patients are aetting
well faster, or that more of them are
getting well, but simply that some new fae-
tor has led to a change in the operation of
the administrative procedures governing
discharges. The essential element in the
measure or control for changes in the oper-
forming resenreh, can be just sueh « factor,
unwittingly exerting a radieal inAuence on
the typieal behavior of the key wetibers of
aninstitution. Unless he provides ~ome
meisure of control for changes in the oper-
ation of the institution itselr, £ Iy s
takenly conelude that he has witnessed an
important change in the patient population
he i ostensibly studyving,
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L less ~erious vein, the investigation at
Fort Dix might also suggest a new strata-
getn e our therapeutie armamentarium,
Unelestrahde hehavior of w social nature can
he chinared through the adoption of an
claborated progran of researeh. Figure [,
showing the wnmediate inerease in courts-
nrtial in Jannary, 1960, suggests that
relentless researeh is necessary to keep dlown
the court-murtial response beeause of the
rapid dissipation of inhibition. However,
there may be some optimal procedure—
such that the major portion of the research
effort can go into planning and publicizing

the rescarch, with little or no experimental
treatment of subjeets actually neecessary.
The most economical scheme could be based
upon present knowledge of partial rein-
forcemient schedules. The institution might
simply be informed that, at some time in
the future, u full-blown research project
may be initiated to study a particular prob-
lem,

Thus, the discovery of the Fort Dix phe-
nomenon may serve to bridge the gap be-
tween the opposing camps of the experi-
mentalists and the clinielans, through the
cmergenee of a new professional personage:
the therapeutic seientist.
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