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At casual glance, San Antonio fami-
ly law attorney Chad Olsen might not 
appear too dissimilar from his peers in 
the legal community. He spent his un-
dergraduate years at Texas A&M Uni-
versity, where he met his wife, Jill, with 
whom he now has three children. He 
completed law school at Texas Tech 
and began a career at a small civil lit-
igation fi rm in Laredo.  Ten years ago, 
Chad joined his father-in-law, Ben 
Chappell, at the legal practice of  Bray, 
Chappell, Patterson & Olsen, Inc. 

But hints of  Chad’s strength of  charac-
ter and compassion for humanity were 
already in evidence early in his career.  
Even while in law school, he sought 
internships with fi rms known for their 
views supporting family and liberty like 
Alliance Defending Freedom and Lib-
erty Legal Institute.  

The third child among 13 adopted and 
biological siblings, Chad serves with the 
Air Force Reserves. Before moving to 
San Antonio in 2009, he and Jill spent 
a year in Nairobi, Kenya. He was a 
Legal Fellow with International Justice 
Mission advising the fi eld offi  ce on cas-
es of  sexual violence against children 
and illegal detention, while Jill used her 
occupational therapy degree to help 
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disabled children.

In the past 15 years that Chad has been 
practicing law, his conviction has grown 
and solidifi ed that the model of  resolv-
ing divorce at the courthouse is an 
outdated and emotionally unsatisfying 
system.  

This year, he drew a line in the sand.  
He determined he would not litigate 
another divorce case that involved cus-
tody of  minor children. He would step 
out in courage and stand on his belief  
that the current model of  litigating cus-
tody produces results that range from 
unsatisfying to causing real harm. 

“People often approach divorce like it’s 
the answer to their problems,” Chad 

said. But in his estimation, often the 
dissolution of  a family just makes the 
hard things harder. He describes the 
system as being designed to resolve 
high confl ict legal matters. ”Most di-
vorcing couples are not in high confl ict 
about the legal issues, they are in high 
confl ict about the emotional elements 
of  the divorce,” he said. 

A common myth abounds that once a 
couple has fi led for divorce, all hope 
is lost that the marriage can be saved. 
Surprisingly, a report published in 
the April 2011 Family Court Review 
found, “in 45% of  couples fi ling for di-
vorce, at least one spouse is interested 
in reconciliation.” 

“The attorney has to unpack what the 
client needs and wants,” Chad agreed. 
“Clients come in either really bro-
ken-hearted or angry. I advise them 
about their property decisions, but even 
when I guide them to a just and right 
division of  assets, it is rare the solution 
meets the underlying concerns or de-
sires they have expressed.  There’s a tre-
mendous disconnect between what the 
client experiences in divorce and what 
is happening legally.  And many clients 
are deeply unsatisfi ed before, during 
and after the divorce, not with the legal 
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part, but emotionally.” 

After nearly a decade of  experience 
representing parents in court, Chad 
started becoming increasingly uncom-
fortable with the high volume of  di-
vorcing parents who unnecessarily find 
themselves in litigation. “Many parents 
are genuinely afraid of  losing custody 
and much of  the traditional litigation 
model is set up to feed that false narra-
tive.” In reality, most of  the time, what 
is at stake is only a small percentage of  
their child’s available time,” he said. 

Chad is an advocate for a different 
method of  marriage dissolution, Col-
laborative Divorce, which began in the 
late 1980s. Stewart Webb, a family law-
yer in Minnesota, developed a system 
designed to be less emotionally damag-
ing to all parties. Texas became the first 
state in the nation to pass a Collabora-
tive Law Statute in 2001, formally es-
tablishing a parallel process to litigated 
divorce.  

Chad appreciates the collaborative pro-
cess’s commitment to helping a family 
reach shared goals and interests and its 
focus on moving all parties forward into 
the future, rather than assigning fault 
and blame for past mistakes. The col-
laborative process allows space for both 
parties to explore Discernment Coun-
seling or try a marriage intensive to 
determine if  they have truly exhausted 
every pathway to reconciliation. At the 
very least, the process exposes disaffect-
ed spouses to professionals who coach 
them in better ways of  communica-
tion - something that benefits the entire 
family, whether they choose to remain 
married or divorce. 

Chad became interested in the work of  
leading family social scientists across 

the country about the potential bene-
fit of  Discernment Counseling, which 
helps married partners obtain clarity 
and the ability to make a confident de-
cision about whether pursuing divorce 
is the best and only option to solve their 
marital difficulties.

Drs. William Doherty and Steven Har-
ris, both professors at the University of  
Minnesota and Directors of  the Min-

nesota Couples on the Brink Project 
released the first textbook, Discern-
ment Counseling, in April 2017.  Dr. 
Harris found his experience as a thera-
pist frustrating when working with dis-
tressed couples where one partner was 
mentally and emotionally unmotivat-
ed. It became Dr. Harris’ professional 
mission to develop a more productive 
model through which therapists could 
guide their clients.

Dr. Harris also realized much had 
been documented about why couples 
divorce and the subsequent transitions 
that occur within families as a result of  
divorce, but no one had uncovered the 
reasoning processes. He began collab-
orating with a team of  researchers to 
study the thoughts and decision-mak-
ing processes of  couples considering 
divorce. 1 Clinical and research aspects 
of  this work dovetail as Dr. Harris and 
the others continue to publish findings 
informed by the data gleaned from 
surveying 3,000 individuals, as well as 
information discovered from one-year 
follow up and in-depth interviews with 
a smaller cohort.   

What they found was stunning: At 
any given time, one-fourth of  married 
Americans are considering divorce. 1 
Yet, when the team connected with cou-
ples they surveyed a year later, the over-
whelming majority had not divorced, 
meaning that thoughts of  divorce most 
often do not actually result in a divorce 
occurring. In the words of  Dr. Harris: 
thoughts of  divorce are like a pendu-
lum.  There’s a lot of  swing and lack of  
clarity and confidence about making a 
right decision.  Couples considering di-
vorce are in a very dynamic spot. Many 
in the study thought about divorce but 
decided to stay together and almost all 
of  them reported they were glad they 
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did. Thoughts about divorce don’t have 
to be signs of  imminent separation. 
Another finding, a lot of  people yearn 
for reconciliation even after the divorce 
paperwork has been filed. In fact, in 
30-40% of  divorce cases, at least one 
member of  the couple still had hope for 
the marriage, and 10% of  the time, nei-
ther party really wants a divorce.

Dr. Russ Berg, a minister and counselor 
in Minnesota, who has worked with the 
Minnesota Family Court System, offers 
a supporting voice to the idea that it is 
beneficial to screen couples for divorce 
indecision and allow them to pause di-
vorce proceedings to explore the pos-
sibility of  reconciliation.  Dr. Berg has 
been pursuing this option through the 
court system. 

A 2008 study that involved 2400 di-
vorcing parents found that in up to 33 
%, one or both spouses still held some 
hope the marriage could be saved and 
would have been interested in court-of-
fered reconciliation options, Dr. Berg 
said. 

“There’s a lot more indecision (than 
people realized) – even far down the de-
cision making tree,” he said. “It is ok to 
slow the process down,” he continued. 
“One of  the values an attorney brings 
is to give a couple dignity to remind 
them of  all their options as they face 
irrevocable decisions. 

The work of  these national experts in-
spired Chad to change his practice. He 
amended his client intake form to in-
clude questions to uncover divorce am-
bivalence. If  he believes there might be 
any willingness for reconciliation, he’ll 
refer a client to discernment counseling 
through the use of  resources found at 
samarriage.org/discernment or pro-
vide a brochure (link). 

Discernment Counseling provides a 
practical and reproducible roadmap 
to help couples reach a clear and con-
fident decision about whether they 
should move forward with divorce or 
decide to work toward reconciliation. 
Discernment Counseling is a short-
term process, typically involving fewer 

than five sessions. Discernment Coun-
seling provides couples with a venue to 
be more open and honest about their 
resentments and concerns while also 
revealing the right course of  action.

In his quest to help the legal system bet-
ter serve families faced with the harsh 
realities of  divorce, Chad is one of  the 
few who has decided to swim against 
the tide in the direction he believes has 
the most potential to positively affect 
families. 

Chad inspires thoughtful, dedicated 
colleagues who seek a better way —
those who follow best practices to un-
cover divorce ambivalence and direct 
couples to resources. Discernment 
counseling and the collaborative 
process both support the commit-
ment to help families reach shared 
goals and move all parties forward 
with tools for effective communica-
tion that benefit the entire family, 
whether they choose to remain married 
or divorce.  
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“People want change – divorce is just 
one way to solve marital difficulties.  
It doesn’t always resolve the marital 
problem in the way people think it will.  
They think their problems will be solved 
if  they can just eliminate this ‘person’ 
from their life,” said Dr. Harris. 

“Collaborative is better at teaching 
folks alternative models for resolving 
conflict,” Chad said. “Even if  the cli-
ents do not share children together, they 
can’t completely walk away from their 
shared memories, friends and experi-
ences, so it makes good sense to have a 
gracious conversation about what that 
person’s role in your life is going to look 
like,” he said.  “They (divorcing clients) 
probably have some communication 
challenges, parenting issues or power 
imbalances. The team of  collaborative 
professionals supports the couple with 
objective data, helps them focus on the 
facts and teaches them a new pattern 
for resolving issues. They can’t help but 
absorb some of  the skills and emerge 
from the process more emotionally 
healthy.” 

The jury is still out as to the verdict of  
this new practice for divorce proceed-
ings.  Chad and his colleagues have 
an uphill battle to change the cultural 
climate.  But, as Dr. Berg mentioned, 
“there’s always time to get a divorce.” 

According to Judge Bruce Peterson, 
who presides over the family court in 
the Twin Cities area of  Minneapolis, 
“an unnecessary divorce is one of  life’s 
greatest tragedies, with upheaval and 
harm for children and adults that goes 
down through generations.”

And family law attorneys have a vi-
tally important role to play in helping 
break this cycle. Before a client makes a 

life-changing decision, it is a wise coun-
selor at law who helps them identify all 
their options to find their best path. 

Footnote: (The National Divorce 
Decision-Making Project. (2015). 
What are they thinking? A national 
survey of  married individuals who 
are thinking about divorce. Provo, 
UT: Family Studies Center, Brigham 
Young University.)
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