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CHAPTER IV 

FINDING & DISCUSSION 

 

In this section the researcher will present the findings that the researcher has obtained. The 

findings are in the form of images from the film The Marriage Story and are also accompanied 

by dialogue excerpts from the film. Researchers need dialogue as the main data more valid. The 

researcher provides analysis and explanation of the findings so that the findings data can be 

discussed by the researcher to be connected to the theory in this research. 

A. Result 

1. Psychological Effects of Divorce  

1.1  Charlie Barber’s Psychological Arc: Suppression, Rupture, and Reluctant Acceptance. 

Charlie Barber is introduced in Marriage Story as a man who does not yet understand that 

his marriage is already over. His opening monologue, delivered in voice-over as a letter to 

Nicole, presents a husband fluent in appreciation but oblivious to the fundamental asymmetry in 

their relationship: his life has expanded within the marriage while Nicole’s has contracted. This 

foundational unawareness - what the Psychology of Divorce identifies as the pre-crisis phase, in 

which the individual has not yet performed the primary appraisal of the marital situation as a 

genuine threat-shapes the entire trajectory of his psychological response to the divorce that 

follows. 

a. Identity Disruption: The Collapse of the Director’s Self 

For Charlie, identity prior to the divorce is overwhelmingly organized around his 

professional role as the director of a New York theater company. His personal identity his sense 

of competence, admiration, and social belonging - is inseparable from that institutional position. 

The divorce, by relocating Nicole and their son Henry to Los Angeles and initiating a legal 

process that threatens his custody arrangement and financial stability, constitutes an assault not 

only on his domestic life but on the professional self-concept that has absorbed the emotional 

energy he has withheld from the marriage. This dynamic as emotional cutoff the tendency to 

psychologically distance one from painful relational demands by intensifying investment in an 
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alternative domain. Charlie’s compulsive commitment to his work functions precisely as this 

kind of protective cutoff, and the divorce dismantles it by rendering his professional and personal 

crises simultaneous and inseparable. 

Scene 1: Charlie’s First Meeting with the Mediator (00:08:02) 

 

Picture  1 Charlie’s First Meeting with the Mediator 

Charlie and Nicole first joint mediation session Charlie’s discomfort with formalized 

conflict become visible. 

[The mediator asks both parties to describe what they want from the process] 

Charlie: “We  thought we were doing this together. Amicably. Without lawyers.” 

Nicole: “I know you did” 

Charlie: “So what changed” 

Mediator: “Nicole, would you like to respond to that?” 

Nicole: “I needed someone in my corner.” 

 

Charlie’s response at 00:08:02 exemplifies what the Psychology of Divorce identifies as 

the denial stage of the non-linear grief process. His framing of the divorce as something they 

were “doing together, amicably” reflects a primary appraisal of the situation as manageable and 

cooperative an appraisal that the presence of Nicole’s lawyer has already invalidated. His 

confusion “So what changed?” is not rhetorical; it reveals the genuine degree to which Charlie 

has failed to register the depth of Nicole’s distress within the marriage. His identity as a 

reasonable, collaborative partner a self-concept he has sustained by avoiding direct engagement 

with the relational problem is beginning its collapse. 



 
 

26 
 

 

b. Emotional Stages: From Denial through Rage to Grief 

Charlie’s passage through the emotional stages of divorce is depicted with exceptional 

psychological specificity across the film’s runtime. His trajectory moves from sustained denial 

through an explosive anger episode that briefly cracks his suppressive defense structure, into a 

grief response that is only partially resolved by the film’s conclusion. The non-linearity that 

identify as characteristic of post-divorce psychological trajectories is clearly visible: Charlie 

cycles back into denial and bargaining multiple times before achieving even a provisional 

acceptance. 

Scene 2: Charlie’s Consultation with Divorce Lawyer Jay (00:44:18) 

 

Picture  2 Charlie’s Consultation with Divorce Lawyer Jay 

Charlie meets divorce lawyer Jay Marotta for the first time the institutionalization of 

adversarial divorce becomes real for Charlie. 

Jay: “Your wife has a very good lawyer. That means you need very good lawyer.” 

Charlie: “I don’t want this to get nasty.” 

Jay: “Its already nasty. You just haven’t felt it yet.” 

Charlie: “She wouldn’t do that. We agreed-we were going to be decent.” 

Jay: “People always agree to be decent, Charlie. Right up until they don’t.” 

 

At 00:44:18, the denial stage reaches a pivotal moment. Jay Marotta blunt assessment. 

“It’s already nasty. You just haven’t felt it yet” functions as a forced primary reappraisal event. 

Charlie’s insistence that “she wouldn’t do that” and his appeal to their prior agreement to be 

“decent” reveal the cognitive dissonance at the centre of his denial: he is simultaneously 

initiating a legal divorce process and refusing to accept that such a process is adversarial by 
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structure. This dynamic corresponds precisely to description of denial as a stage in which the 

individual refuses to accept the irreversibility of the marital breakdown, not in the sense of 

denying that the divorce is happening, but in the sense of insisting on a version of it that is 

emotionally and practically impossible. 

 

Scene 3: The Argument Scene The Climactic Rage Episode (01:39:08) 

The most psychologically significant scene in Charlie’s arc and one of the most clinically 

precise depictions of suppressed grief erupting into rage in contemporary cinema occurs 

at 01:22:08, when Charlie and Nicole’s privately negotiated conversation in Nicole’s Los 

Angeles apartment escalates into a full confrontation that collapses both characters’ 

suppressive defenses simultaneously. 

 

Picture  3 The Argument Scene The Climactic Rage Episode 

The argument scene Charlie and Nicole’s suppressed grief erupts into mutual rage in 

Nicole’s apartment. 

[The argument escalates. Charlie has moved from controlled to volatile] 

Nicole: “You never even considered me. It was always the play, always the theater, 

always what you needed.” 

Charlie: “I gave you everything! I gave up opportunities, I stayed, I built something for 

us.” 

Nicole: “You built it for yourself! I was just there.” 

Charlie: “You’re such a…. you…..” 

[He loses control momentarily, then catches himself. A long silence.] 
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Charlie: “I’ll be so happy when you’re not the first person I think of when I wake up.” 

[Both characters break down, crying.] 

 

The sequence at 01:39:08 is the psychological core of Charlie’s arc. His escalating 

accusation “I gave you everything!”is a textbook example of what Freudian defense theory 

identifies as projection: the displacement of one’s own unacknowledged failures onto the former 

partner. Charlie’s assertion that he gave “opportunities” and “stayed” reveals his cognitive 

representation of the marriage as a series of sacrifices he made, rather than as a relationship in 

which Nicole’s sacrifices systematically exceeded his own. The momentary loss of verbal 

control “You’re such a…. you….” Represents the breakthrough of the id through a superego 

structure that has maintained surface civility at the cost of honest emotional processing. 

Critically, however, Charlie’s most devastatingly honest moment in the film follows 

immediately: “I’ll be so happy when you’re not the first person I think of when I wake up.” This 

statement ostensibly aggressive is in fact a confession of profound grief. Charlie does not yet 

know how to mourn Nicole directly; he can only express his love through the anguish of its 

persistence. The shared breakdown that ends the scene both characters weeping on the floor  

represents the most authentic emotional moment in their relationship since the film began, and it 

occurs only because their suppressive mechanisms have simultaneously failed. This corresponds 

to describe as the “crisis breakthrough” phase of the post-divorce trajectory: the moment when 

avoidant and suppressive coping collapses and the individual is briefly but fully exposed to the 

unprocessed grief underneath. 

 

c. Physical Deterioration and Socioeconomic Disruption 

The Psychology of Divorce identifies physical health deterioration and socioeconomic 

disruption as measurable dimensions of the post-divorce experience, mediated by the loss of 

health-sustaining routines and the amplification of harmful coping behaviors. Charlie’s arc 

provides clear cinematic evidence of both dimensions. 

 

Scene 4: Charlie Alone in His New Apartment (01:41:25) 
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Picture  4 Charlie Alone in His New Apartment 

Charlie in his sparse New York apartment after Nicole and Henry have moved to Los 

Angeles 

[Charlie is alone in a nearly empty apartment.] 

[He looks at Henry’s drawings still on the refrigerator. He doesn’t remove them.] 

Charlie:  “(to himself) Okay. Okay.” 

 

The scene at 00:54:32 requires minimal dialogue to communicate its psychological 

content. The sparse apartment, Charlie’s twice-repeated “okay” to himself constitute a precise 

cinematic rendering to describe as the disruption of health-sustaining routines: the domestic 

structures shared meals, parental presence, a maintained living space that the marriage provided 

have been removed, and Charlie has no immediate coping resources to replace them. The 

decision not to remove Henry’s drawings from the refrigerator reads as an act of grief 

preservation: Charlie cannot yet bring himself to accept the physical reality of his son’s 

permanent absence from this space. 

 

d.  Toward Acceptance: Charlie’s Partial Resolution 

Scene 5: Charlie Reads Nicole’s Letter at the Film’s Close (02:09:43) 
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 Picture  5 Charlie Reads Nicole’s Letter at the Film’s Close 

Charlie reads Nicole’s letter written at the start of the film but delivered at its close and 

weeps 

[Charlie reads Nicole’s handwritten letter, her voice narrating:] 

Nicole (V.O):  “I fell in love with him the first second I saw him. He was so present... I 

know that everything I am today, I owe to him. I love Charlie. I love him for the person 

he taught me I could be.” 

[Charlie finishes reading. He folds the letter carefully. He is crying silently.] 

 

The film’s most powerful act of emotional reframing occurs at 02:09:43. Nicole’s letter 

written at the film’s opening but withheld from Charlie until this closing moment represents a 

qualitative shift in the emotional information available to him. Throughout the legal process, 

Charlie has been constructing a narrative in which Nicole’s grievances are the cause of the 

divorce. The letter disrupts this narrative irrevocably: it reveals that Nicole’s love for him was 

genuine and deep, and that the failure of the marriage was structural  not a matter of insufficient 

feeling but of the systematic erosion of herself within it. 

Charlie’s silent weeping at 02:09:43 describe as the approach toward the acceptance stage 

of the divorce grief process: not a resolution of grief, but a first genuine acknowledgment of the 

full weight of what has been lost. His acceptance is partial the film does not resolve his 

psychological crisis entirely but it is real. He has moved, across the film’s arc, from denial 

through rage to a grief that is finally honest. 

 

1.2 Nicole Barber’s Psychological Arc: Identity Reclamation and Crisis to Adaption 

Trajectory 

Nicole’s psychological arc follows the crisis-to-adaptation trajectory that identify as 

characteristic of individuals whose identities have been significantly suppressed within the 

marriage: an initial period of acute distress and relational entrapment, followed by a gradual but 
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decisive process of self-reclamation that the divorce, paradoxically, makes possible. Where 

Charlie’s arc is organized around the collapse of an insufficiently examined self, Nicole’s is 

organized around the recovery of a self that was suppressed rather than never formed. 

 

a. Identity Disruption: The Submerged Self 

The opening sequence of Marriage Story establishes the foundational condition of 

Nicole’s identity disruption before the divorce has even formally begun. Her voice-over letter 

about Charlie  in which she celebrates his qualities with genuine warmth but describes her own 

life only in relation to him is itself a document of emotional fusion. The woman who describes 

herself as someone who has “become somebody” because of Charlie is simultaneously the 

woman who has not yet determined who she is apart from him. 

Scene 6: Nicole’s Session with Her Lawyer Nora (00:23:55) 

 

Picture  6 Nicole’s Session with Her Lawyer Nora 

Nicole’s first full consultation with lawyer Nora Fans haw Nicole begins to articulate 

what she lost within the marriage. 

Nora: ”Tell me about your marriage. Not the good parts. Tell me what it actually felt like. 

Nicole: “I gave up a lot. I had a career a real one. Before Charlie. I had an offer and I 

stayed. 

Nora: “For him.” 

Nicole: “I told myself it was for us. But…yeah. For him.” 

Nora: “Do you know whose fault that is?” 

[Nicole is silent. She is processing something she has not previously admitted.] 

Nicole: “I don’t— I don’t want to blame him. But I lost something. Something that was 

mine.” 
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The exchange at 00:23:55 is the psychological turning point of Nicole’s arc. Her 

admission that she stayed “for him” and not, as she had told herself, “for us” represents the first 

genuinely honest primary appraisal she has permitted herself of what the marriage cost her. 

Identification of emotional fusion as the subordination of individual goals and self-concept to the 

demands of the relationship is precisely instantiated here: Nicole did not experience her sacrifice 

of the Hollywood career as a loss at the time because her identity was sufficiently fused with 

Charlie’s that his success felt like her success. It is only in the context of the divorce when that 

fusion is being structurally dissolved that she can name what she gave up as “something that was 

mine.” 

 

b.  Emotional Stages: Anger as Liberation Rather Than Destruction 

A key distinction between Nicole’s emotional trajectory and Charlie’s is the function that 

anger performs in each arc. For Charlie, anger is primarily destructive it is the breakthrough of 

unprocessed grief in a form that temporarily damages his relationship with Nicole further. For 

Nicole, anger functions more as a liberatory stage: the moment at which she stops prioritizing 

Charlie’s comfort over her own legitimate needs. This gendered distinction in the psychological 

function of anger aligns  that women’s post-divorce distress is more frequently organized around 

the loss of relational identity, while men’s is more frequently organized around disruption to 

social support and institutional structures. 

 

Scene 7: Nicole Refuses to Relocate Back to New York (00:36:18) 

 

Picture  7 Nicole Refuses to Relocate Back to New 

Charlie pressures Nicole to return to New York; Nicole holds her ground for the first 

time. 

Charlie: “Henry needs to be in New York. My work is there. The school is there…” 
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Nicole: “My work is here now. And I’m making something. For the first time in a long 

time, I’m making something that’s mine.” 

Charlie: “Nicole, be reasonable” 

Nicole: “I am being reasonable. I’m being reasonable about myself. Maybe for the first 

time.” 

 

Nicole’s response at 00:36:18 “I’m being reasonable about myself. Maybe for the first 

time” marks a decisive transition in her psychological arc. The phrase is not aggressive but it is 

absolute: it forecloses the pattern of self-abnegation that has characterized her behavior within 

the marriage and signals that her primary appraisal of the situation has shifted from “how do I 

accommodate Charlie’s needs?” to “what do I actually need?” This reappraisal constitutes the 

psychological foundation for the identity reclamation process that the remainder of her arc 

depicts. 

 

c. Post-Divorce Physical Health Deterioration and Socioeconomic Disruption  

Post-Divorce Physical Health Deterioration and Socioeconomic Disruption, holds that the 

consequences of divorce extend well beyond psychological distress to produce measurable harm 

to physical health and financial stability. The theory identifies three specific pathways through 

which this harm occurs: the disruption of health-sustaining routines previously established within 

the marriage, an increased reliance on harmful coping behaviors such as alcohol consumption 

and physical inactivity, and the loss of the practical and emotional support that the marital 

relationship had. The theory further identifies socioeconomic disruption as a closely linked 

dimension of post-divorce harm, manifesting as measurable changes in cognitive functioning, 

professional engagement, and workplace performance, and as financial instability that produces a 

condition of reduced personal agency and perceived entrapment. Nicole’s arc provides direct 

cinematic evidence of this theorized disruption in the period immediately following her 

separation from Charlie, before the gradual stabilization that the theory identifies as contingent 

on the restoration of these depleted resources. 

 

 

Scene 8: Nicole's Exhaustion During the Custody Negotiation Period (00:59:27 
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Picture  8 Nicole's Exhaustion During the Custody Negotiation Period 

Nicole visibly fatigued during a phone call with her lawyer Nora about the custody schedule 

socioeconomic and cognitive strain made visible. 

[Nicole is on the phone with Nora] 

Nora: “We need the financial disclosures by Friday. Did you get the statements from the 

joint account?” 

Nicole: “I'm trying. I have a table read tomorrow and I haven't slept and I can't find half 

of these.” 

Nora: “I know it's a lot.” 

Nicole: “It's just…it's a lot of everything, all at once.” 

[She closes her eyes for a moment, pressing the phone against her forehead before 

continuing.] 

 

The scene at 00:59:27 directly evidences the socioeconomic and cognitive dimension of 

establish that marital dissolution produces measurable changes in cognitive functioning, 

professional engagement, and workplace performance, with these effects most pronounced in the 

period immediately surrounding separation. Nicole's admission “I haven't slept and I can't find 

half of these” documents precisely this kind of cognitive strain: the locating of financial 

documents, ordinarily a routine administrative task, has become disproportionately difficult 

under the combined weight of legal deadlines, professional obligations, and sleep deprivation. 

Her phrase “it's a lot of everything, all at once” names the theory's central claim in lay terms: the 

disruption of divorce is not confined to a single domain but accumulates simultaneously across 

health, finances, and professional functioning. 

This scene also illustrates the financial instability dimension of identify financial 

instability following divorce as a condition that produces reduced personal agency and a sense of 

entrapment, amplifying existing emotional distress and impeding healthy psychological 

adjustment. The urgency surrounding the financial disclosures, set against Nicole's already 
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depleted physical and cognitive resources, exemplifies this entrapment: she is required to 

perform demanding administrative and legal labor at precisely the moment her capacity to do so 

is most diminished. This theory claim that physical, financial, and occupational disruptions 

accumulate together rather than independently is visible in the compounding pressure this scene 

depicts. 

 

Scene 9: Nicole Stabilizes Her Routine Through the Directing Position (01:02:45) 

 

Picture  9 Nicole Stabilizes Her Routine Through the Directing Position 

Nicole directing her television pilot on a Los Angeles set  a stable income source and structured 

routine partially restoring the resources disrupted earlier in her arc. 

[Nicole stands at the center of a television set, in command of the cast and crew, calm 

and focused.] 

Nicole: “Let's go again from her entrance. And I want her slower this time she knows 

what's coming but she's pretending she doesn't.” 

[The crew responds immediately. Nicole checks the monitor, and then steps back, visibly 

more rested than in earlier scenes.] 

Nicole: “(to the AD) give us five minutes and then we'll go.” 

 

The scene at 01:02:45 demonstrates the resource-restoration side of Theory Post-Divorce 

Physical Health Deterioration and Socioeconomic Disruption predictive claim. Where the earlier 

scenes at 00.59:27 depict the disrupted health-sustaining routines, cognitive strain, and financial 

precarity that the theory identifies as immediate consequences of separation, this later scene 

depicts the same domains beginning to stabilize: Nicole's composed direction of the set reflects 

restored cognitive functioning and professional engagement, and the directing position itself 

constitutes the stable income and structured routine whose earlier absence the theory associates 

with elevated risk to physical health. This scene should not be read as evidence that the 
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disruption documented earlier did not occur or was insignificant; rather, it is the theorized 

resource-restoration pathway in visible operation, consistent with Theory claim that divergent 

post-divorce trajectories are produced by whether depleted resources are replenished over time. 

 

d.  Depression and Grief: The Cost of Reclamation 

Nicole’s trajectory toward adaptation is not linear or costless. The depression stage of the 

divorce grief process is visible throughout her arc in scenes that demonstrate the personal cost of 

the legal conflict and the grief she experiences for the marriage itself distinct from relief at its 

ending.  

Scene 10: Nicole After the Custody Hearing (01:38:42) 

 

Picture  10 Nicole After the Custody Hearing 

Nicole alone after the custody hearing; exhaustion and grief are evident despite her legal 

position. 

Nicole’s Mother:  “You did good in there. Nora was brilliant.” 

Nicole: “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

Nicole’s Mother: “Okay” 

[A long silence. Nicole was silent for a moment. Her eyes were teary.] 

Nicole: “He’s a good father. I just need him to know I know that.” 

 

Nicole’s quiet admission at 01:38:42 “He’s a good father. I just I need him to know I 

know that” is one of the film’s most emotionally complex moments. It reveals that Nicole’s 

adaptation has not erased her love or her grief; she is not relieved by the legal contest but 

exhausted and saddened by it. The depression stage is visible here not as clinical incapacity but 
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as a form of mourning the grief for the specific person Charlie is as a father, and for the family 

unit that no legal proceeding can fully dissolve. 

 

2. Coping Mechanisms 

2.1 Charlie Barber’s Coping Mechanisms: Suppression, Avoidance, and Reluctant 

Engagement 

Charlie’s coping profile in Marriage Story is primarily emotion-focused and largely 

maladaptive. According to the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping, individuals tend to 

rely on emotion-focused coping strategies when they perceive a stressor as beyond their control. 

Charlie’s behavior supports this prediction; however, a significant complication emerges. He 

consistently misinterprets aspects of the divorce that are within his control particularly his 

emotional avoidance and his inability to recognize Nicole’s relational needs as inherent flaws in 

Nicole rather than issues stemming from his own behavior. 

This pattern reflects what coping research identifies as an externalizing attribution bias, 

in which individuals attribute problems to external causes while overlooking their own role in 

creating or maintaining them. As a result, Charlie adopts a coping style characterized by 

emotional suppression, displacement, rationalization, and occasional emotional outbursts. These 

strategies may provide temporary relief from distress, but they ultimately hinder his ability to 

process the divorce in a constructive and adaptive manner. 

 

a. Maladaptive Emotion-Focused Coping: Suppression and Avoidance 

Suppression the systematic inhibition of emotional processing in favor of maintaining surface 

functionality is Charlie’s primary coping strategy throughout the early and middle portions of the 

film. Suppression as a maladaptive form of emotion-focused coping that provides short-term 

relief from acute distress at the cost of prolonging the underlying psychological crisis. In 

Charlie’s case, the suppression operates at multiple levels simultaneously: he suppresses 

acknowledgment of the marital failure, suppresses recognition of his own emotional needs, and 

suppresses the behavioral consequences of his infidelity within the marriage. The scenes in 

which this suppressive coping is most clearly visible are those in which Charlie attempts to 

maintain a collaborative, reasonable persona in the face of a divorce process that has already 

rendered that persona incoherent. 

Scene 11: Charlie Attempts to Bypass Legal Process (00.39.58) 
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  Picture  11 Charlie Attempts to Bypass Legal Process 

Charlie proposes handling the divorce without lawyers  avoidance coping through minimization 

of the conflict. 

Charlie: “We don’t need lawyers. We know what we want. We can just…write it down.” 

Nicole: “I already have a lawyer, Charlie.” 

Charlie: “Why? We said we were going to do this ourselves. We said we were going to 

be different.” 

Nicole: “I know what we said.” 

Charlie: “So what happened?” 

[Nicole doesn’t answer. The silence is its own response.] 

 

At 00:39:58, Charlie’s proposal that they “just write it down” without legal involvement is a 

textbook instance of avoidance as a maladaptive coping strategy. The Transactional Model 

identifies avoidance as an emotion-focused response deployed when the individual appraises the 

emotional demands of confronting the stressor directly as exceeding their regulatory capacity. 

Charlie’s appraisal of the divorce as something they can manage by mutual agreement “we know 

what we want” is not a problem-focused coping response because it is not directed at the actual 

stressor. The actual stressor is the depth of Nicole’s dissatisfaction with the marriage and the 

structural power imbalance that has accumulated within it. Charlie’s avoidance strategy denies 

this stressor exists and attempts to substitute a simpler, less threatening version of it in its place. 

Nicole’s silence in response to “So what happened?” is the film’s most economical exposure of 

the limitation of Charlie’s suppressive coping: it confronts him with the gap between his 

appraisal of the situation and hers, without providing the verbal explanation that would allow 

him to continue avoiding that gap. She has already engaged in a secondary appraisal of her 

available resources and concluded that legal representation is necessary; Charlie’s coping 

strategy has not advanced to that stage. 
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b.  Maladaptive Emotion-Focused Coping: Rationalization and Projection 

Where suppression manages emotional distress by preventing its conscious registration, 

rationalization manages it by constructing an intellectually coherent narrative that displaces 

responsibility from the self onto external factors or onto the former partner. Rationalization as 

one of the most clinically significant maladaptive emotion-focused strategies in the context of 

divorce precisely because it is cognitively elaborated enough to feel like productive thinking 

while preventing genuine emotional processing. Charlie’s rationalizations are sophisticated and 

internally consistent; this very sophistication is the marker of their maladaptive function. 

Scene 12: Explains His Infidelity to His Lawyer (00:47:42) 

 

Picture  12 Explains His Infidelity to His Lawyer 

Charlie discloses his affair with his stage manager to his lawyer Jay rationalization as 

coping with guilt. 

Charlie: “It wasn’t— it wasn’t what it sounds like. She was leaving anyway. We were 

already over.” 

Jay: “How long?” 

Charlie: “A few months. It was nothing. It was loneliness.” 

Jay: “Does Nicole know?” 

Charlie: “She suspects. I think.” 

Jay: “Charlie. Did you tell her?” 

Charlie: “There was nothing to tell. It was— it ended. I ended it.” 

 

Charlie’s account of his affair at 00:47:42 unfolds as a layered sequence of 

rationalizations, each designed to reduce the threat of the information to his self-concept. “She 
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was leaving anyway” attributes causality to Nicole’s behavior rather than his own decision. “We 

were already over” reframes the timeline of the marriage’s failure to predate the infidelity, 

neutralizing its moral weight. “It was loneliness” converts an active choice into a passive 

response to circumstance. “There was nothing to tell” is the most revealing rationalization of all: 

it is the suppressive conclusion of the entire sequence, closing off emotional engagement by 

definitional reducing the act to insignificance. 

Within the Transactional Model, this sequence represents a secondary appraisal failure: 

rather than assessing his actual coping resources which would include the capacity to 

acknowledge culpability, to offer accountability to Nicole, and to process genuine guilt Charlie 

substitutes a series of cognitive reframing’s that make the demand appear smaller than it is. 

Pattern as a challenge-avoidance appraisal: the individual reconstructs the stressor as something 

other than what it is in order to avoid the emotional demands of engaging with it accurately. 

 

Scene 13: Charlie Blames Nicole in the Argument Scene (01:30:39) 

 

Picture  13 Charlie Blames Nicole in the Argument Scene 

Picture 13 The argument scene Charlie’s projection and blame-displacement peak before 

his coping defenses collapse. 

Charlie: “I gave up things too, you know. I stayed. I could have gone to London, I could 

have done the…” 

Nicole: “You wanted to stay! That was your choice!” 

Charlie: “My choice was to support us. My choice was to build something.” 

Nicole: “You built it for yourself. I was decoration.” 

Charlie: “That’s not— you’re rewriting history. That’s not what happened.” 

Nicole: “I lost myself, Charlie. Do you understand that? I lost myself in your life.” 

[Charlie cannot respond. His jaw tightens. He looks at her and cannot speak.] 
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The exchange at 01:30:39 represents the peak of Charlie’s rationalization and projection 

coping sequence. His insistence that he “gave up things too” and that he “stayed” and “built 

something” is a projection of victim status onto himself in response to Nicole’s accurate 

characterization of her experience. Projection, in the coping literature, functions as a defense 

mechanism that displaces one’s own unacknowledged characteristics or failures onto the other 

person, converting them from a subject with legitimate grievances into the source of one’s own 

distress. Charlie cannot hear Nicole’s “I lost myself in your life” as a description of her 

experience because his coping structure requires him to interpret her statements as attacks on his 

character rather than as accounts of her suffering. 

Crucially, however, at the line “I lost myself, Charlie. Do you understand that? I lost 

myself in your life” his coping mechanism fails. He cannot speak. The silence signals that 

Nicole’s statement has pierced the rationalization structure: it is too specific, too personal, and 

too accurate to be redirected. This moment of coping failure is the pivotal transition in Charlie’s 

arc, because it is the first instance in which the stressor his actual contribution to the failure of 

the marriage registers as a genuine threat to his self-concept that his existing coping resources 

cannot manage. 

 

c. The Coping Collapse: Explosive Emotional Discharge 

When suppression and rationalization fail simultaneously, the consequence in Charlie’s case is 

explosive emotional discharge: the release of accumulated, unprocessed emotional content in a 

single, unregulated episode. The breakdown of maladaptive emotion-focused coping under 

conditions of sustained overload: the individual’s regulatory resources are exhausted, and the 

suppressed material erupts without the mediation of cognitive or behavioral coping strategies. 

This is not itself a coping mechanism but the failure of coping though it paradoxically clears the 

path for more adaptive processing thereafter. 

Scene 14: Charlie’s Breakdown Immediately After the Argument (01:10:26) 

 

Picture  14 Charlie’s Breakdown Immediately After the Argument 
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Charlie alone immediately after the argument the aftermath of coping collapse; raw, 

unmediated distress. 

[Charlie sat alone on  the floor of his apartment after Nicole left him] 

[He is shaking] 

Charlie: “(barely audible) I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

[He does not move for a long time.] 

 

The scene at 01:10:26 is one of the film’s most clinically precise: Charlie alone in the 

apartment, shaking, barely audible in his apology, unable to move. The apology is not directed at 

Nicole she is not present to receive it and this detail is significant: Charlie is not performing 

remorse for strategic purposes but experiencing genuine guilt for the first time without any 

coping structure to mediate it. The Transactional Model identifies this state as one in which the 

individual’s secondary appraisal their assessment of available coping resources has returned a 

result of zero: no strategy is available to manage what is being felt. This is the moment at which 

adaptive coping becomes possible for Charlie, because it is the first moment at which the stressor 

in its true form has been allowed to register fully. 

 

d. Adaptive Coping: Problem-Focused Engagement and Emotional Honesty 

Charlie’s coping profile shifts incrementally toward more adaptive strategies. This shift is neither 

complete nor linear, consistent with finding that the transition from maladaptive to adaptive 

coping in divorce is typically gradual and non-monotonic, but it is discernible in two distinct 

domains: problem-focused practical engagement with the logistical demands of the divorce, and 

a nascent emotional honesty that begins to replace rationalization as his primary mode of self-

understanding. 

Scene 15: Charlie Negotiates Directly with Nicole Over Henry’s Schedule (01:32:17) 

 

Picture  15 : Charlie Negotiates Directly with Nicole Over Henry’s Schedule 
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Picture 15 Charlie and Nicole negotiate Henry’s custody schedule directly, without 

lawyers problem-focused adaptive coping emerges.  

Charlie: “What if I take him Tuesdays and Thursdays in LA, and then I fly out for his 

school play? I can make that work.” 

Nicole: “That’s… yeah. That works.” 

Charlie: “And Christmas. I want Christmas.” 

Nicole: “Okay. We can do that.” 

[A pause. Something softens between them.] 

Charlie: “I’m going to move out here. For him. And— I don’t know. Maybe for me.” 

 

The exchange at 01:32:17 marks a qualitative shift in Charlie’s coping orientation. For 

the first time in the film, he is engaging in genuine problem-focused coping: identifying a 

specific, controllable dimension of his situation the custody schedule and directing concrete, 

action-oriented cognitive and behavioral effort toward managing. His willingness to propose 

flying out for Henry’s school play, to negotiate Christmas directly, and to consider relocating to 

Los Angeles represents a secondary appraisal that has finally correctly identified the controllable 

elements of the stressor and mobilized appropriate coping resources in response. 

The final line “Maybe for me” is particularly significant: it represents Charlie’s first 

tentative acknowledgment that his own needs, separate from his professional identity and 

separate from his role as a father, are a legitimate object of consideration in the decisions he 

makes about his post-divorce life. This is the first evidence of the self-differentiation capacity 

that identify as the key determinant of adaptive coping in divorce: the ability to maintain a stable 

personal identity while remaining emotionally connected to others. 

 

Scene 16: Charlie Reads Nicole’s Letter (02:05:22) 
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Picture  16 Charlie Reads Nicole’s Letter 

Charlie reads Nicole’s letter at the film’s close cognitive reappraisal as adaptive emotion-

focused coping. 

[Charlie reads Nicole’s letter in silence. Her voice narrates.] 

Nicole (V.O.): “I fell in love with him the first second I saw him. He was so alive and 

present more than anyone I’d ever known. He had this ability to make me feel… chosen.” 

[Charlie’s eyes fill. He reads slowly, carefully.] 

Nicole (V.O.):      “I know that everything I am today, I owe to him. I love him. I love 

Charlie so much.”  

[He folds the letter. He sits with it for a moment. He is crying, quietly.] 

 

The scene at 02:05:22 represents the most advanced coping state Charlie achieves within 

the film’s narrative. His reading of Nicole’s letter is a form of cognitive reappraisal one of the 

most empirically validated adaptive emotion-focused coping strategies in which the individual 

revises their understanding of a threatening situation in a way that alters its emotional 

significance without denying its reality. The letter does not minimize the loss of the marriage or 

exonerate Charlie from responsibility for its failure; it reconfigures his understanding of Nicole’s 

experience of it. She loved him genuinely; she was not simply a victim of his failures but a 

person who chose him, who valued him, and who was nonetheless unable to remain herself 

within the life they built together. 

This cognitive reappraisal enables Charlie to grieve the marriage as a genuine loss rather 

than as a defeat or an injustice, which is the specific form of emotional processing that adaptive 

emotion-focused coping in the context of divorce requires. His quiet weeping unperformed, 

unobserved, and unchecked by any suppressive mechanism is the evidence that the reappraisal 

has been cognitively and emotionally integrated rather than merely intellectually registered. 
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2.2  Nicole Barber’s Coping Mechanisms: From Suppression to Adaptive Self 

Reconstruction 

Nicole’s coping profile undergoes the most complete transformation of the two principal 

characters across the film’s narrative. Her pre-divorce coping is organized around a prolonged 

and systematic suppression of her own needs, ambitions, and emotional realities in the service of 

relational maintenance a pattern that the coping literature identifies as a form of chronic 

maladaptive emotion-focused coping through self-silencing. Her post-separation coping 

represents a progressive reorientation toward adaptive strategies: first, the adaptive emotion-

focused work of naming and processing her suppressed experience; then, the deployment of 

problem-focused strategies directed at rebuilding her professional identity and domestic stability; 

and finally, the achievement of the self-differentiated coping capacity that identify as the 

hallmark of successful post-divorce psychological adjustment. 

a. Pre-Divorce Maladaptive Coping: Chronic Self-Silencing 

The most psychologically significant coping pattern in Nicole’s arc is one that predates the 

divorce itself: the chronic suppression of her own professional and personal needs within the 

marriage as a strategy for managing the relational stress of an asymmetric partnership. Chronic 

self-silencing  the systematic inhibition of self-expression in order to maintain relational stability 

as one of the most clinically consequential forms of maladaptive emotion-focused coping, 

because it accumulates across time into a comprehensive loss of the individual’s capacity to 

distinguish their own needs from the demands of the relationship. Nicole’s opening voice-over, 

in which she describes herself exclusively in relational terms, is the first cinematic evidence of 

this accumulated loss. 

 

Scene 17: Nicole’s Account of Career Suppression to Nora (00:23:29) 

 

Picture  17 Nicole’s Account of Career Suppression to Nora 

Nicole recounts the loss of her Hollywood career to lawyer Nora Fanshaw chronic self-

silencing named for the first time. 

Nora: “You had an offer. Before you married him.”   
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Nicole: “Yes. A pilot. I was going to it was a good role. I was going to be the lead.” 

Nora: “And you turned it down.” 

Nicole: “Charlie’s theater was in New York. And I thought… I thought I could do both. 

And then I couldn’t. And then I didn’t.” 

Nora: “Did he ask you to give it up?” 

Nicole: “No. He never— he never said that. He never had to.” 

[Pause. The implication lands.] 

Nicole: “The things you do to keep the peace… they add up.” 

 

Nicole’s account at 00:23:29 provides the retrospective diagnosis of her pre-divorce 

coping pattern. Her phrase “He never had to” is the psychological key: Nicole’s self-silencing 

was not externally coerced but internally maintained, generated by her own appraisal of the 

relational demands. She suppressed her professional ambitions not because Charlie demanded it 

but because her secondary appraisal of the situation her assessment of what the marriage required 

of her consistently returned the conclusion that her own needs were the resource available to be 

spent. This is identifying as the catastrophic coping consequence of emotional fusion: when the 

self and the relationship are insufficiently differentiated, the self becomes the default coping 

resource for relational demands, and its progressive expenditure goes unrecognized as loss. 

“The things you do to keep the peace… they add up” is Nicole’s most precise articulation 

of the maladaptive nature of her pre-divorce coping. The phrase encodes the temporal dimension 

of chronic self-silencing: each individual accommodation appears manageable in isolation; it is 

the accumulation across years that constitute the psychological damage. The Transactional 

Model explains this dynamic as the progressive depletion of coping resources: each act of self-

silencing draws on Nicole’s personal resource pool and the pool’s depletion is not replenished 

within a relationship that does not reciprocally protect her needs. 

 

b.  Transitional Coping: Social Support-Seeking as Adaptive Emotion-Focused Strategy 

Nicole’s first adaptive coping move is her decision to seek legal representation before the 

divorce process formally begins. Within the coping literature, the active seeking of social 

support including professional support is classified as an adaptive emotion-focused strategy 

when it is directed at enabling the individual to manage the emotional demands of the stressor 

more effectively Nicole’s engagement of Nora Fanshaw is significant not only as a practical 

legal decision but as a coping shift: she has performed a primary appraisal of the divorce as a 
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genuine threat and a secondary appraisal that has correctly identified legal and emotional 

support as necessary coping resources. 

Scene 18: Nicole Choosing to Retain a Lawyer Before Telling Charlie (00:21:42) 

 

Picture  18 Nicole Choosing to Retain a Lawyer Before Telling Charlie 

Nicole calls Nora Fanshaw’s office to retain her as counsel the first active, self-

advocating coping decision Nicole makes. 

[Nicole is on the phone. Her voice is quiet but certain.] 

Nicole: “I’d like to come in. I’ve been referred to you by— yes. My name is Nicole 

Barber. I’m— I’m going through a divorce.” 

[She pauses, as if hearing herself say the word for the first time.] 

Nicole: “Yes. I need someone in my corner.” 

 

The phrase “I need someone in my corner” at 00:21:42 is the coping literature’s secondary 

appraisal made audible: Nicole has assessed her available resources and recognized that she 

requires external support to manage the demands of the process she is entering. The pause before 

“I’m going through a divorce” is equally significant: it registers the moment at which Nicole’s 

internal appraisal of her situation shifts from private knowledge to verbalized reality, which is 

itself a form of adaptive emotional processing describes as the externalization of cognitive 

appraisal as a prerequisite for effective coping engagement. 

 

c.  Adaptive Problem-Focused Coping: Professional Identity Reconstruction 

Nicole’s most sustained and clinically significant adaptive coping strategy is her deliberate 

investment in professional identity reconstruction across the post-separation period. Problem-

focused coping, as defined in the Transactional Model, involves directing cognitive and 

behavioral effort at actively managing, reducing, or eliminating the source of stress through 

deliberate goal-directed action. In Nicole’s case, the source of her most fundamental distress is 

not the legal process of the divorce but the identity depletion that the marriage has produced: the 
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progressive erosion of the professional self that predated her relationship with Charlie. Her 

problem-focused coping is therefore directed not at the external stressor the divorce proceedings 

but at the deeper stressor: the recovered knowledge of who she was before she subordinated that 

self to the marriage 

 

Scene 19: Nicole Accepts the Television Pilot Directing Job (00:19:37) 

 

Picture  19 Nicole Accepts the Television Pilot Directing Job 

 Nicole accepts an offer to direct a television pilot in Los Angeles problem-focused coping 

through career reinstatement. 

Producer: “We want you in this. We want you to direct the pilot.” 

Nicole: “In LA?” 

Producer: “Yes. It’s a good show, Nicole and it’s yours.” 

Nicole: “Okay. Yes. I’ll do it.” 

[She smiles.] 

 

Nicole’s acceptance of the pilot directing job at 00:19:37 is the pivotal problem-

focused coping decision of her arc. The Transactional Model predicts that problem-focused 

coping is most effective when the stressor is appraised as controllable; Nicole’s secondary 

appraisal here has correctly identified her professional re-engagement as a dimension of her 

situation that is within her control and that will directly address the source of her identity 

depletion. Challenge-based stress mindset the appraisal of stressors as potential sources of 

growth rather than purely as threats significantly predicts proactive coping engagement; 

Nicole’s “yes” to this opportunity is precisely this reappraisal enacted as behavior. 

The detail of the “first unguarded smile in the film” is the cinematic rendering of what 

the coping literature describes as the positive emotional by-product of effective problem-
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focused coping: the individual who successfully engages a controllable stressor through direct 

action experiences not only a reduction in distress but a positive emotional state associated 

with restored agency and competence. Nicole’s smile is the first evidence in the film that her 

resource pool is being replenished rather than depleted. 

 

 

Scene 20: Nicole Directing on Set (01:02:55) 

 

Picture  20 Nicole Directing on Set 

Picture 18 Nicole directs her television pilot on set in Los Angeles problem-focused 

coping realized; professional identity reconstruction visible. 

Nicole:  “Let’s go again from her entrance. And I want her slower this time she knows 

what’s coming but she’s pretending she doesn’t. That’s the whole scene.” 

[The cast and crew respond immediately. Nicole is fully in command.] 

Nicole: “(to the AD) give us five minutes and then we’ll go.” 

[She steps back, reviews the monitor. She is entirely at home here.] 

 

The scene at 01:02:55 provides the fullest visual evidence of Nicole’s problem-focused 

coping trajectory. Her directorial instruction “she knows what’s coming but she’s pretending she 

doesn’t. That’s the whole scene” is revealing not only as professional direction but as a measure 

of Nicole’s psychological self-awareness: she can articulate the specific distinction between 

experiencing something and performing its concealment, because she has lived that distinction 

across her marriage. The professional competence she exercises here is simultaneously the 

outcome of her problem-focused coping her career reinstatement decision at 00:19:37 has been 

realized and the ongoing process of her post-divorce identity reconstruction. 
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B. Discussion 

The discussion is organized into 4 parts. Part 1 addresses the psychological effects 

experienced by Charlie, synthesizing the identity disruption, grief progression, and 

socioeconomic strain documented in the Findings. Part 2 addresses the psychological effects 

experienced by Nicole, synthesizing her trajectory of identity loss and post-divorce 

reconstruction. Part 3 discusses the coping strategies employed by Charlie, and Part 4 discusses 

the coping strategies employed by Nicole. Each part closes by relating the character’s pattern 

back to the broader theoretical claims it confirms, qualifies, or extends. 

1. Psychological Effects of  Divorce in Marriage Story 

1.1 Psychological Effects Experienced by Charlie Barber’s 

The findings presented in response to Research Question 1 establish that Charlie’s psychological 

experience of divorce is organized around a single foundational vulnerability: an identity that has 

been allowed to fuse almost entirely with his professional role as a theater director, leaving him 

without an independently examined emotional life to draw upon when that role comes under 

threat. This vulnerability does not become visible until the divorce process forces a confrontation 

Charlie has spent the marriage avoiding, and it is this delayed confrontation, more than the 

divorce itself, that accounts for the particular shape of his psychological suffering across the 

film. 

a. Identity Disruption as Delayed Crisis 

The Psychology of Divorce frames identity disruption as a consequence of the loss of the 

relational self that the marriage had organized (Moral et al., 2021). In Charlie’s case, the 

discussion must qualify this framing: what is disrupted is not primarily a relational self but a 

professional one that the marriage had allowed him to protect through emotional cutoff. His 

denial at the mediation session and his disbelief when confronted with the adversarial reality of 

the legal process are not simply instances of grief’s denial stage; they reflect a deeper 

unpreparedness, rooted in the fact that Charlie had never been required, within the marriage, to 

examine his own emotional contribution to its strain. The divorce does not so much disrupt an 

existing self-concept as expose the absence of the self-examination that a stable identity would 

have required all along. 

b. Non-Linear Grief and the Function of Rage 

Charlie’s passage through denial, rationalization, and explosive rage confirms the non-linear 

character of post-divorce grief documented by Avis et al. (2021) and Hald et al. (2022), but the 

findings suggest a more specific claim than non-linearity alone: for Charlie, rage functions as the 

price of admission to genuine grief, not as a departure from it. His suppressive and rationalizing 

coping prevents him from registering loss directly; it is only when those defences fail 

simultaneously, in the argument scene, that the underlying grief becomes accessible to him at all. 
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This suggests that, for individuals whose pre-divorce identity is built on suppression, the anger 

stage may not be a transitional phase within the grief process but a structural precondition for 

entering it. The implication for the Psychology of Divorce framework is that the sequencing of 

grief stages may be shaped less by an intrinsic emotional logic than by the specific defensive 

structure the individual brings into the divorce. 

c. Socioeconomic Strain as Compounding Pressure 

The financial pressure Charlie experiences the lawyer’s retainer that threatens his theater 

company’s stability illustrates the socioeconomic disruption dimension of Post-Divorce Physical 

Health Deterioration and Socioeconomic Disruption (Wanberg et al., 2023), but the discussion 

must note its particular significance for Charlie specifically: because his professional institution 

is also his primary identity anchor, the financial threat to the theater is simultaneously a financial 

threat and an identity threat. The two forms of pressure are not additive but multiplicative, which 

helps explain why Charlie’s psychological distress intensifies rather than stabilizes in the film’s 

middle section, even as the immediate emotional shock of the separation should, on a purely 

linear model of grief, be beginning to subside. 

d. Toward Partial Acceptance 

Charlie’s arc closes not with full resolution but with partial acceptance, triggered by information 

Nicole’s letter that he did not generate himself and could not have accessed through his own 

coping resources alone. This is a significant qualification of the Psychology of Divorce’s 

acceptance stage as typically theorized: Charlie’s acceptance is not the product of internal 

psychological work but of an external disclosure that interrupts his self-protective narrative. The 

discussion suggests that for individuals whose suppressive coping is severe enough, acceptance 

may require an external catalyst that the standard grief model does not anticipate as a structural 

requirement rather than a contingent event 

 

 

1.2 Psychological Effects Experienced by Nicole Barber’s 

Nicole’s psychological experience of divorce, as documented in the findings, is organized around 

a different foundational condition than Charlie’s: not the absence of self-examination but the 

suppression of an already-formed self in the service of relational stability. This distinction is the 

key to understanding why her psychological trajectory, while equally painful, follows a markedly 

different shape across the film. 

a. Identity Disruption as the Surfacing of Suppressed Loss 
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Where Charlie’s identity disruption exposes an absence, Nicole’s exposes a presence that had 

been actively concealed, including from herself. Her admission to Nora that she stayed in the 

marriage “for him” rather than “for us” demonstrates that the identity loss the Psychology of 

Divorce associates with emotional fusion (Moral et al., 2021) was already complete well before 

the divorce began; what the divorce produces is not the loss itself but the conditions under which 

Nicole can finally name it. This distinction matters theoretically: it suggests that identity 

disruption in divorce is not always a consequence of the separation but may, in cases of long-

standing emotional fusion, be a pre-existing condition that the separation simply renders visible 

and nameable for the first time. 

b. Anger as Self-Assertion Rather Than Symptom 

The findings show that anger performs a different psychological function for Nicole than it does 

for Charlie. Her refusal to relocate back to New York “I’m being reasonable about myself. 

Maybe for the first time” is not the eruption of suppressed material but a deliberate act of 

boundary-setting. This complicates a straightforward application of the Kübler-Ross anger stage 

to Nicole’s arc: where the grief model treats anger primarily as an emotional reaction to loss, 

Nicole’s anger operates instrumentally, as the mechanism through which she begins to reclaim 

agency. The discussion suggests that grief-stage models developed primarily around loss may 

require adaptation when applied to individuals for whom the divorce represents not only loss but 

the removal of a long-standing constraint. 

c. Grief Without Relief: The Cost of Reclamation 

A significant finding qualifying any simple reading of Nicole’s arc as a story of liberation is her 

grief after the custody hearing, in which she insists that Charlie “is a good father” despite the 

adversarial posture of the legal process she has just navigated. This moment demonstrates that 

Nicole’s psychological recovery does not require, and is not accompanied by, a devaluation of 

what the marriage and Charlie himself meant to her. The Psychology of Divorce’s depression 

stage (Avis et al., 2021) is visible here in a form distinct from incapacitating sadness: it is grief 

held alongside competence, rather than grief that displaces it. This finding suggests that 

successful post-divorce adjustment, at least as Marriage Story represents it, is not measured by 

the absence of grief but by the capacity to hold grief and functional recovery simultaneously. 

d. Gendered Patterning of Disruption and Recovery 

The findings concerning Nicole’s disrupted domestic routine and the cognitive and financial 

strain visible during the custody negotiation period directly confirm prediction that post-divorce 

disruption affects health-sustaining routines, cognitive functioning, and financial stability 

simultaneously (Pellón-Elexpuru et al., 2024; Wanberg et al., 2023). The subsequent partial 

restoration of these resources through her directing position illustrates the theory’s further claim 

that divergent long-term outcomes are explained by whether depleted resources are replenished 

(Hald et al., 2022). The discussion notes that Nicole’s capacity to access this restorative resource 
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was itself contingent on a professional identity that, although suppressed, had not been destroyed 

by the marriage a precondition that is not guaranteed for every individual undergoing similar 

disruption, and that qualifies how generalizable her recovery trajectory should be taken to be. 

 

2. Coping Mechanisms in Marriage Story 

2.1 Coping Mechanisms Used by Charlie Barber’s 

The findings addressing Research Question 2 demonstrate that Charlie’s coping profile is 

dominated, for most of the film, by maladaptive emotion-focused strategies, and that his eventual 

movement toward adaptive coping is neither self-initiated nor complete. This pattern has specific 

implications for how the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping should be understood in the 

context of avoidant relational styles. 

a. The Coherence of Charlie’s Maladaptive Strategies 

What is notable in the findings is not merely that Charlie deploys avoidance, rationalization, and 

projection, but that these strategies function together as an integrated defensive system rather 

than as isolated responses to discrete stressors. His avoidance of legal representation, his 

rationalization of the affair, and his projection of blame onto Nicole during the argument scene 

all serve the same underlying function: preserving a self-concept organized around being a 

reasonable, competent, non-culpable partner. Obbarius et al.’s (2021) account of maladaptive 

emotion-focused coping typically treats such strategies as separable; the findings suggest that, at 

least for individuals with Charlie’s psychological profile, they should be understood as 

components of a single coherent defensive structure that must fail as a whole before adaptive 

coping becomes possible. 

b. Coping Collapse as Necessary Precondition 

This integrated character of Charlie’s maladaptive coping explains why his transition to adaptive 

strategies is preceded by a coping collapse rather than by a gradual shift. Because his various 

maladaptive strategies reinforce a single self-concept, that self-concept can only be revised once 

enough of its supporting strategies fail simultaneously which is precisely what occurs in the 

argument scene, when projection fails to redirect Nicole’s accurate accusation and suppression 

fails to contain the resulting distress. The discussion suggests that the Transactional Model’s 

account of secondary appraisal (Obbarius et al., 2021; Ryu, 2024) may need to accommodate a 

distinction between individuals whose coping resources can be incrementally revised and 

individuals, like Charlie, whose coping resources are so structurally interdependent that revision 

requires a more abrupt collapse. 

c. The Limits of Charlie’s Adaptive Coping 
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Even Charlie’s adaptive coping the direct co-parenting negotiation and the cognitive reappraisal 

triggered by Nicole’s letter remain contingent on external input rather than self-generated 

insight. He does not independently arrive at the recognition that Nicole’s sacrifices exceeded his 

own; he receives that recognition through her letter. This finding qualifies any reading of 

Charlie’s arc as a straightforward narrative of coping growth: his adaptive coping is real but 

incomplete, dependent on circumstances that will not be available to every individual in a 

comparable situation, and the discussion treats this as a caution against over-generalizing his 

recovery as a model of how avoidant individuals typically move toward adaptive coping after 

divorce. 

 

2.2 Coping Mechanisms Used By Nicole Barber’s 

The findings establish that Nicole’s coping trajectory is more deliberately sequenced and more 

substantially self-generated than Charlie’s, though it is not without its own costs and is not 

independent of pre-existing resources that not all individuals possess. 

a. From Chronic Self-Silencing to Active Support-Seeking 

Nicole’s pre-divorce coping pattern chronic self-silencing, in which she absorbed the relational 

costs of the marriage without registering them as losses  is, in the findings, named only 

retrospectively, during her consultation with Nora. This retrospective naming is itself significant: 

it indicates that the maladaptive quality of self-silencing as a coping strategy is not always 

apparent to the person employing it while they are employing it. The discussion notes that this 

has implications for how Obbarius et al.’s (2021) framework of maladaptive emotion-focused 

coping should be applied to long-term relational patterns: self-silencing may not register 

experientially as coping at all, but simply as the ordinary maintenance of a relationship, which 

can make it more resistant to revision than more acute maladaptive strategies precisely because it 

does not feel like a strategy. 

b. Sequenced, Self-Directed Adaptive Coping 

Once the divorce process begins, Nicole’s adaptive coping unfolds in a coherent and largely self-

directed sequence: support-seeking through legal counsel, problem-focused professional re-

engagement through the directing position, and constructive emotional processing of her grief for 

the marriage and for Charlie as a father. Unlike Charlie’s adaptive coping, which depends on an 

external catalyst, Nicole’s strategies are each initiated by her own appraisal of her situation. This 

is consistent with the Transactional Model’s account of effective secondary appraisal (Obbarius 

et al., 2021): Nicole correctly and repeatedly identifies which dimensions of her situation are 

controllable legal representation, professional opportunity and directs her coping resources 

toward those dimensions rather than toward dimensions she cannot control, such as Charlie’s 

feelings or the underlying fact of the marriage’s failure. 
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c. The Precondition of a Recoverable Self 

The discussion qualifies this account of Nicole’s adaptive coping with an important caveat drawn 

from the findings: her capacity to engage in problem-focused professional re-engagement 

depends on the prior existence of a professional identity that, though suppressed, had not been 

erased by the marriage. Her pre-marriage career and the offer she once declined remain available 

to her as resources precisely because they were set aside rather than abandoned. This suggests 

that the adaptive coping trajectory Nicole exemplifies is not equally available to every individual 

recovering from a marriage characterized by chronic self-silencing; it presupposes a recoverable 

self that was suppressed but preserved, a precondition that the Psychology of Divorce and 

Coping Mechanisms Theory, taken together, do not require but that this case study suggests 

should be treated as an important moderating variable in future research. 

d. Coping and Grief as Co-Occurring, Not Sequential 

Finally, Nicole’s grief after the custody hearing occurring well after her most decisive adaptive 

coping actions demonstrates that adaptive coping does not eliminate grief or render it 

sequentially prior to recovery. The findings show coping and grief operating concurrently rather 

than as successive stages, which refines the Transactional Model’s implicit assumption that 

effective coping reduces distress in a relatively linear fashion (Ryu, 2024). For Nicole, effective 

coping creates the functional stability within which grief can be felt safely, rather than 

eliminating the need to feel it at all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


