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Fsychological precautions prevent ABC's unscripted program from launching the wrong kind of fireworks

By BETSY BOYD

o many families clamor to wir their

dirty laundry on “Wife Swap.” But in

order to avoid washing out, they

must first make it past a consultation

with licensed therapist Xavier
Amador, Ph.D., who aims to help producers
discover human drama that won't descend into
hokey or hurtful melodrama,

“We may say to producers, ‘Hey, we spoke
with this person. Dun't bring up the history,
you know, of the eating disorder when she was
14" Amador comments. “Or, ‘We talked to
the person’s therapist, and there's no reason
you can’t put somebody on TV who has bipolar

disorder." ™

Amador is an author, adjunct professor of
clinieal psychology at Columbia U, and u high-
profile independent consultant boasting u list
of TV eredits including “Project Runway,”
“Nanny 9117 and "Make Me a Supermodel.”
He and one of his own staff of 12 consultants
assess each family-member applicant.

Their analyses help producers cast safe,
sane participants, and their written reports
also become a big part of the producers’ bible
for building an emotionally intense episode.

“Our psychological consultants are able to
fast-forward the process o we can give people
a complete experience in a reasonable amount
of time,” says “Wife Swap” exee producer Julie

Cooper. “Without the knowledge Dr. Amador
and his team bring to the table and the insight
they have into the fumily, we could never do
the show.”

Amador reviews the results of each parent's
MMPI-2 (Minnesota Multiphasic Personality
Inventory, second edition), which ean revesl
depression, anxiety, addiction, marital discord
and more, and their children's strengths-and-
weaknesses questionnaires, Next he travels to
meet each family.

“We really want to make sure the kids want
to be on the show," Amador says. “If it's the
first time a mother has been away for more
than a day, we want to know that the kids have
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the inner resources to handle that. We may
conch Dad to be extra maternal. Or we may rec-
ommend that Johnny have phone calls with
Mom (an exception).”

At the family’s home, Amador or one of his
consulting psychologists interviews each person

those they are not,

“Onte of the things I always say and have my
consultants say is, ‘1 really want you to think very,
very carefully about what you might regret re-
vealing on national television,”™ Amador com-
ments.

During taping, producers cansult Amador by
phone roughly 10% of the time, and he rarely vis-
its the set — uniess a crisis arises,

In season three, production hit & wall when one
father turned reticent. After verifying that the

— man was not clinically

ane-on-one. He con-
ducts “play therapy™
with smaller kids. He
may stay for dinner.

If either parent's
personality test raises
4 red flag, Amador in-
vestigtes extensive-
ly.

“If someone has a
big problem with
anger, we don't ask
Jjust that single person
about it.” Amador-ex- F&==
plains, “If it the hus- | Xavier Amador, Ph.D.
band, we ask the wife, *Any problems with anger
or violence? We ask the children, “Hey, does
Daddy ever lose his temper?" Without assessing
people, you could end up with participants who
are volatile. A visiting mother who is aggressive
and verbally abusive to the children is not some-
thing we'd ever want to see.”

Applicant families who reach this late phase
of deep psychological assessment generally
make the cut. Then, back in New York, Amador
and a second consultant co-author their report
for producers, noting emotional issues the fami-
ly members are open to discloging, as well as
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7 depressed, Amador
helped producers nudge
the episode forward.

“I was gitting down
with four producers
who were like “We're
really stuck.’” Amador
says. “In the course of
the evaluation, we'd
learned that this man
really wanted to feel
closer to his children.
He was never close to
his own father, and this
was his main motivation for deing the show,

“So, my suggestion was to get him talking
about his father, which 1 felt was fair game, When
he told me things he would not want to be re-
vealed, he was specifically asked, “Would you be
OK if it was revealed you weren't close to your fa-
ther?' He said, “That would be fine,”"

With that, the redirected are proceeded sue-
cessfully.

“It sounds like scripting, but it's not,”
Amador says, “It's a lot like family therapy: “You
said you wanted to talk about this — well, how
about it?""
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