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Bar‐Levav and Associates, P.C.
Leora Bar‐Levav, MD
David A. Baker, LMSW
Pamela Torraco, LMSW
29600 Northwestern Hwy, Suite 100
Southfield, MI 48304
(248) 353‐0050
(248) 353‐8107 FAX

MBS and Associates, P.C.
Marcia B. Stein, LMSW
999 Haynes, Suite 335
Birmingham, MI 48009
(248) 594‐5525
(248) 594‐5526 FAX

New Center Psychotherapy, P.C.
Natan HarPaz, PhD
29600 Northwestern Hwy, Suite 103
Southfield, MI 48304
(248) 355‐2112
(248) 355‐0459 FAX

Paul P. Shultz, ACSW
29600 Northwestern Hwy, Suite 115
Southfield, MI 48034
(248) 352‐5633

RJH and Associates, P.C.
Ronald J. Hook, LMSW
29600 Northwestern Hwy, Suite 100A
Southfield, MI 48034
(248) 352‐9494
(248) 353‐8107 FAX

Ryan & Ryan
Psychological Associates, P.C.
Michael Ryan, PhD
Sally Ryan, PhD
983 Spaulding SE
Ada MI 49301
(616) 956‐7878
www.dyslexiadx.com

Kirk Brink, PhD
983 Spaulding SE
Ada MI 49301
(616) 942‐9000

4 ,

ISSU E

2

S PRI N G

2 011

Inheritance and Family Conflict
The gory details of inheritance disputes are endlessly reported in the media without any suggestion as to why inheritance combatants behave so
badly. Feuding heirs are alternately derided as greedy, or mocked as petty
and foolish. People muse, “money makes people do funny things,” or
snicker, “what fools.” Few realize that inheritance contestants are engaged
in a desperate battle that they feel to be a matter of psychic life and death.
Inheritance greed and pettiness are merely symptoms of
the struggle of survivors to feel loved and important, and
to assuage the subconscious terror that the death of a
loved one activates. The fight for money and things is not
about the money itself, but what it symbolizes: importance, love, security, self-esteem, connectedness, and a
sense of immortality.
The reason that families fight after the death of a loved
one are complex but can be broken into four broad categories. First, we are
evolutionarily predisposed to conflict; second, our psychological sense of
self is intertwined with the approval that an inheritance represents, especially when the decedent is a parent; third, in some cases, one or more
members of a family has a partial or full-blown personality disorder, particularly the Cluster B disorders of narcissism, borderline, histrionic, and
antisocial, that causes them to distort and escalate natural family rivalries
into personal and legal battles; and finally, families fight because the
death of a loved one activates the inner terror that lives in the subconscious of those left behind. The sources of family conflict are not mutually
exclusive; in many cases, all four elements present themselves in a combustible cocktail of family rivalry and conflict.
Born with an instinct to survive and procreate, yet aware of our biological
finitude, we are left with an existential dilemma: what is the meaning of
life if we’re just going to die? We resolve this seemingly irresolvable problem by repressing conscious thoughts of death. Alternately described as
the fear of non-being, terror management, or existential terror, the fourth
contributing factor to family conflict has been shown by social scientists to
reside within in all of us. The child-like behaviors exhibited by survivors
are in reality a desperate attempt to hold on to the decedent through symbolic representations of them and other items like money and wealth that
survivors hope will bring them security against a repressed inner terror
that they cannot fully explain or accept.
P. Mark Accettura is a practicing elder law attorney. The concepts in this
article are elaborated upon in Mark’s upcoming book Inheritance and Family Conflict.
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Tidbits from the Media...
The Smell of Fear
“The single
most important
thing that
makes
psychotherapy
a success is the
character of the
therapist…
this is the core
of our training
program.”
Leora Bar-Levav,
MD

A small study recently suggested that the sweat of an anxious person might evoke
sympathy in the other person. Even if they are not conscious of smelling it! Brain
scans suggested the “empathy” part of the brain was activated by the smell.

Broken Heart Syndrome
Emotional stress can trigger a heart attack even if there are no clogged arteries. It
seems that a surge of adrenaline caused by a suddenly stressful situation, such as loss
of a loved one or job loss, can cause this “Broken Heart Syndrome” when part of the
heart changes shape due to the adrenaline. People usually recover fully within 3
days, but sometimes they actually die! Emotional stress really CAN kill a person.

I am on a Roll!
Researchers tell us that people routinely believe that something completely random is
predictable. Many gamblers truly believe that the slot machine they’re putting
money into is “due” to pay off since it hasn’t for a long time. In
fact, whether or not it will soon “pay” is completely random, no
matter how many times it hasn’t. Just like the chances of a coin
landing heads is always 50-50, even if tails came up 300 times in
a row.
Why do we human beings believe such things?
It turns out that our brains are wired to seek out patterns. Even if there really is not
pattern there! That tendency came to be for survival reasons. But, obviously, sometimes it backfires!

Help Us Train Therapists
Before the year is out, please consider a contribution to
our Annual Fund (self‐addressed envelope is attached to
this Newsletter). IIGP is a 501 (c)(3) qualified non‐profit
organization that relies solely on the generosity of people
like you. Founded in the 1970’s, we have trained dozens
of professionals in the practice of Integrated Individual
and Group Psychotherapy. However, a “quick fix” focus
has become popular, and treatment mostly by medica‐
tions (many advertised on television) is now wide‐spread.
Hoping to buck this trend, we need your financial help to
promote our training program. Psychotherapy leads to
real change in ways medications cannot.
From left: Pamela Torraco, MSW; Natan HarPaz, PhD;
Paul P. Shultz, MSW; Leora Bar‐Levav, MD; Ronald J. Hook, MSW;
David A. Baker, MSW; Marcia B. Stein, MSW.
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Reflections-

More than twenty years after its publication, the words of our founder
are considered from today’s perspective:

The fear of non-being is not the same as the fear of death. Death is a clearly
understandable state, even if our legal definition of it is changing as our
sophistication about it increases. Death is irreversible, incurable, finite, and
associated with specific and predictable physiologic changes. It is followed by
rituals such as funerals and mourning. Our understanding of death is a source of
comfort to us, since we fear the unknown infinitely more. The horrors of non-being
are not anchored in any known reality, and they are therefore wild and limitless.
(p. 50)
Reuven Bar-Levav, M.D.
Our lead article for this edition, “Inheritance and Family Conflict” by Mark Accetura,
Esq. focuses on how unconscious fears affect our thinking. As Dr. Bar-Levav writes
above, the “fear of the non-being” is present in the psyche of each of us, whether we realize it or not. And it can seriously affect how we think. Just like any feelings can affect
how we think. Dr. Bar-Levav’s book is called Thinking in the Shadow of Feelings for a
very good reason! As he wrote,
Feeling routinely push even sensible people into making wrong choices. We
often marry people who are not really right for us because we are blinded by
love...Some people become obese, others worship at the altar of physical fitness because of feelings. Many of the hard-to-name aches and pains and the
symptoms that remain forever vague result from feelings. The list is practically endless. We make money and friends and then lose them; we try hard
in life or refuse to; we succeed and we fail; we are cautious or reckless—all
because of feelings. (p.115)
As Mr. Acceturra writes, feelings also affect how well people are able to think about inheritance issues, and he should know. He’s dealt with inheritance conflicts for over 30
years! It may be terribly frustrating for him sometimes. Especially because we human
beings often think we’re being thoughtful and reasonable, when others can clearly see we
aren’t thinking straight. Dr. Bar-Levav put it this way:
In general, people are led by their feelings and then they unknowingly invent
rationalizations to explain their actions or decisions to themselves and to justify them to others. No one wants to be seen as irrational, in the grip of forces
bigger than oneself.
This is why people commonly delude themselves that they are thoughtful,
when in fact they are merely preoccupied with thinking. Such ruminating is
to real thinking what busywork is to real labor. Lacking direction, ruminating is unproductive and wasteful. Its main purpose is to bind anxiety to its
busyness… (p.115)
We all know what it’s like trying to reason with someone who has “decided” on course of
action that is clearly unwise. Try convincing someone who is planning to buy stock that
is a “sure thing” that nothing is a “sure” thing. Or telling someone they are overlooking
character flaws in the “perfect mate” they plan to marry.
—Paul P. Shultz, ACSW
Editor
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Thinking
in the
Shadow of Feelings
(1988: Simon and Schuster)

The founder of the Insti‐
tute, Dr. Reuven Bar‐
Levav, wrote the book
Thinking in the Shadow
of Feelings. The book
defines the theory of
human motivation that
guides our clinical work
at IIGP. Each issue of
INSIGHTS includes a
brief discussion of an
excerpt from the book.
The book is available in
its entirety on our web‐
site www.iigp.org.
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2011 TUESDAY SEMINARS

CHALLENGING CLINICAL ISSUES

Why Doesn’t My Patient Change?
April 12, 2011 • 7pm - 9pm • $25.00

A Personal Look at the Real Relationship:
How Do You Use Yourself in Your Work?
May 3, 10 & 17 • 12:15pm - 1:30pm • $50.00

Faith & Psychotherapy
March 29, 2011 • 7pm - 9pm • $25.00

Is “Kinky” Sex Really Kinky?: Psychotherapy Implications
April 5, 12 & 19 • 12:15pm - 1:30pm • $50.00

Sexual Addiction: Current Treatment Perspectives
June 7, 14 & 21 • 12:15pm - 1:30pm • $50.00
Helping the Patient Soften Chronic Physical Resistance to
Their Sense of Self—A Beginning Look
September 6, 13 & 20 • 12:15pm - 1:30pm • $50.00

The Silent Patient
May 10, 2011 • 7pm - 9pm • $25.00
The Angry Patient
May 24, 2011 • 7pm - 9pm • $25.00

General Information
All seminars are held at 29600 Northwestern Hwy, Ste 100, Southfield, MI. The Institute offers these classes for physicians,
psychologists and social workers. IIGP is approved by the Michigan State Medical Society and by the American Psychological
Association to sponsor continuing education for physicians and psychologists. IIGP maintains responsibility for the programs
and its content. Our programs are approved by the Michigan Social Work Continuing Education Collaborative for Social
Workers for Continuing Education. Reservations are required. Please send an email to seminars@iigp.org or call (248) 353‐
5333 for reservations or for special accommodations.
Visit us on the web at www.iigp.org

