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Introduction: The Problem

Most children of divorce, although pained by loyalty conflicts and at times angry and upset with their parents, are eager for contact with both their parents and want to retain a relationship with both. By contrast, a small proportion of children - about one fifth from custody disputing families and fewer from those among the general community - develop strong negative attitudes towards one of their divorced parents and vehemently resist or refuse to visit or have anything to do with that parent. Variously called pathological alignments and visitation refusal, parental alienation syndrome (PAS), and more recently the alienated child, debates have raged about the causes and correlates of these phenomena. At one extreme of an ideological battle, PAS proponents believe the primary cause is an embittered divorced spouse who systematically programs or brainwashes the child against an innocent rejected parent. At the other extreme, advocates for victims of domestic violence believe that too often these children and allied parent have suffered real abuse at the hands of the rejected parent, abuse that has been largely ignored, dismissed or greatly minimized by family courts. 

At the same time frustrated parents, family courts, mental health and legal professionals are perplexed and in conflict about what to do about the problem of children who reject a parent. PAS proponents recommend that visitation and therapy should be enforced through court orders in moderate cases (backed up by sanctions like fines and jail time) and that custody should be changed to the rejected parent in severe cases. Victims’ advocates raise strong objections to court-ordered visitation, enforced therapy, and especially the notion of changing custody to the hated other parent. They have raised important questions as to whether these costly and intrusive interventions are violations of parents’ civil rights and ask that more respect be afforded to children’s wishes in these matters. Some suggest that children will probably “spontaneously recover” as they mature into older adolescents and young adults if they are left alone and not forced into relationships with the rejected parent. 

A Program of Research on the Alienated Child

In attempting to address these important social policy and practice issues, the author and her colleagues have embarked upon a program of research that is reported in a series of ten papers to date
.  Half of these derive from the clinical experience and legal practice of this ad hoc task force of experienced professionals who convened to study the problem, the remainder were empirical studies that sought to test the hypotheses of the task force. In the first paper (Kelly & Johnston, 2001), they propose a systems-based model of multiple factors within the marriage and parental separation, including the age, developmental level and psychological vulnerability of the child, the behaviors and personalities of both parents, sibling dynamics, the remarriage situation, and the adversarial nature of the custody litigation context itself to explain why some children reject a parent and in extreme cases become alienated
. In three related papers (Lee & Olesen, 2001; Sullivan & Kelly, 2001; Johnston, Walters & Olesen, 2001), they recommend a full assessment of these multiple factors as the basis for family-focused therapeutic interventions that are governed by case management contracts drawn up by the parties and ordered by the court. Problems with the admissibility of PAS as expert testimony in family court is considered in another paper (Williams, 2001). 
In a sixth paper (Johnston, Lee, Olesen & Walters, 2005), substantiated abuse was reliably identified and distinguished from allegations of child abuse and domestic violence in 120 custody-disputing families. Another two papers (Johnston, 2003; Johnston, Walters & Olesen, 2005b) report empirical studies (involving N=215 and N=125 children) of this more complex model providing evidence that both parents as well as vulnerabilities within the child contribute to the problem of alienation. The authors conclude that child alienation is partially explained by alienating behavior on the part of an emotionally needy aligned parent who is in role-reversal with the child and offers the child warm, involved care in exchange for his or her allegiance. It is also partly explained by critical incidents of child abuse and/or lack of warm, involved parenting by a marginalized rejected parent. In these respects, the data support a model that incorporates both parental alienation and parental deficits or child abuse, although in these concurrent analyses of family relationships, it was not possible to distinguish what came first.

Research on Psychological Functioning

The ninth and tenth papers sought to develop a better understanding of alienated children and their parents by exploring to what extent they are emotionally disturbed or at-risk for psychological problems, character disorders or relationship difficulties.  Psychological testing data for 74 children ages 5 – 12 years in the sample of custody-disputing families described above (specifically parent ratings on the Child Behavior Problem Checklist, CBCL, and child Rorshach scores) were correlated with clinical ratings of the degree to which children rejected one parent and resisted visitation, and with their propensity for separation-anxiety and role reversal with the other parent.
Compared to children in these custody-litigating families who were able to remain somewhat equidistant between their parents, children who rejected either their mothers or fathers were rated by their aligned parent as having more total behavioral problems of clinically significant levels. Specifically, they were likely to be more depressed, withdrawn, somatic, and aggressive. According to personality testing using the Rorschach, alienation seemed to be a defensible strategy for those children who were more reliant upon others to solve problems. Alienated children were more likely to perceive inaccurately and reason illogically; they lacked good human representation and capacity for relatedness, were more likely to have coping deficits, and had problems modulating their more intense feelings. By contrast non-alienated children tended to be more self-reliant, highly vigilant, more emotionally constricted and were likely to simplify rather than distort their perceptions. Interestingly, all these are probably useful coping strategies for living in a “war zone” between custody-disputing parents. However, it should be acknowledged that these are concurrent analyses and there are no systematic long-term data on the adjustment and well-being of alienated compared to non-alienated children so that long-term prognostications are merely speculative.  

Finally, clinical ratings of behaviors of 98 custody disputing parents (specifically alienating co-parenting, role-reversal with child, absence of warm-involvement with child and substantiated child abuse) were correlated with selected scores from the adults’ Rorschach protocols.  The findings indicate that persistent alienating behavior and role reversal (more common in aligned parents) was predominantly linked to narcissistic personality traits and disordered-distorted thinking as well as somewhat to poor coping skills.  Abusive incidents and lack of warm-involvement (more common in rejected parents) was mostly related to depression, anxiety, coping deficits, and difficulty modulating emotions, as well as some narcissistic features.

Conclusions

          The overall pattern of findings - from psychological testing and clinical observations together with our empirical studies of what contributes to alienation - indicates that alienated children and their parents are likely to be significantly more troubled within an already at-risk population of high conflict custody disputing families.  Their difficulties are rooted in pre-separation experiences as well as the divorce dynamics of their families. There are valid concerns about their development. In this respect, this study in the context of our previous work provides empirical verification of the need for therapeutic intervention with alienated children and their families. Alternative legal strategies like change of custody to the rejected parent and court-ordered visitation backed up by court sanctions are unlikely to remedy the problems in these families and in fact may be overwhelmingly stressful for these psychologically vulnerable children. The question is: what type of treatment?
           In view of the kinds of emotional and behavioral problems identified, the goal of treatment should be focused on the psychological health of these children, remedying the distortions in their perception and judgment and increasing their coping capacities and appropriate expression of affect. It should not be limited to reunification with the rejected parent. Rather the purpose is to transform the child’s distorted, rigidly held, polarized, and defensively split-off views of one parent as “all bad” and other as “all good” into more realistic and measured ones, rooted in the child’s actual experience of both parents. These findings also indicate the need for a family-oriented intervention, with both parents participating (albeit not necessarily in concurrent sessions) in order to restore appropriate co-parental and parent-child roles within the family and reinstate the child’s conflict free access to the “good parts” or the positive attributes of both parents in ways that promote the child’s healthy psychological development. In addition, both mothers and fathers need parenting counseling to help remedy the problems that have been identified in this domain. 

These kinds of treatments are unlikely to be entered into voluntarily by highly conflicted parents of severely alienated children, or if they are, they will often be disrupted by splits and alignments that include or extrude the therapist. For this reason, court orders usually need to be carefully drawn up by the parents’ attorneys, and guardian ad litem if available, that prescribe the goals of treatment and roles of any therapist and/or parenting coordinator, their domains of authority, terms of appointment, any decision-making and appeals process, lines of communication and limits of confidentiality, fees, and grievance process. These kind of treatment contracts protect not only the therapy but also the parties’ emotional and physical safety, avoid unwarranted intrusiveness and violation of civil rights, and hold treatment agents accountable for meeting the goals in a timely manner or require them to justify why they should remain involved in a case if goals are not met. 

While these constitute our recommendations as to intervention, it is important to acknowledge that the field lacks systematic outcome research on these and other measures, including more radical ones like advising the rejected parent to withdraw or court ordered change of custody to the rejected parent. We do not know the extent to which alienated children and their families can make good use of family therapy, nor their prognosis with or without intervention. Moreover therapists with the skills necessary to effect these changes are in short supply. For these reasons, social policy responses within family courts, the preferred type of treatment, and long-term outcomes with alienated children will continue to be debated until further research can cast light on these matters.
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� The samples were drawn from clinical and research archives detailing parent-child relationships and psychological functioning in separating and divorced families. These data were collected over two decades - from 1981 through 2001 at the Judith Wallerstein Center for the Family in Transition - with subjects either recruited from divorce filings (community sample) or referred from family courts (litigating custody sample) within several San Francisco Bay Area counties. To ensure independence between subjects and a fairly uniform age range, the oldest or only child between the ages of 5 – 12 years was selected from each family. Two clinicians rated each case independently at 2 -3 years following the separation on multiple items measuring the variables of interest with acceptable inter-rater reliabilities. Data was reduced by factor analysis producing scales (with acceptable Alphas) and analyzed using correlations, multiple regression and path analysis. 





� In this paper, Kelly & Johnston (2001) also distinguish alienated children from those who show differential preferences for one parent for expectable, normative reasons like attachment to a primary parent for very young children and anger about the divorce amongst older children. Children also have good reason to be hostile and avoidant towards a parent who has been abusive or neglectful and this is viewed as realistic “estrangement”. By contrast, an alienated child is “ one who expresses, freely and persistently, unreasonable negative beliefs (such as anger, hatred, rejection and/or fear that are disproportionate to the child’s actual experience with that parent.” (Page 251)


� Reference included here are recent papers published by the program of research on the alienated child. The original papers contain references from the literature.





