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Parental Alienation - What do we know, and
what do we (urgently) need to know? A
narrative review.

B. Hine J M Hamel

Abstract
Research on behaviour seeking to disrupt, deny, or negatively impact the parent-child
relationship, sometimes labelled as Parental Alienation (PA), has burgeoned in recent years.
Despite this proliferation, the theoretical and practical conceptualisation of PA is still a highly
controversial topic, un-helped by the potential outpacing of academic knowledge on PA in
relation to its application in socio-legal and clinical contexts. Confusion and controversy
persist despite several recent reviews seeking to provide clarity on different areas of PA-
related discourse (e.g., its effect on alienated children). The current narrative review,
therefore, sought to synthesise learnings from those reviews (most of which were published
between 2020 and 2022), with subsequently published work, in the most comprehensive and
contemporaneous overview of PA to date. As a narrative review, there were no specific
inclusion criteria, other than a limitation to English manuscripts and literature from the last
ten years. Snowballing was also utilized, whereby reference lists were used to identify
further papers for inclusion. The resulting review outlines current understandings of a) the
key areas of controversy relating to PA, including how it is defined, its use in family court
proceedings, and recommendations on intervention, b) how PA is enacted, by whom, and in
what contexts, and c) how PA impacts on parents, children, and other family members.
Crucially, urgent recommendations for further research directions are then made, particularly

in relation to legal applications and therapeutic intervention.
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Introduction

The past decade has seen a substantial rise in research seeking to examine so-called
‘Parental Alienation’ (PA). It is widely acknowledged as a controversial area, due largely to a)
the complexity of identifying and defining the behaviours involved, b) the potentially
problematic origins of the term itself, and c) evidence concerning the potentially misguided,
erroneous, and vexatious use of PA claims within particular settings (i.e., family courts). As a
result, substantial efforts are now being made to more accurately define PA, examine the
relationship between PA and other forms of violence, explore the impact of PA, and further
explore and critique its use in legal and therapeutic contexts. Indeed, the evolution of the PA
literature body within such a short space of time (Harman, Warshak, et al., 2022) has arguably
added to potential confusion around the topic, with problematic origins potentially still ‘tainting’
more legitimate recent empirical research. This narrative review, therefore, seeks to bring
together a contemporaneous profile of current PA research across a wide variety of areas and
output types, to provide clear directions for future research and inquiry.

In undertaking this narrative literature review, the author was interested in reviewing a
broad scope of literature and evidence sources, and therefore, they did not apply search
criteria commonly used in systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and scoping reviews. This was
also deemed especially appropriate for what is essentially still a ‘blossoming’ area of inquiry
(Harman, Bernet, et al., 2019). Rather, the author conducted an extensive search of peer-
reviewed qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method manuscripts, theoretical papers,
dissertations, reviews, and commentaries, as well as grey literature across multiple databases
(Cochrane, MEDLINE, CINAHL, Embase, PsychINFO, and Google Scholar). They also used
a snowballing approach that involved reviewing reference lists of relevant articles to identify
additional literature. Literature was limited to English only, and there was a particular focus on

literature produced in the last ten years. Key search terms included, but were not limited to,

“parental alienation,” “parental alienation prevalence,” “parental alienation custody,” “parental
alienation parents,” and “parental alienation child(ren)” as well as variations of these terms
which were used to ensure exhaustive search results. Terms detailing identically or similarly
described behaviours were also used (including “strategic mother-child separation” and “post-
separation coercive control”’). The author adopted a critical perspective to then evaluate and
synthesize the literature; this approach did not produce a quantitative account of articles as
this was not the intent given the purpose of the review. It should also be noted that, wherever
possible, the author has sought to not replicate the work of several recent reviews (Harman,
Warshak, et al., 2022; Lee-Maturana et al., 2022; Marques et al., 2020; Mercer, 2022d;
Miralles et al., 2023; Templer et al., 2017), but rather incorporate these distinct reviews into a

more holistic discourse on this area of research.



1. Conceptualising and Contesting Parental Alienation (PA)

Before assessing any evidence on the experiences and impact of PA, the controversy around
the term must be acknowledged and addressed. Indeed, one of the most common criticisms
of this area is that there is no satisfactory definition or conceptualisation of the phenomenon
to begin with, and that language in this area may actually be ‘part of the problem’ (Kleinman,
2021). As such, there is still fierce debate over both the fundamental existence of PA and its
scientific standing. The central positions of this debate and a contemporary reading of it are
provided below.

1.1 Defining PA

As alluded to, there are, and have been, several definitions of PA, all of which coalesce
around central tenets but have slight variations of focus. For example, most definitions of PA
focus on the result or outcome of coercive or ‘alienating’ behaviours which cause a
misalignment between the child and the alienated parent (Hine & Hine, 2022). For example,
Harman, Bernet, et al. (2019) describe it as “a psychological condition in which a child allies
himself or herself strongly with an alienating (or preferred) parent and rejects a relationship
with the alienated (or targeted) parent without legitimate justification” (p. 212). More recent
definitions are even broader and less focused on pathology, defining PA as "a situation
whereby one parent has a negative influence on a child’s relationship with the other parent
and makes a deliberate effort to intervene and prevent the relationship from
developing/continuing or improving” (McCarten, 2022, p. 2) or “the process where a child’s
relationship with one parent (the targeted parent) is negatively influenced by the actions of the
other parent (the alienating parent)” (Haines et al., 2020, p. 3). Some definitions have begun
to explicitly acknowledge so-called ‘parental alienating behaviours’ (or PABs). Indeed,
Rowlands (2019) makes the important distinction between PA as an outcome and PABs as
the process, which is described as “activities that contribute to the child’s rejection of the
alienated parent” (p. 317) (see 1.3.2). Most commonly, however, definitions remain focused
on the outcome of PA, as the process itself can vary greatly.

In a recent study, Bernet et al. (2022) attempted to provide the fullest definition of PA
yet — as “one type of contact refusal, when a child— typically whose parents are engaged in
a high-conflict separation or divorce—allies strongly with one parent and resists and rejects
contact and/or a relationship (i.e., contact refusal) with the other parent without legitimate
justification. PA refers to the actions and attitudes manifested by the child. PA is brought on
by the alienating behaviors of the parent with whom the child is aligned” (p. 5). It was
suggested by participants in this study that definitions which include contact refusal, without
legitimate reason and as a result of alienating behaviours, are the most robust and clear.
Therefore, at present, the Bernet et al. definition appears the clearest and most

comprehensive in describing PA.



It is important at this point to also acknowledge so-called ‘Parental Alienation
Syndrome’ (PAS), a controversial psychological dysfunctional dynamic that, according to the
theories of US physician Richard Gardner, is activated in minor children involved in both
parental separation and divorce (defined as ‘conflictual’) and in contexts of alleged intra-
household and family violence (Gardner, 1992). Since this time, mixed evidence has emerged
regarding the legitimacy of PAS, with serious questions arising regarding its validity and the
categorisation of this relational dynamic as a psychiatric disorder (Haines et al., 2020;
McCarten, 2022; Meier, 2009). Indeed, there also exist serious questions surrounding
Gardner’s views on ‘atypical sexuality’' and paedophilia?, including in relation to PAS (Berman
& Weisinger, 2022; Dallam, 1998). Even very recent research is split on this issue, with some
studies finding support for the specifically syndrome-rooted conceptualisation of PA(S)
(Perrotta, 2021), and others robustly refuting such a conceptualisation (Lubit, 2019). However,
despite a continuing presence of advocacy on both sides, researchers in this area at large,
particularly recently, have moved away from PAS and towards PA (Haines et al., 2020;
McCarten, 2022). This has been in recognition of PA as a pattern of behaviour, rather than a
pathology, and in attempts to distance current empirically robust research from its supposedly
‘problematic’ origins. That is not to say that there is no space for clinical consideration in
relation to the outcomes and impact of the PA process. For example, there are arguments to
include ‘Parental Alienation Relational Problem’ in the ‘Other Conditions That May Be a Focus
of Clinical Attention’ section of the DSM-5-TR (Bernet & Baker, 2022), due to the evidenced
impact on alienated children and the necessity for intervention (see Section 2). Regardless,
researchers now appear focused on defining, measuring, and identifying PA, rather than
‘diagnosing’ PAS.

1.2 The Scientific Status & Application of PA

Despite and perhaps as a function of the transition from PAS towards PA, questions
around the very existence of PA and its scientific status have been repeatedly raised. For
example, McCarten (2022) has identified ‘ten great myths’ relating to PA, all of which are
subject to ongoing and fierce debate, including a) that a child will not unreasonably reject their
mother, b) that alienation is temporary and/or a natural reaction to family separation, and c)
that an alienated child functioning well in other areas of life does not require intervention. Many
of these assertions are covered and debunked in Bernet's work around PA misinformation,
and yet still persist (Bernet, 2020, 2023; Bernet & Xu, 2023). Evidence for the ongoing fervour
of the debate is highlighted most clearly by the release of three books within the last two years

(all from the same publisher), two defending the scientific nature of PA research and its

1 Sexual preferences which fall outside of established cultural norms
2 A sexual perversion in which an adult or adolescent experiences a primary sexual attraction to
prepubescent children



relationship to the law (Haines et al., 2020; Lorandos & Bernet, 2020) and one robustly refuting
it (Mercer & Drew, 2022). Some of the most prolific work ‘against’ PA is provided by Milchman,
who has routinely questioned the scientific status of research in this area (Milchman, 2019;
Milchman et al., 2020a, 2020b), arguing that there is a) a fundamental lack of empirically
rigorous research on the topic, b) an overapplication of the term PA when there is any contact
refusal, c) frequent erroneous application of the concept, for example in the legal system, and
d) significant controversy surrounding ‘treatments’ (all of which are supposedly exacerbated
by the lack of a clear definition). Indeed, there is no greater area of contention than the
application of PA within family court processes, especially when claims of domestic violence
and abuse (DVA) are also present (Mercer & Drew, 2022). There is particular difficulty around
then recommending appropriate and safe intervention in cases where claims of PA are upheld
(Pollack & Reiter, 2021), fuelled by a supposed lack of reliable evidence on the efficacy of
existing interventions (Berman & Weisinger, 2022). A more detailed attempt at summarising
these specific areas of debate is provided below.

1.2.1. PA & Family Court

The use of PA in family breakdown litigation has a long and complex history (Lorandos
& Bernet, 2020; Mercer & Drew, 2022), which has included complicated debate on
admissibility (Lorandos, 2020; Mercer, 2022c), its use in cases also involving domestic
violence (Meier, 2022), how such applications may have a gendered element (Drew, 2022),
and how previous conceptualisations (i.e., PAS) are being replaced by PA (Barnett, 2020;
Doughty & Drew, 2022; Doughty & Rathus, 2022), all of which are inter-related.

At present, in the United States, several researchers have argued that the greatest
issue is that claims of PA (when made by fathers) are largely false, and are only brought to
counter ‘genuine’ claims of abusive behaviours from mothers (Jaffe-Geffner, 2021; Meier,
2020; Meier et al., 2022a, 2022b) and that children are too frequently transferred to abusive
parents (again, mainly fathers) or subject to joint custody and unsupervised visitation as a
result of alienation claims (Silberg & Dallam, 2019). This is a position reflected by Meier and
Dickson (2017) who argue that the court system is structured to ‘invisiblise’ male violence from
custody disputes, Gutowski and Goodman (2020) who demonstrated that survivor-mothers
seeking custody had revictimizing experiences during court processes, and Milchman (2022)
who describes how alienation claims and the tenets of this concept fundamentally undermine
claims of abuse (particularly sexual victimisation). Meier et al. (2022a, b) conclude that whilst
PA does exist, and is admissible, this is only the case when it is presented based on fact and
evidence, not when packaged into a ‘quasi-scientific’ concept (although it is not clear how this
is delineated). Others have been equally explicit in warning against the danger of false positive
identifications of alienation in custody disputes, and the necessity for evaluators to understand

the complexities surrounding alienation (Warshak, 2020b). The positioning of PA as a harmful



legal tool utilised by abusive fathers to dismiss and minimise mothers claims of abuse was
also reflected in a report in 2023 to the United Nations by the Special Rapporteur on violence
against women (Alsalem, 2023). Additional work from the US has further focused on issues
relating to ‘expert’ PA witnesses being unreliable and/or unregulated (Myers & Mercer, 2022;
Rao, 2021), with little work existing to provide any clarity on this issue.

In contrast, other large-scale case reviews draw opposite conclusions and speak
positively about the evolving role of PA within the court system (suggesting that Warshak’s
warning above is already being heeded). Specifically, Lorandos (2020) identifies that, whilst it
is true PA has become increasingly introduced into custody cases over time, this is the result
of welcomed recognition of the issue, and of expert input from experienced jurists, litigators,
and mental health professionals. Importantly, in that review, no cases were identified where
children were transferred to an abusive parent. Indeed, Harman and Lorandos (2021) have
robustly criticized past work on both conceptual and methodological grounds (specifically
Meier, 2020), for example, by highlighting that coding procedures are not clearly outlined, or
that gendered assumptions appeared to be made within the language used to describe cases
and ‘typical’ case paradigms. They also found that whilst parents accused of alienation were
likely to lose parenting time and custody, this could happen to both mothers and fathers, and
there were no losses or decreases in custody found when the accusing parent was also found
to be abusive (Harman & Lorandos, 2021). Additionally, Sharples et al. (2023) recently
observed that parents who had a claim of PA upheld against them were also more likely to
have a claim of DVA upheld, suggesting that PA is part of a pattern of coercive and controlling
behaviour by the same individual, rather than a rebuttal. Moreover, the report on this issue
presented by the Special Rapporteur has been comprehensively criticised for its approach,
conclusions, inaccuracies, and contradictions (Aichenbaum, Bernet, Brzosowski, et al., 2023).

Work from Canada also reflects this dichotomy, which is unsurprising considering
previous observations that ‘alienation ideology’ has presented in legal systems ‘across the
globe’ (Zaccour, 2020). Qualitative evidence suggests, for example, that women in domestic
violence refuges are fearful of raising and pursuing allegations of abuse against their male
partners in specialist services and court settings, as PA will be counter-claimed in an attempt
to delegitimise their position as abuse victims (Lapierre & C6té, 2016). This is both supported
and refuted by the limited case review work available, which has simultaneously suggested
that claims of domestic violence (largely on the part of mothers) are both likely (Sheehy &
Boyd, 2020) and not likely (Paquin-Boudreau et al., 2022) to be dismissed when alienation
was claimed. Ironically, the conclusions of both pieces state that greater awareness of
alienation, broader violence, and their relationship was needed among court professionals.

Work from the UK is much more limited, partly due to the inaccessible nature of the

country’s family court system. However, some small scale qualitative research is available,



which again suggests that women fear raising domestic violence claims in anticipation of an
alienation counterclaim (Birchall & Choudhry, 2022). Moreover, in her review of a limited
number of published judgements, Barnett (2020) further argues that, due to lobbying of various
‘fathers’ rights’ groups, claims of PA within the court system have become too powerful, and
that courts are too easily persuaded by such claims when made. Conversely, qualitative
research also exists on men’s extremely poor and prejudiced experiences of the family court
system (Bates & Hine, 2023; Hine & Bates, 2022; Hine & Hine, 2022; Hine & Roy, 2023), in
which they suggest that courts fundamentally devalue their role as fathers, rarely award any
level of custody, and ignore their claims of alienation and domestic violence from mothers
(Bates & Hine, 2023).

None of the attempts to explore or clarify this issue have been helped by researchers
presenting this matter as fundamentally gendered, with mothers being portrayed as making
‘genuine’ DVA claims on one side and fathers being presented as making ‘false’ PA claims on
the other. Indeed, there is no doubt whatsoever that some fathers (and mothers) will bring
erroneous PA claims to court to enact further abuse on their partners and that DVA claims by
some mothers (and fathers) are also erroneous. However, at present, there is an extreme lack
of understanding of a) how and when claims of either PA or DVA are brought forward, b) how
the legitimacy and outcomes of such claims are determined, and c) whether these
determinations are accurate and in line with the current empirical understanding of PA.

1.2.2 Treatment & Interventions for PA
If a claim of PA (in whatever form it is argued or presented) is upheld as a result of family court
proceedings, the question then arises as to appropriate intervention (Warshak, 2020a), both
legally and psychologically. Issues relating to legal options were explored above, with
challenges around residency transfers highlighted. The evidence regarding psychological
intervention is also split and is covered in several recent reviews. For example, Templer et
al.’s (2017) systematic review found evidence from ten studies that changes in custodial or
residential arrangements in favour of the targeted parent are effective in ameliorating PA. They
also noted that specialized family therapy addressing the alienation is helpful in restoring
family relationships and family functioning and that a coordinated approach from therapists
and legal practitioners is important in resolving PA. This positioning that evidence for effective
intervention exists despite the complexities involved is echoed by other syntheses of available
research (Haines et al., 2020). Moreover, Harman et al. (2021) argue that with more evidence
on the nature of family systems and relationships where alienation is present comes clearer
avenues for effective intervention.

Other reviews are much more damning, principally Mercer’s 2022 review examining
six specific interventions: Family Bridges, Family Reflections Reunification Program, High

Road to Reunification, Overcoming Barriers Family Camp, Transitioning Families Therapeutic



Reunification Model, and Turning Points for Families (Mercer, 2022d). This review concluded
that many program tenets are questionable, and that outcome studies are too weakly designed
and implemented to provide evidence of the programmes’ effectiveness. These conclusions
are supported by Trane et al. (2022) and Barnett et al. (2022) in their syntheses and work with
those referred to these programmes and by other critiques of specific programmes ( Turning
Points for Families and Overcoming Barriers Family Camp, Andreopoulos & Wexler, 2022;
and Building Family Bridges, Avalle et al., 2022).

As above in section 1.3.1, it appears that the central challenge in this area is the lack
of robust, reliable, evaluative data. Indeed, Haines et al. (2020) rightly conclude that whilst
preliminary evidence exists in support of several interventions, more robust evaluation is
needed. In this sense, the two opposing schools likely have more in common than is often
stated, as Mercer essentially draws a similar conclusion. A key difference, however, springs
from a variation in the belief of PA as a valid and scientific concept, and whether children do
indeed reject parents with whom they previously had healthy attachments for any reasons
other than abuse or neglect (Champion, 2022; Mercer, 2022a, 2022b). Indeed, returning a
child to an abusive parent is obviously likely to have negative consequences (Chester, 2022),
as is reported by children who have lived with an abusive parent (Lapierre et al., 2022).
However, if PA is accepted as a damaging form of abuse in its own right, then the outcomes
of leaving a child with an alienating parent could well be viewed as just as damaging (Haines
et al., 2020). It is therefore necessary to examine the most recent evidence available which
suggests that PA is indeed a scientifically supported phenomenon worthy of our attention.
1.3 Tackling the Controversy: Critical Recent Developments

As with any research area dealing with the complexities of interpersonal violence, it is
unlikely that many of the areas of contention outlined above will be easily or quickly addressed
or resolved. However, it appears that all parties agree that robust empirical evidence is key to
doing just that, as is open dialogue between those with opposing views. Indeed, in response
to the controversy surrounding PA, several lines of inquiry have already proliferated, and are
outlined below.

1.3.1 A Clearer and More Robust Definition

One of the central arguments against PA, as outlined in section 1.1, is the lack of a
clear definition. Indeed, the generation of a clear and comprehensive definition for such a
complex issue was always going to be, and has been, challenging. However, Bernet et al.’s
definition (2022), which positions PA as a type of contact refusal that occurs without a
legitimate reason and is the result of alienating behaviours is the most developed and useful
at present. However, it is arguably one thing to attempt to define a concept, and another
entirely for that definition to be recognised and accepted by important groups (i.e., custody

evaluators). In their study, Bernet et al. (2022) sought to establish the level of agreement for



various definitions, including that of PA, finding almost 80% agreement with the definition
provided. This suggests that, as of very recently, useful and well-recognised definitions of PA
do exist and should be used consistently in future work.

1.3.2 Parental Alienating Behaviours (PABs)

One of the responses to confusion over what constitutes PA was to instead focus in
more detail on the behaviours and the process of PA alongside the outcome. Initially, this
decision only exacerbated the issue, as thousands of alienating behaviours have been
identified and catalogued (Harman, Biringen, et al., 2016; Harman et al., 2018; Harman &
Matthewson, 2020; Verrocchio et al., 2018), which (justly) further fuelled discourse that PA is
thus ill-defined and that ‘just about anything can be labelled as PA’. However, in refinement of
the list of 11 categories provided by Baker and Darnall (2006), Bernet et al. (2022) now provide
17 specific behaviours, adapted from Freeman (2020), they are: Bad-mouthing the rejected
parent, limiting the child’s contact with the rejected parent, interfering with the child’'s
communications with the rejected parent, limiting mention of the rejected parent, withholding
approval when the child shows an interest in the rejected parent, telling the child that the
rejected parent does not love them, allowing the child to choose between their parents,
creating the impression that the rejected parent is dangerous, forcing the child to reject the
alienated parent, confiding in the child about adult topics, asking the child to spy on the
rejected parent, asking the child to keep secrets from the rejected parent, referring to the
rejected parent by their first name, referring to a stepparent as “Mom” or “Dad”, withholding
medical, social, or academic information from the rejected parent, changing the child’s name
to remove association with the rejected parent, and undermining the authority of the rejected
parent. Crucially, it is now also made clear in this revised list that several of these behaviours
must co-occur to constitute PA (see 1.3.3 below).

Bernet et al.’s recent study with custody evaluators (2022) provides robust consensus
on what alienating behaviours are, as well as agreement on some of the specific examples
above. In this study, PABs were defined as “the activities of the alienating parent, which
contribute to the child's unjustified contact refusal of the other parent such as: denigrating the
other parent; limiting the child's contact with the other parent; allowing the child to choose
between their parents; creating the impression the other parent is dangerous and unloving;
etc.” (p. 5), which achieved over 90% agreement between evaluators.

A further recent clarification as to the nature of PABs has been made in distinguishing
between different ‘levels’ of alienation, in response to criticisms that previous definitions of PA
were too definitive and represented only an ‘extreme’ outcome. Arguably, this is also partly in
response to the increased focus on process rather than outcome, and that PABs are enacted
over time and often progress from milder to more severe forms (as is common in other forms

of abuse). Specifically, McCarten (2022) has distinguished between mild (e.g., denigration,



criticism), moderate (e.g., guilt at seeing targeted parent), and severe PABs (e.g., abduction,
false allegations), with these levels supported by Bernet et al.’s study at an 85% agreement
rate (2022).

There is also now clear consideration of the fact that alienating behaviours are not
considered to be one-time events; but instead, are enacted over time (Verrocchio et al., 2018)
and can occur both pre- and post-separation, and often within a wider suite of abusive
behaviours (Bates & Hine, 2023; Lysova et al., 2023). It is worth noting here that many of the
behaviours listed above could readily be categorised as verbal or emotional abuse,
psychological abuse, and coercive control. This has prompted comprehensive and robust
arguments for positioning PA as a form of family violence and DVA (Haines et al., 2020;
Harman et al., 2018; McCarten, 2022), though it should be noted that this positioning is
contested (Mercer, 2021). Some authors have gone further, identifying PA as a form of child
abuse (Isaila & Hostiuc, 2022; Kruk, 2018; von Boch-Galhau, 2021). Indeed, there is evidence
available which directly aligns both the processes and the outcomes of PA to various forms of
‘traditional’ DVA (e.g., emotional abuse; Harman et al., 2018). Moreover, recent research has
shown how a) alienated parents describe PA as family violence (Bates & Hine, 2023; Lee-
Maturana et al., 2022), b) PA occurs alongside and as part of other forms of DVA (i.e., coercive
control; Bates & Hine, 2023), and c) research traditionally examining experiences of DVA
either ‘discovers’ alienating behaviours (Bates, 2019, 2020; Lysova et al., 2023) or is
researching the phenomenon under a different label (Monk & Bowen, 2021). Moreover, recent
research by Harman et al. (2021) and Grubb et al. (2023) has demonstrated how power
dynamics within relationships where PA is occurring mirror the imbalance of power seen in
intimate terrorism (see Johnson, 2008) especially when the alienating parent had primary or
sole custody (Harman et al., 2021). It would, therefore, preliminarily appear that positioning
PA as a form of DVA is appropriate.

1.3.3 Measuring PA

With greater clarification as to what PA is and how it is enacted, several measures now
exist to assess these behaviours, contrary to discourse suggesting otherwise (Freeman,
2020). Many of these measures are mentioned in Harman, Warshak, et al.’s review (2022),
including the Rowlands Parental Alienation Scale (RPAS; Rowlands, 2019, 2020), the
Parental Acceptance-Rejection Questionnaire (PARQ; Rohner & Ali, 2020), and the Parental
Alienation Questionnaire (PAQ; Sirbu et al., 2021). Other international scales, such as the
ZICAP 1l Scale in Chile have also received preliminary validation (Zicavo Martinez et al.,
2021). Indeed, it can be argued that we are now in a position similar to that of the so-called
‘mainstream’ DVA sector, in that several viable measures, each robust in their reliability and
with valid critiques, exist for use (Bowen, 2011). Four factors have been identified that are

common across all measures: a previously positive relationship between the alienated parent
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and child, a lack of abuse or neglect, the presence of PABs, and manifestations of PA in the
child (Harman, Warshak, et al., 2022). An additional factor (that the child manifests contact
resistance or refusal) is included in Bernet’s recent ‘five-factor model’ (Bernet & Greendhill,
2022), which has demonstrated significant reliability as a tool for the assessment of PA
(Morrison & Ring, 2023). Taken together, these studies suggest that, very recently, reliable
measures have been produced to accurately assess for the presence of PA and, crucially, to
delineate this from other types of contact refusal.

1.3.4 Delineating PA from Other Contact Refusal

A critical facet of the definition and measurement tools provided by Bernet et al. (2022)
is that contact refusal occurs for an ‘illegitimate’ reason. This has prompted PA researchers to
be clearer on delineating so-called ‘illegitimate’ reasons why a child will refuse contact and to
outline so-called ‘legitimate’ or ‘genuine’ reasons why a child may reject or have a strained
relationship with a parent, for the purpose of clarifying which circumstances do and do not,
therefore, constitute PA.

The two terms that have emerged from this discourse are ‘estrangement/justifiable
estrangement’ and ‘hybrid cases’ (McCarten, 2022). Justifiable estrangement describes a
situation whereby a child rejects a parent for an ‘appropriate’ reason, including betrayal and
major issues with lack of trust or emotional closeness (Linden & Sillence, 2021). Children in
this situation generally describe not missing their estranged parents. One of the most common
reasons for justified estrangement is the presence of abuse (for example domestic or sexual
violence) on the part of the estranged parent, which is widely recognised as damaging to the
child. Moreover, when claims of alienation are made in the context of abuse, this constitutes
one of the more complicated situations that can arise, especially when abusive parents
sometimes claim alienation falsely to mitigate their own abuse (see section 1.3.1). Such
situations constitute so-called ‘hybrid’ cases, where it is asserted that there are both legitimate
and illegitimate reasons for rejection (McCarten, 2022). These cases represent some of the
most complex situations for evaluators to process and are made even more complicated by
observations that abused children do still attach to an abusive parent, and that the behavioural
manifestations of victimisation in children are thus often hard to detect (Sullivan & Lasley,
2010).

In Bernet et al.’s study (2022), there were high levels of consensus found for these
terms also. Estrangement was described as “a child's justified contact refusal of a parent, such
as due to a history of abuse, neglect, or severely deficient parenting” (p. 6) which received
over 85% agreement, and hybrid cases described as “a family situation in which a child is
strongly aligned with one parent against the other and the underlying explanation involves
features of both alienation and estrangement” (p. 7) which received over 81% agreement.

Crucially, Bernet et al. (2022) did note that many respondents highlighted that what counts as
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‘legitimate’ is ambiguous and thus a clear determination of alienation versus estrangement is
often hard to achieve. Indeed, there are now several methods for delineating different types
of contact refusal cases, outlined in more detail in 1.3.4, suggesting that distinctions are
clearer than previously argued.

1.3.5 Reaching Critical Mass on Scientific Status

More broadly, and despite the ongoing and largely theoretical work of authors such as
Mercer and Milchmann, several reviews have now provided robust and definitive empirical
evidence firmly for the overall scientific status of PA, not least Harman et al.’s review in 2022
which stated, “It is no longer tenable to dismiss the field as lacking in scientific status” (p. 16).
Moreover, there have now been comprehensive and scathing reviews of work seeking to
challenge PA, for example the 2023 review by several academics of Myers & Mercer’'s book
(Aichenbaum, Bernet, Cedervall, et al., 2023). There are therefore now several reviews,
including those aforementioned in the introduction to this review such as Miralles and Marques
which have demonstrated that it is fundamentally no longer tenable to label PA itself or it's
associated research body as ‘pseudoscientific’.
1.4 Summary

As such, it is clear that PA remains (and some would say unjustly) a highly
controversial area, and that arguments against the scientific validity of PA were perhaps
previously legitimate. However, the recent and ever-growing research presented above
suggests that great leaps have been made in providing an empirically sound basis for
describing the phenomenon of PA, including how to measure it, and its relationship to other
forms of contact refusal and frameworks of violence (Baker, 2020). And so, whilst theorisation
(as with any discipline) is ongoing, and whilst many areas are worthy of significant further
attention (as discussed in section 3), claims that PA is ill-defined and unsupported by empirical
work, however, appear resoundingly defunct.

2. PA - Experiences and Impact

With, and in contribution to the seeming resolution of the scientific status of PA, and whilst
some issues remain (i.e., its application in legal and clinical settings), there have also been
significant leaps in understanding the experiences and impact of PA and PABs on various
groups, including alienated parents, alienated children, and the wider family. Moreover,
attempts to understand and profile perpetrators have also provided some preliminary findings,
detailed below.
2.1 Alienating Parents

One of the key challenges in conducting research with alienating parents is that they
are reluctant to report they have done so, often motivated by desires to hide negative
behaviour, but also through potentially distorted perceptions (i.e., that they are not acting in

an abusive manner at all; Haines et al., 2020; McCarten, 2022). This challenge of conducting
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research with alienating parents has led to some difficulty in defining characteristics of
alienating parents, such as prevalence of a particular gender or specific personality traits.
Some information on alienating parents’ characteristics is available, however. Research to
date suggests that there are no differences in the likelihood of being an alienating parent
based on gender (e.g., Harman, Leder-Elder, et al., 2016; Harman et al., 2019), though there
are differences in perceptions of these behaviours by gender (i.e., it is judged to be worse
when enacted by fathers than mothers, Harman et al., 2016). There are also several
personality characteristics associated with alienating parents (e.g., lacking in self-control,
lacking in boundaries, Harman et al., 2022), as well as findings that alienating parents may
have Cluster B (i.e., personality disorders, e.g., narcissistic, or borderline personality disorder)
or mood disorders (e.g., bipolar; Harman et al., 2022). Further, research shows that alienated
parents might be motivated by revenge and an inability to let go (Haines et al., 2020;
McCarten, 2022).

In 2021 and 2022, Roma and colleagues provided further robust psychological
assessment of alienating parents using the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2
(MMPI-2; Butcher et al., 2001). In one study, they assessed mothers involved in custody
disputes and found to have perpetrated alienating behaviours in comparison to mothers
involved in disputes and not found to have perpetrated PA, concluding that alienating mothers
presented higher moral virtue and extroversion, and were more vulnerable to interpersonal
stress and unsuccessful self-representation (though it should be noted that this could be a
trauma-related response to previous abuse; Roma et al.,, 2021). In a second study, they
compared mothers and fathers by assessing 41 couples engaged in PA versus 39 control
couples, finding that mothers who were classified as alienating presented a faking-good
defensive profile, denied hostile and negative impulses, blamed others for their problems, and
displayed excessive sensitivity. Conversely, fathers who were classified as targets of
alienating behaviours displayed chronic depressive states, social isolation, and interpersonal
conflict (Roma et al., 2022). Across both papers, the authors argued for a) more research on
alienating parents (with the analysis of custody cases presented as a viable avenue to do so)
and b) a rapid personality assessment of parents involved in child custody cases to help
identify PA more quickly, and for the benefit of the child.

2.2 Alienated Parents

In their 2022 systematic review, Harman, Warshak, et al. provided a clear overview of
the experiences and impact of PA by alienated parents. Indeed, parents listed significant and
wide-ranging negative impacts, including anxiety, depression, stress, physical symptoms, and
feelings of powerlessness, hopelessness, and being socially isolated (Harman, Warshak, et
al., 2022). Moreover, several studies have specifically examined the relationship between

alienation and these outcomes in parents (e.g., Verrocchio et al., 2019). Lee-Maturana et al.
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summarised ten key findings from their previous work (which was included in the Harman,
Warshak et al. review), namely that: more research is required on parents’ experiences; there
are several definitions of PA known to parents (see section 1.1 above); parents strongly
identified PA as family violence; child abduction is a PAB; targeted parents are active in
attempts to see their children; there are a variety of alienators; they experienced
disenfranchised grief and ambiguous loss; they experienced sadness, distress, frustration,
anger, guilt, and shame; there was a risk of serious psychological difficulties, including suicidal
ideation; and that they used a variety of mechanisms to cope with PA (Lee-Maturana et al.,
2022). This summation provides a clear and comprehensive review of the profundity of the
impact of alienating behaviours on targeted parents, arguably positioning PA as an urgent
health and mental health issue.

In studies inclusive of both mothers and fathers, such as the work by Lee-Maturana et
al. above, few gendered differences in experiences and/or impact have been identified
(Harman, Warshak, et al., 2022). This includes work conducted on parents’ experiences of PA
during the COVID pandemic in the UK (Burhai et al., 2022) and South Africa (Viljoen, 2021).
However, some scholars have recently chosen to focus on the experiences of fathers, due to
their potentially elevated vulnerability to alienating behaviours as the parents most likely to live
outside of the home following separation (i.e., the non-resident parent, NRP). Indeed, recent
work by Bates and Hine has highlighted the gendered vulnerabilities of men to PA due to a)
the high likelihood of being the NRP, b) prejudicial stereotypes relating to fatherhood, and c)
invisibilisation associated with additional IPV victimisation (Bates & Hine, 2023; Hine & Bates,
2022; Lysova et al., 2023). Further work holistically examining fathers’ experiences of family
breakdown reflects these findings, highlighting that men feel that, following breakdown, they
are both incidentally and purposefully erased from their children’s lives, sometimes with the
aid of various institutions (e.g., family courts; Hine & Roy, 2023). Importantly, the work on
men’s experiences of PA above has highlighted a greatly elevated risk of suicidal ideation and
suicide completion, a finding supported by other theoretical work on this specific relationship
(Sher, 2015a, 2017), and on men’s elevated risk of suicide following family breakdown more
broadly (i.e., nine times more likely than women; Evans et al., 2016; Scourfield & Evans, 2014;
Sher, 2015b).

Interestingly, there is also increasing examination of mothers’ experiences, though
these were not captured in Harman, Warshak, et al.’s review (2022), largely due to linguistic
division. Specifically, many studies examining mothers’ experiences do not explicitly use the
term ‘parental alienation’, even when describing behaviours which constitute PABs, instead
using other terms, such as ‘coercive control’ or ‘strategic mother-child separation’. In the case
of the former term, several studies have explored women’s experiences of coercively

controlling behaviour where a former male partner will target, undermine, and sabotage the
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mother-child relationship by employing a pattern of coercive tactics and occasionally also by
manipulating other professionals, which sometimes resulted in mothers’ loss of contact
(Dijkstra, 2019, 2022; Katz, 2019). Moreover, other studies have highlighted the different
fathering forms or facades witnessed by mothers and children (i.e., dangerous fathering,
admirable fathering, omnipresent fathering), all of which are still exhibited by a fundamentally
coercive and controlling ex-partner (Katz et al., 2020). Some studies have also emphasised
how false allegations of child maltreatment were utilised against mothers to the great detriment
of their mental health (Douglas & Fell, 2020).

In the case of the latter term, Monk and Bowen (2021) outlined eight themes detailing
tactics of ‘strategic separation’: lying to and manipulating children; sabotaging children’s
contact with their mothers; weaponizing children; conditioning children through reward and
punishment exploiting women’s vulnerability, particularly as mothers; threatening mothers with
taking their children from them; actively employing mother-blaming by exploiting mother-
blaming institutions and practices; and denigrating mothers and elevating themselves in order
to supplant mothers as children’s primary caregivers and attachment figures. Interestingly,
results from these studies mirror those for research conducted under the specific terminology
of PA, with Monk and Bowen’s examination of mothers almost directly mirroring Bates and
Hine’s examination of fathers (2023). It is argued here that this, therefore, supports a)
continuing discussions regarding the accuracy and consistency of language for research in
this area, b) the situation of PA and PABs within existing frameworks of violence including
coercive control, and c) greater collaboration between researchers seeking to explore the
gendered experiences of PA as a form of coercive control, to the benefit of all alienated parents
and their children.

In addition to the exploration of gendered PA experiences, diversification of inquiry can
also be found in an increasing number of international studies, notably Tavares et al.in
Portugal and Torun et al.in Turkey. The Portuguese work focused mainly on the impact of PA,
supporting the findings above which outline the profound negative influence on both health
and mental health (Tavares et al., 2020, 2021). The Turkish work has focused on both the
experiences of alienated parents and their impact, finding high levels of exposure to a variety
of PABs, poor enforcement of court orders, a lack of knowledge amongst professionals, and
feelings of hopelessness, desperation, loneliness, anxiety, and a lack of ability to enjoy life
(Torun et al., 2022). Taken together, research examining targeted parents supports an ever-
growing, consistent, and international picture of the nature of those experiences, and of the
negative impact this type of abuse has on said parents.

2.3 Alienated Children
Several reviews now exist that detail the profound effect of PABs on the psychological

wellbeing of children (Haines et al., 2020; Marques et al., 2020; Silva, 2021), with some such
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reviews concluding that outcomes are similar to other forms of severe child abuse (Harman,
Warshak, et al.,, 2022). The most recent review by Miralles et al. (2023) provides a
comprehensive assessment, outlining how currently published research supports links
between PAB exposure and: affective disorders, psychological general distress, self-esteem
and self-sufficiency, alcohol abuse and drug use, attachment and relationship with parents,
life satisfaction and quality, and perceptions of emotional consequences. This largely
quantitative research body (i.e., the work of Verrocchio, Baker, and colleagues) has recently
been supported by other quantitative work (showing increased risk of depression; Sun et al.,
2021) and qualitative work with adults alienated as children. For example, research by Verhaar
et al. (2022) with 20 such adults found that they suffered from mental health difficulties
(including anxiety disorders and trauma reactions), emotional pain, and addiction and
substance use (as well as positive coping mechanisms and a level of developed resilience).
Second-hand accounts of the effects on children provided by alienated fathers (Hine & Bates,
2022) and coercively controlled mothers (Monk & Bowen, 2021) provide further support for
the significant and wide-ranging psychological impact this form of abuse has on children.

An additional outcome, outlined in Hine and Bates (2022), is that children subjected to
alienating behaviours find themselves losing their childhood as a result of the position
alienating and alienated parents place them in. Indeed, findings that children are made to
‘grow up too quickly’ and make adult decisions or think in an adult way, or about adult issues,
suggest that these children are ‘parentified’ and ‘adultified’ (Haxhe, 2016). Many children are
subject to ‘emotional parentification’ specifically (Jurkovic et al., 2001), where the child is
‘expected to meet a parents’ particular emotional or psychological need’ (p. 45). Men also
mentioned that their relationship with their children was affected due to children having to
manage the parental conflict (again an example of parentification), as well as the mothers’
abusive behaviours and reactions to these. There are significant negative consequences
currently known to be associated with parentification (Haines et al., 2020), including disruption
of attachment (Engelhardt, 2012) and negative mental health consequences (Jankowski et al.,
2013), which therefore further position PA as particularly damaging to young children due to
these associated outcomes. These effects are also likely to be exaggerated through the loss
of other childhood relationships (e.g., siblings, stepsiblings, extended family) that are
associated with parental relationship breakdown.

This specific loss is situated within a range of losses relating to PA highlighted by
Harman, Warshak, et al. (2022), due to the alteration which occurs to the child’s beliefs,
perceptions, and memories of the alienated parent. Specifically, they outline losses relating to
the individual self, the loss of childhood experiences (and the opportunity to engage in them),
of a ‘good enough’ parent, of extended family (see section 2.4 below), of community, and of

activities and relationships essential for healthy development. The authors also note that many
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of these losses are interconnected and that the loss of the parent also means the loss of
fulfilment for critical needs (i.e., as outlined in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs; 1943). The authors
further argue that, subsequently, children have hugely straining cognitive and emotional
experiences related to ongoing and ambiguous loss, and disenfranchised grief — both of which
are reflective of parents’ experiences (Harman, Matthewson, et al., 2022). Indeed, this is
unsurprising considering the previous theoretical positioning of PA as a disruption of, and
attack on, healthy attachment systems (Harman, Matthewson, et al., 2022; Kneier, 2021;
Lowenstein, 2010). There is therefore significant preliminary evidence that children who
experience alienating behaviours are severely affected.

2.4 The Wider Family

One of the largest-growing areas of research on PA has been research examining the
experiences of other family members, principally grandparents. Indeed, the publication of
almost all of the research on the experiences of alienated grandparents has occurred across
2022 and 2023. One of the earliest studies, which was specifically outlined as an exploratory
study, was conducted by Golly in 2019. Results demonstrated a high association between
being cut off from grandchildren and depression, complicated grief, and decreased overall
health, especially when a positive relationship existed prior to the loss of contact. As a result,
Golly concluded that contact with grandchildren should be part of assessments and
interventions for the elderly in social work settings (Golly, 2019).

Further studies have now provided more detail and support for the findings reported
by Golly. Specifically, Bounds and Matthewson (2022) have reported extensively on the
experiences of alienated grandparents, finding that a) grandparents experience a wide variety
of alienating behaviours (e.g., brainwashing, controlling contact, false allegations etc.) and
that b) all of these experiences ‘map’ onto and reflect the experiences by both alienated
parents and children (Haines et al., 2020). The authors noted that this provided important
insight as to how grandparents are positioned within a triangulation of the children between
themselves, the alienating parent, and the alienated parent. If an alienated parent did not have
contact with the child, then neither did the grandparents of that parent, and if they defended
the alienated parent, they also jeopardised their contact with their grandchildren (Bounds &
Matthewson, 2022). Put simply, grandparents appear to become enveloped in an extension
of the alienating behaviours, as part of an ‘us versus them’ mentality from the alienating parent
(Bounds & Matthewson, 2022).

In results again reflective of those found with alienated parents, alienated grandparents
report a profound effect of alienating behaviours, including impacts in relation to (already)
strained health and daily functioning associated with ageing (Avieli & Levy, 2022). Specifically,
alienated grandparents report many of the phenomena reported by parents, including grief,

loss, and a general negative impact on health and wellbeing, as well as additional impacts due
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to old age (such as collapsing due to stress on the body). Such effects were exacerbated by
a ‘race against time’ in individuals that were older and therefore were more unsure as to
whether they might get the chance to see their grandchildren again. Moreover, grandparents
felt invisibilised and that their experiences were trivialised, especially in relation to parents