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This book on parental alienation and family reunification provides family
court professionals with critical background in child development, dynamics
present in violent families, and how to evaluate the testimony of experts to
ensure it values children’s views, best interests of the children, and follows
evidence-based practice.

As laid out in the Child Welfare Information Gateway report, 2020,
family court judges should make decisions per the best interests of the child
standard. High conflict custody cases make this complicated, especially when
reunification services are requested. In the middle of contentious proceedings,
judges oftentimes receive conflicting information from parents. Judges and
family law professionals can be lead astray, relying on unproven constructs
and instruments not meeting the criteria of reliability and validity. Mandating
victimized children into reunification programs that are neither evidence-based
nor trauma-informed can cause further harm to the children.

This book will be of interest to those working in the family courts,
particularly expert witnesses, clinical psychologists, therapists, children’s
services workers including social workers, child protection court workers,
mental health professionals involved in child custody decisions, and researchers
with an interest in parental alienation. The chapters in this book were originally
published as a special issue of Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody & Child
Development.

Pearl S. Berman is Full Professor and the Chair of the Psychology Department
at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, USA. She is also a licensed, clinical
psychologist. Her longstanding interest in violence prevention has led her to
integrate information and skill building relevant to interpersonal violence
into all of her teaching at both the undergraduate and doctoral-level. She is
the incoming Pennsylvania administrator for ChildFirst PA a forensic training
program for first responders in cases of interpersonal violence. Berman has
published doctoral-level textbooks for individuals in training to be psychologists,
counselors, social workers, and therapists and has provided her research and
clinical workshops nationally and internationally.



Ethan M. Weisinger is a California Certified Family Law Specialist in the San
Francisco Bay Area and has practiced in family law for fourteen years. From
2010 to 2016, Ethan was a partner at Walnut Creek Family Law Center, Inc.
In 2018, he founded Bay Area Family Law Center, Inc. a firm dedicated solely
to the practice of family law. Ethan has lectured in the field of family law to
both county and international bar associations. He served as an elected member
of the Contra Costa County Bar Association, Family Law Section Board for
five years. He has published articles in family law along with his monthly blog
posts on family law issues. Presently, he represents clients in all conventional
family law matters, as well as dissolution of Registered Domestic Partnerships
and Same-Sex Marriages. Ethan also mediates and serves as a private judge in
family law matters.



Parental Alienation and Family

Reunification

Controversial Issues, Current Research,
Approaches and Programs

Edited by
Pearl S. Berman and Ethan M. Weisinger

£ ¥ Routledge
g‘ Taylor &Francis Group

LONDON AND NEW YORK


http://taylorandfrancis.com

First published 2024
by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Preface, Introduction, Chapters 1-4 and 6-11 © 2024 Taylor & Francis
Chapter 5 © 2022 Joan S. Meier, Sean Dickson, Chris S. O’Sullivan and Leora N. Rosen. Originally
published as Open Access.

With the exception of Chapter 5, no part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised
in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented,
including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the publishers. For details on the rights for Chapter 5, please see the
chapter’s Open Access footnote.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and
are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN13: 978-1-032-64115-7 (hbk)
ISBN13: 978-1-032-64119-5 (pbk)
ISBN13: 978-1-032-64122-5 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781032641225

Typeset in Minion Pro
by Newgen Publishing UK

Publisher’s Note

The publisher accepts responsibility for any inconsistencies that may have arisen during the
conversion of this book from journal articles to book chapters, namely the inclusion of journal
terminology.

Disclaimer

Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders for their permission to reprint material
in this book. The publishers would be grateful to hear from any copyright holder who is not
here acknowledged and will undertake to rectify any errors or omissions in future editions of
this book.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781032641225

Contents

Citation Information vii
Notes on Contributors X
Preface—Alienation and reunification issues in family courts:

Theory, research, and programs in child custody cases xii

Introduction—Parental alienation vs coercive control:
Controversial issues and current research 1
Pearl S. Berman and Ethan M. Weisinger

1 Coercion in families and child resistance to contact with a parent
after family separation 17
Kelly M. Champion

2 “He was the king of the house” children’s perspectives on the men
who abused their mothers 31
Simon Lapierre, Isabelle Coté and Geneviéve Lessard

3 Examining associations between psychological control and
proactive and reactive aggression among middle school age youth 48
Paula J. Fite, Kathleen 1. Diaz and Madelaine R. Abel

4  Perpetration of intimate partner violence and guilt: The role
of parenting status 61
Emily C. Taverna, Devin ]. McGuier and Amy D. Marshall

5 The Trouble with Harman and Lorandos’ Parental Alienation
Allegations in Family Court Study (2020) 82
Joan S. Meier, Sean Dickson, Chris S. O’Sullivan and Leora N. Rosen

6 Attachment issues and reunification of parents and children 105
Jean Mercer



vi

10

11

CONTENTS

Parental sobriety and parent-child reunification in dependency
court: Does the 15-month Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA)
rule support parent-child reunification?

Eileen M. Ahlin, Don Hummer and Mitra Honardoost

Reunification, alienation, or re-traumatization? Let’s start listening
to the child
Suzanne Chester

Reunification therapies for parental alienation: Tenets,
empirical evidence, commonalities, and differences
Jean Mercer

How efficacious is Building Family Bridges? What the legal
and mental health fields should know about Building Family
Bridges and “parental alienation”

Diana S. Avalle, Brianna J. Smith, Katherine E. O. Wiedeman
and Chris B. Garnica

The “solution” to parental alienation: A critique of the turning

points and overcoming barriers reunification programs
Elena Andreopoulos and Alison Wexler

Index

125

144

168

187

202

223



Citation Information

The chapters in this book were originally published in the Journal of Family
Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19, issue 3-4 (2022).
When citing this material, please use the original page numbering for each
article, as follows:

Preface
Alienation and reunification issues in family courts: Theory, research, and
programs in child custody cases
Morgan Shaw and Robert Geftner
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 203-213

Introduction
Parental alienation vs coercive control: Controversial issues and current
research
Pearl Berman and Ethan Weisinger
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody & Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 214-229

Chapter 1
Coercion in families and child resistance to contact with a parent after family
separation
Kelly M. Champion
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 230-243

Chapter 2
“He was the king of the house” children’s perspectives on the men who abused
their mothers
Simon Lapierre, Isabelle Coté and Genevieve Lessard
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 244-260



viii CITATION INFORMATION

Chapter 3
Examining associations between psychological control and proactive and
reactive aggression among middle school age youth
Paula J. Fite, Kathleen I. Diaz and Madelaine R. Abel
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 261-273

Chapter 4
Perpetration of intimate partner violence and guilt: the role of parenting status
Emily C. Taverna, Devin J. McGuier and Amy D. Marshall
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 274-294

Chapter 5
The Trouble with Harman and Lorandos’ Parental Alienation Allegations in
Family Court Study (2020)
Joan S. Meier, Sean Dickson, Chris S. O’Sullivan and Leora N. Rosen
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 295-317

Chapter 6
Attachment issues and reunification of parents and children
Jean Mercer
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 320-339

Chapter 7
Parental sobriety and Parent-Child reunification in dependency court:
Does the 15-month Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) rule support
parent-child reunification?
Eileen M. Ahlin, Don Hummer and Mitra Honardoost
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 340-358

Chapter 8
Reunification, alienation, or re-traumatization? Let’s start listening to the
child
Suzanne Chester
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 359-382



CITATION INFORMATION ix

Chapter 9
Reunification therapies for parental alienation: Tenets, empirical evidence,
commonalities, and differences
Jean Mercer
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 383-401

Chapter 10
How efficacious is Building Family Bridges? What the legal and mental health
fields should know about Building Family Bridges and “parental alienation”
Diana S. Avalle, Brianna J. Smith, Katherine E. O. Wiedeman and Chris
B. Garnica
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 402-416

Chapter 11
The “solution” to parental alienation: A critique of the turning points and
overcoming barriers reunification programs
Elena Andreopoulos and Alison Wexler
Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody ¢ Child Development, volume 19,
issue 3-4 (2022), pp. 417-437

For any permission-related enquiries please visit:
www.tandfonline.com/page/help/permissions


http://www.tandfonline.com/page/help/permissions

Notes on Contributors

Madelaine R. Abel, Clinical Child Psychology Program, University of Kansas,
Lawrence, KS, USA.

Eileen M. Ahlin, School of Public Affairs, Penn State Harrisburg, Middletown,
PA, USA.

Elena Andreopoulos, Maastricht University, Maastricht, the Netherlands.
Diana S. Avalle, Institute on Violence, Abuse & Trauma, San Diego, CA, USA.

Pearl S. Berman, Psychology Department, Indiana University of Pennsylvania,
Indiana, PA, USA.

Kelly M. Champion, Cadeus Behavioral Health, Rockville, MD, USA.

Suzanne Chester, The Child’s Advocate, Legal Aid of North Carolina, Raleigh,
NC, USA.

Isabelle Coté, School of Social Work, Laurentian University, Sudbury, Ontario,
Canada.

Kathleen I. Diaz, Clinical Child Psychology Program, University of Kansas,
Lawrence, KS, USA.

Sean Dickson, Health Policy, West Health Policy Center, Washington,
D.C., USA.

Paula J. Fite, Clinical Child Psychology Program, University of Kansas,
Lawrence, KS, USA.

Chris B. Garnica, Institute on Violence, Abuse & Trauma, San Diego, CA, USA.

Robert Geffner, Institute on Violence, Abuse & Trauma, San Diego, CA, USA;
Psychology, Alliant International University, San Diego, CA, USA.

Mitra Honardoost, Family Preservation Unit, York County (PA) Children,
Youth, and Families, York, PA, USA.



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS Xi

Don Hummer, School of Public Affairs, Penn State Harrisburg, Middletown,
PA, USA.

Simon Lapierre, School of Social Work, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario,
Canada.

Genevieve Lessard, School of Social Work, Laval University, Quebec, Quebec
City, Canada.

Amy D. Marshall, Department of Psychology, The Pennsylvania State University,
University Park, PA, USA.

Devin J. McGuier, Department of Psychology, The Pennsylvania State
University, University Park, PA, USA; UPMC/ Childrens Hospital of
Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA, USA.

Joan S. Meier, George Washington University Law School, Washington,
D.C., USA.

Jean Mercer, Psychology Program, Department of Social and Behavioral
Sciences, Stockton University, Galloway, NJ, USA.

Chris S. O’Sullivan, Research and Evaluation Consultant.

Leora N. Rosen, Independent Professional Researcher.

Morgan Shaw, Independent Practice, San Diego, CA, USA.

Brianna J. Smith, Institute on Violence, Abuse & Trauma, San Diego, CA, USA.

Emily C. Taverna, Department of Psychology, The Pennsylvania State
University, University Park, PA, USA.

Ethan M. Weisinger, Bay Area Family Law Center, Inc., Walnut Creek, CA, USA.
Alison Wexler, Alliant International University, San Diego, CA, USA.

Katherine E. O. Wiedeman, Institute on Violence, Abuse & Trauma, San Diego,
CA, USA.



Preface—Alienation and reunification issues in family
courts: Theory, research, and programs in child custody
cases

Morgan Shaw and Robert Geffner

ABSTRACT

This preface highlights the significant need for the current two-
part special issue on Alienation and Reunification Issues in Family
Courts and outlines reasons why these issues continue to be
relevant. Unfortunately, there continues to be the same gross
misunderstandings by legal professionals, judges, child protection
workers, mental health professionals, and child custody evaluators
regarding abuse dynamics and the impact of trauma on the
individual. These misunderstandings then lead to many family
law court cases minimizing or ignoring such issues and inferring
parental alienation or similar labels instead. The impact of this
on the children and families involved is great, and significant
change needs to occur in the various systems involved in family
law cases. This preface describes many of the main issues seen
regularly in the family court system and highlights the articles
included in this two-part special issue. It is hoped that the articles
help address the complex issues when children resist contact
with a parent, and educate evaluators, investigators, and legal
decision-makers to rely on actual evidence, known research and
accepted knowledge in family and trauma psychology and child
development.

Over three years ago, the senior author of this preface sat at her computer
contemplating how to start the introduction to a 2019 special issue on
misperceptions and misapplications in family law cases, published in this
same journal (Shaw, 2019). In that special issue, we covered a wide range
of relevant issues including suggestibility, parental alienation, and treatment
programs for youth who were reportedly “alienated” from a parent or
caregiver. The goal of that special issue was to educate the courts and
other relevant professionals on how to better assess and address recurrent
complex issues of abuse, alienation, and estrangement arising within the
family court system. At the time, we were questioned by several profes-
sionals involved in child custody cases as to the need for such a special
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issue since it was supposedly clear that “parental alienation syndrome”
(PAS) or disorder had been debunked as junk or pseudo-science, and
there was no need for the special issue. Given our experience with actual
family law cases, we disagreed and went forward with the special issue.

Unfortunately, over three years later, the need for further education
continues to be just as great if not more so. There continues to be the
same gross misunderstandings by legal professionals, judges, child protec-
tion workers, mental health professionals, and child custody evaluators
regarding abuse dynamics and the impact of trauma on adult and child
victims of abuse since too many family law court cases are still minimizing
or ignoring such issues and inferring parental alienation or similar labels
instead. We, sadly, continue to see investigators and evaluators misunder-
stand and minimize indicators consistent with the effects of abuse and its
resulting trauma, and to ignore disclosures of a child about abusive behav-
iors, poor parenting or being exposed to domestic violence. We have
written about these concerns previously, but the issues are still present
(e.g., Platt et al., 2016). They assign labels that are unreliable, unvalidated,
nonresearched, and poorly defined, and then assert conclusions, make
recommendations, and take actions based solely on these labels and sup-
posed disorders.

They then cite outdated research studies (e.g., Ceci & Bruck, 1995) and
various articles on suggestibility and coaching that are not relevant to
child abuse or to the actual case (e.g., London et al., 2005), and minimize
more relevant research (e.g., Goodman et al., 2009; Lyon, 2007; Saywitz
et al., 2018). Many of the articles on parental alienation are anecdotal
with biased and/or small samples (Baker, 2005), not methodologically
sound (Harman & Lorandos, 2021), do not represent reliable “research”
(Harman et al., 2022), and are not based on theory or research in the
fields of family psychology, child development, or trauma psychology
(Bernet, 2008; Harman et al., 2019). In fact, much of the literature sup-
posedly supporting the dynamics of parental alienation as practiced by
their proponents (still based on Gardner’s outdated and unsupported prin-
ciples; Gardner, 1992) contradict what is known in the fields noted above
(Milchman et al., 2020). In fact, even 30years after Gardner made up the
label of PAS without any research support or reasonable operational defi-
nitions, no known mechanisms exist explaining how such indoctrination
of children who supposedly have a strong relationship with a parent then
leads the child to resist or refuse contact with that parent.

We repeatedly see protective parents and maltreated children further
revictimized by the child protection and family court systems, often due
to recommendations by child custody evaluators or mental health profes-
sionals who are not adequately trained in child development, child abuse
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(especially sexual abuse), domestic violence, trauma and family psychology.
Regrettably, children who disclose abuse involved in the dependency system
continue to be treated differently than children who disclose abuse or
poor parenting who are involved in the family law system, as the latter
families frequently get labeled “high conflict” and abuse disclosures are
commonly dismissed by custody evaluators, mental health professionals,
attorneys, including guardian ad litems (GAL), law enforcement, child
protective services, and judges. With all of the research and publications
in actual peer reviewed research journals concerning child abuse, domestic
violence, coercive control, and trauma during the past 20 or more years
(e.g., Geffner et al., 2022), we would have thought by now that these
outdated and obsolete ideas and labels would have been excluded from
family law cases. However, proponents of the ideas of parental alienation
noted above continue to move the goal posts with their labels, to use a
sports analogy, that confuses the issues and promotes junk science.

As a culture, we live currently in a time of heightened polarization
across many fields and sociocultural issues, and the abuse/poor parenting
versus alienation dichotomy within the family law system is no exception.
Working in this field, consulting with other professionals, attending pro-
fessional trainings, and reviewing professional literature, one can so clearly
see the polarized camps that more frequently cited researchers, advocates,
and practitioners fall into. The reality is that the polarization then trickles
down to clinicians and frontline workers who carry the biases and assump-
tions that bleed into their work. While most professionals in these fields
would likely assure others that their primary focus is first and foremost
on the safety and well-being of vulnerable children, that is not how the
family court system regularly acts. Instead, what we more commonly see
are people who typically fall into the “pro-mother”/“pro-father” forced
dichotomy, or into a forced alienation dichotomy where the provider either
sees evidence of alienation in essentially every case or conversely does
not acknowledge the potential for confounding factors, such as external
influence, on a child.

Reflecting on where someone might place our clinical and forensic focus
on those forced (and faulty) spectrums, we recognize that this problematic
polarization is not outside of us or that of the colleagues with whom we
more regularly align. However, self-awareness around gender biases, inap-
propriate assumptions, faulty inferences, appropriate training on trauma-re-
lated issues, direct experience working with trauma and abuse survivors,
and a repeated re-focusing on the safety and well-being of the children
are all paramount to upholding the true nature of the best interests of
the child standard. It often appears that those involved in these family
law cases do not pay adequate attention to the long-term effect on the
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children that their recommendations and decisions may have. Too often
pseudo or junk science rules the day, with labels that are not supported
by actual data or behavioral information being tossed around as if they
do not have consequences.

Working as treatment providers, forensic evaluators, trainers, and
researchers, it is intensely disappointing and frustrating how frequently
investigators, evaluators, mental health professionals, and legal deci-
sion-makers are quick to discount abuse disclosures by children as evidence
of coaching, despite minimal, if any, objective support for that assertion
(Faller, 2007). Once the terms “alienation” or “coaching” are used in an
investigative report, even without any actual evidence to support it, any
subsequent disclosure or indicator of abuse or poor parenting are typically
discounted and overlooked by decision-makers. One would think that law
enforcement, mental health professionals, child protective services, and
family court investigators would actually rely more on the evidence and
records than assumptions or inferences, but our experience in evaluating
cases and reports throughout the United States, Canada, and other coun-
tries, tells another story. It then puts wrongly identified protective parents
in a difficult situation where they run the risk of either ongoing accusa-
tions of negative influence on their children, or conversely, fears of being
labeled non-protective. We typically see the term “coaching” more com-
monly in investigative reports, while the terms “alienation,” “enmeshment,”
“gate-keeping,” or “resist-refuse dynamics” are more commonly seen in the
reports or testimony by mental health professionals and evaluators. There
are even grossly inappropriate terms that are completely misused and
misunderstood in cases we have seen, such as “Munchausen by Proxy”
“Factitious Disorder in Another” and many other absurd labels frequently
thrown around as diagnoses when the evaluator or investigator does not
want to actually say parental alienation since that is not an actual diag-
nosis. The use of these terms, labels, and ill-defined concepts are typically
clear red flags that further assessment of abuse related issues or poor
parenting by the parent the child does not want to visit is warranted.

As an example, a typical scenario in which you see these types of faulty
assumptions play out in cases would be to start with a disclosure of abu-
sive behaviors by a child concerning a parent to a trusted caregiver, such
as a mother or babysitter, that is then reported to a child protective ser-
vices (CPS) agency directly, or to a physician or therapist who as mandated
reporters contact CPS. Following the initial report, investigative workers
interview the child, and potentially a forensic interview is conducted where
the child may make vague statements about being touched or may deny
that anyone touches them in a way that makes them uncomfortable. The
alleged perpetrator, the father in this example, denies the allegations and
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subsequently the investigation is closed as unfounded. The child then
continues to make disclosures to the mother and/or to others, and begins
to demonstrate concerning behaviors such as emotional outbursts and
sexualized behaviors, but does not make clear or consistent disclosures to
investigators for a variety of possible reasons. As a result of the increased
stress and trauma of believing the child is being abused by their father,
the mother begins to act highly distraught, comes across as disorganized,
and becomes more insistent that abuse is taking place while the child is
with the father. The mother may even contact an attorney at this time
and file for divorce and custody of the child. The father continues to deny
the allegations and tells investigators that he believes that the mother is
attempting to alienate the child against him to obtain more parental time,
custody, and/or money. He further highlights the “high conflict” nature
of their current custody proceedings, and subsequently the investigators
(e.g., CPS or law enforcement) note the child custody case, may even put
this in their notes/logs, and they also begin to discount and minimize the
behaviors and statements by the child. They eventually may put in their
notes or logs that there are concerns of “coaching” by the mother in this
scenario. The investigators also note in their records that there are con-
cerns about the mother’s mental health functioning because obviously the
allegations are false even without conducting their usual thorough inves-
tigation. Too often the usual required investigation techniques and pro-
cedures that occur with children not involved in custody cases are not
followed, and the assumptions of coaching and alienation become the
narrative. In the above scenario, divorce was not even contemplated or
filed until after repeated disclosures of abuse were made by the child,
possibly also to teachers or others, and with detailed disclosures possibly
beyond the child’s developmental level. This timing (i.e., the disclosures
occurred before any indication of divorce or custody issues) and details
of the disclosures and now resistance to see that parent, in conjunction
with sexualized behaviors, are often overlooked or minimized by investi-
gators, evaluators, and courts. Circular inferences, assumptions of false
allegations, perceptions, and biases have a strong influence on discounting
child abuse and domestic violence in family court cases (Sanders et al.
2015; Saunders et al., 2012), and then alienation becomes the narrative.
Those notes of the CPS and law enforcement, and the poorly defined
or unsupported statements about coaching and mental health concerns of
the mother, continue to follow this case during the months and then years
this may continue (Silberg & Dallam, 2019). The CPS records are obtained
by the family law attorneys representing the family, and the statements
about coaching and alienation by CPS or law enforcement begin to per-
meate directly into the family court. The judge who then does not know
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what to do with this family, decides that they are going to order a child
custody evaluation, possibly with a psychosexual evaluation of the father,
to hopefully rule out concern of the father engaging in sexually abusive
behaviors toward his child.

Unfortunately, the family courts and too many custody evaluators mis-
understand and inappropriately believe that a psychosexual evaluation on
an individual who has not ever been convicted of a sex crime or admitted
such behavior, and is savvy enough to know how to engage with the
evaluator, will produce a meaningful result. Even more problematic is that
many of the psychosexual evaluators who agree to take family law case
referrals do not appropriately note the very clear limitations of their eval-
uations, the results, and the conclusions. For example, they do not often
inform the court that such evaluations cannot rule out sexually abusive
behaviors, and they may only be able to indicate such probability of
offending if a person admits or fails some of the various measures or
plethysmograph (e.g., Clipson, 2003; Geffner et al., 2003; Sachsenmaier,
2005). However, a sex offender, especially an incest one, can actually pass
all of these measures in the evaluation. As a consequence, the results of
the psychosexual evaluation may state that the father in the above scenario
does not demonstrate characteristics or risk factors consistent with an
individual who sexually abuses their children, as though there is a profile
to actually compare this to. The investigator, or a child custody evaluator
who receives this information, may then recommend that time not be
limited or supervised between the father and the child, ignoring the dis-
closures, fears, and behaviors of the child. This faulty and very skewed
result is then used in court to support increased timesharing with the
father and to “prove” that the mother must be coaching and alienating
the child. This may occur despite actual evidence of detailed disclosures
that are not likely able to be coached, evidence of domestic violence, or
confirmation of poor boundary and parenting issues by the father above.
The child is then placed back into an unsafe and abusive home while
time with the mother, their primary caretaker, may now be eliminated,
limited and/or supervised in what has been characterized as a “parentec-
tomy” (Geffner & Sandoval, 2020; Williams, 1990).

Unfortunately, this example is a common pattern in the cases we and
many others across the country (and internationally) have seen or evalu-
ated. We now have many examples of adults who were the unfortunate
child victims of this dysfunctional and problematic system who have come
forward to describe their experience. Future issues in the Journal of Family
Trauma, Child Custody, and Child Development (JFT) will include articles
concerning these situations. We have these same adults now advocating
for significant change to our CPS and family court systems that so fre-
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quently fail the children and families that they are meant to serve
(e.g., Cable & Riley, 2022; The Center for Investigative Reporting, 2019).
We continue to have researchers and other professionals, many of whom
published peer reviewed articles included in the prior special issue and
now in this current special two-part issue, who are attempting to continue
to educate the courts and relevant professionals about these problematic
patterns and use of junk science.

It should be noted that PAS, PAD, or even parental alienation have
never been successfully included in any official medical or mental health
diagnostic system, despite persistent and intense promotion by the alien-
ation activists and supporters for over 15years in the United States and
now in other countries (e.g., Crary, 2012). As we noted above about
moving the goal posts, this has been the ongoing strategy by these sup-
porters as they continue to try to change or modify labels. When PAS or
Parental Alienation Disorder were denied entrance into any of the diag-
nostic classification systems noted above, the supporters than announced
that it actually was in the classification systems under “Parent-Child
Relationship Problem” The problem with this approach is that Parent-
Child Relational Problem (PCRP) has been in these diagnostic codes for
decades (American Psychiatric Association, 1980), having nothing to do
with alienation, and even PCRP was never a diagnosis; it was labeled a
behavioral issue. In moving the goal posts, they just deleted the words
“syndrome” or “disorder” and just started using “alienation,” attempting to
couch this as child abuse or family violence in these family law cases
(e.g., Harman et al., 2018). However, the principles of PAS/PAD did not
change and were still the foundation of their approach and recommenda-
tions of a “parentectomy.”” Now the goal posts have moved once again,
and these same supporters are saying that the diagnosis is actually “parent
alienation relational problem” (PARP; Bernet & Baker, 2022). Keep in
mind the principles have not changed, rather the label is new in an attempt
to confuse people. The word “alienation” is a common lay term that most
people can define. They believe it to be something one parent does to
turn a child against another parent. They do not understand or know the
principles, applications, and ultimately the consequences that alienation
supporters promote. Regardless of how much it is promoted or the words
are changed, alienation is not a research-supported clinical diagnosis.
Hopefully, this sleight of hand wording will not sway the actual diagnostic
classification committees.

Alienation is a behavior that could occur when one parent attempts
to turn a child against another parent, as noted above. We all have had
such cases, and we look for such behaviors in our evaluations or inves-
tigations. Using a common term that is familiar to all professionals and
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lay people makes it sound like there is objective evidence of such behav-
iors whenever it is used. It is actually easier to believe that a child has
been alienated than it is to believe a child has been abused physically
or sexually by an offending parent who does not meet any of the ste-
reotypes of an abusive person. It is time to get back to basics in thorough
investigatory evaluations no matter what the allegations are of child
abuse, domestic violence or alienation (Benjamin et al., 2018; Geffner,
et al., 2009). We need to look at the research, theories, behaviors, and
objective evidence in these complex child custody cases. The best interest
of the child standard requires us to prioritize a child’s safety and
well-being.

Thus, the current two-part special issue edited by Berman and Weisinger
provide articles dealing with alternative explanations for parent alienation,
such as coercive control as the key aspect of domestic violence by the
parent who the child(ren) does not want to visit (Champion, 2022; Fite
et al., 2022; Lapierre et al., 2022; Taverna et al., 2022). It also includes
an important Commentary on challenges to research on what does happen
in courts when allegations of parental alienation are promoted (Meier
et al., 2022). These are the main areas of focus for Part 1 of the spe-
cial issue.

The articles in Part 2 begin with reunification research in cases or
situations that do not fall into the child custody cases noted in this pref-
ace. Too many evaluators use the terms of attachment or bonding without
necessarily understanding what attachment research has shown, which is
also discussed in one of these articles (Chester, 2022; Mercer, 2022-b). If
evaluators or mental health professionals do not truly understand the
attachment research, they are more likely to make mistakes in their con-
clusions and recommendations. Additional articles focus on the way reuni-
fication is emphasized in the alleged parental alienation cases and how
they do not follow principles of known research or theory, and instead
these reunification programs can produce even more trauma for these
children (Chester, 2022; Mercer, 2022-b). Finally, two articles discuss the
flaws and critiques of the theories and research for three major programs
- Family Bridges, Turning Points, and Overcoming Barriers—utilized by
parent alienation advocates and the professionals and courts who refer to
them in these cases (Avalle et al., 2022; Andreopoulos & Wexler, 2022).
Their critiques demonstrate the lack of adequate research or theory behind
these programs and suggest they are not validated. They also discuss the
ethical issues involved in the coercive methods utilized by some of these
programs. These articles highlight that it is dangerous to force traumatized
children into unvalidated programs that do not even refer to themselves
as treatment, even when licensed mental health professionals are involved
in conducting them.
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Our hope is that at some point in the near future, we will no longer
have the need for all of these special issues. Our goal is to no longer
need to advocate so strongly for such significant change, and for the child
protection and family court systems to rely on research, theory, and behav-
ioral data that are validated and focused on the actual best interest of the
children. Until then, we will continue to use these outlets to move forward
the conversation and hopefully get away from false inferences, unreliable
assumptions, biases, and faulty dichotomies.
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Introduction—Parental alienation vs coercive control:
Controversial issues and current research

Pearl S. Berman and Ethan M. Weisinger

ABSTRACT

Family court judges should make decisions per the best interests
of the child standard (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2020).
High conflict custody cases make this complicated, especially
when reunification services are requested. In the middle of
contentious proceedings, judges oftentimes receive conflicting
information from parents. Judges and family law professionals
can be lead astray, relying on unproven constructs and instru-
ments not meeting the criteria of reliability and validity. Some
victimized children have been mandated into reunification
programs that are neither evidence-based nor trauma informed,
causing them further harm (Chester, 2022). This two-volume
special issue on Parental Alienation and Family Reunification
provides courts with critical background in child development,
dynamics present in violent families, and how to evaluate the
testimony of experts to ensure it values children’s views and
follows evidence-based practice.

Introduction

Family court judges need to make decisions following the best interests of
the child standard (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2020). Providing for
the best interest of the child in high conflict custody cases is complicated,
especially when reunification services are needed. In the middle of conten-
tious proceedings, judges oftentimes receive conflicting information from
parents seeking to maintain or enhance their custodial rights. In this sce-
nario, judges and family law professionals can easily be lead astray, relying
on unproven constructs and instruments, which do not meet the criteria
of reliability and validity. The American Psychological Association (APA)
has put forth standards for professionals testifying in court about complex
family cases that require evidence-based practices to be followed. For exam-
ple, in 2013, The APA provided guidelines for psychologists completing
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Psychological Evaluations in Child Protection Matters (American Psychological
Association, 2013a), as well as Specialty Guidelines for Forensic Psychology
(American Psychological Association, 2013b), which require professionals to
only provide courts with information, evaluation methods, and treatment
strategies that have undergone repeated, un-biased peer review and testing
that ensures the testimony meets the best evidence-evaluable in the field.
In part, the reason for the need for evidence based, reliable therapeu-
tic practice standards stems from concepts originating in the work of
Richard Gardner. In 1992, Gardner asserted his infamous theory of Parental
Alienation, hypothesizing that when there is no evidence of abuse and a
child’s attachment to a parent is diminished, the result might be caused by
one parent poisoning the child’s mind against that other parent. (Gardner
1992). Gardner’s initial concept has been broadened to suggest the existence
of Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS), Parental Alienation Disorders (PAD)
and/or parental alienating behaviors (PA) on the part of one parent against
the other. Since 1992, several studies have been conducted to examine the
validity of PAS, PAD, and PA. Unfortunately, these studies are all based
on small samples, wherein the rules of experimental design, critical for
valid interpretation of results, have not been followed (Saini et al., 2016).
Bowles et al. (2008) assert that PA, PAS, and PAD should not be asserted
as valid concepts in court because they do not meet the criteria detailed
in Daubert and Frye. The Daubert and Frye criteria require the application
of a multi-factor test to any evaluation procedure used as the basis of
court testimony (Cappellino, 2021). To date, the concept of PAS has not
been subjected to this multifactor test and therefore the concept should
not be admissible in court. The American Professional Society on the
Abuse of Children (APSAC), a nonprofit, national organization focused
on meeting the needs of professionals engaged in all aspects of services
for maltreated children and their families, states that the concepts of PAS,
PAD, PA, and Parental Alienation Behavior (PAB) give a parents desire
to have contact with a child supremacy over the child’s safety (APSAC,
2012). These parental alienation concepts involve ignoring the words of the
child, as the child’s word is considered invalid. However, a great deal of
research demonstrates that courts should listen to the words of children.
Children can, and often do, provide accurate and reliable information about
whether or not they have been maltreated when they are interviewed by
a professional trained in child forensic evaluations (Newlin et al., 2015).
The American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC),)
(2016) has published papers on Allegations of Interpersonal Violence in
Divorce/Relationship Dissolution, as well as Guidelines for Forensic
Evaluations. Further, APSAC has also published Practice Guidelines: The
Investigation and Determination of Suspected Psychological Maltreatment of



