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Abstract

This article argues that in order to intervene effectively and

ethically with children who are manifesting Parent–child

contact problems (PCCPs) after parental separation, we

begin by being mindful of what is normal about divorce

transitions and use developmentally appropriate and cultur-

ally sensitive analysis to rule out children's common transi-

tory reactions. It is then important to concurrently assess

for both family violence (FV) and severe parental alienating

behavior (PAB) on the part of both parents, which can co-

occur in some cases. The article asserts that it is also impor-

tant to consider common problematic parenting responses

that may potentiate the PCCP but not necessarily rise to

the level of abuse. FV is defined as a child's direct experi-

ence of physical, sexual, or psychological maltreatment and

indirect exposure to sibling abuse and/or to intimate part-

ner violence (IPV). PAB is defined as an ongoing pattern of

unwarranted negative messages on the part of one parent

that conveys that the child's other parent is disinterested,

irrelevant, dangerous, and not to be trusted. Any one or all

of these factors may contribute to a child's strident negativ-

ity and sustained rejection of one parent, these being defin-

ing features of a PCCP. This article proposes ethical

principles and priorities for decision-making in these cases,

considering the growing social science controversy about

assessment and intervention for PCCPs. It concludes with
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an analysis of recent, contrasting policy approaches to

PCCPs (e.g., Kayden's Law and the Joint Statement of the

AFCC and NCJFCJ) and their potential impact on family jus-

tice system professionals and the families they serve.

K E YWORD S

domestic violence, intimate partner violence, Kayden's law,
parental alienating behaviors, parental alienation, parent–child
contact problems

Key points for the family court community

• This article provides more precision in defining Parent–

child contact problems, Family Violence, Parental Alien-

ation, and Parental alienating behaviors.

• This article asserts that in addition to forms of violence

in families such as sexual and physical abuse and IPV,

severe PABs represent a form of FV akin to psychological

maltreatment.

• We offer a framework that prioritizes the safety of child

and victim parents, with a focus on safety in the face of

parental conduct that is damaging, possibly abusive, not

protective.

• Two recent public policy approaches to addressing

Parent–child contact problems, Kayden's Law and the

NCJFCJ/AFCC's joint statement are discussed.

Parent–child contact problems (PCCPs) refer to a spectrum of family dynamics that result in a child developing resis-

tance and sometimes refusal to have contact with one of their parents. PCCPs occur on a continuum of severity,

legal and psychological interventions have been developed to attempt to fit the nature and severity of the particular

case (Fidler & Bala, 2020, Judge & Deutsch, 2016). Some common reasons for PCCPs developing can include histori-

cally limited marginal parental involvement in the child's life, poor parental attunement to the child's needs, and the

poor handling of children's normal developmental adjustment to shared parenting arrangements (developmental and

attachment issues, dissatisfaction with current parenting arrangements, etc.). Other common reasons include chil-

dren's response to interparental conflict (aligning with a parent to cope with being caught in the middle of parental

conflict), and children's response to severe problems in parenting and coparenting.

PCCPs can be a response to family violence (FV), which is an umbrella term for various kinds of violence that

include child abuse, neglect, and intimate partner violence (IPV). Parental alienation (PA) is a type of PCCP where a

child, for no adequate or justifiable reason, expresses negative attitudes, beliefs, and behavior toward one of his/her

parents primarily due to the preferred parent's denigrating attitudes, beliefs and sabotaging behaviors. A finding of

PA should only occur when the dominant single factor contributing to the child's resistance and refusal is a pattern

of PABs by the preferred parent.

SULLIVAN ET AL. 69

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Multi-factor models of PCCPs assert that, although one factor may dominate its contribution to the PCCP, more

typically, PCCPs stem from many, interacting factors that have contributed to the current situation (Drozd &

Olesen 2004; Fidler & Bala, 2010; Johnston & Sullivan, 2020; Kelly & Johnston, 2001; Olesen, 2021). Therefore,

effective assessment and intervention requires a multi-pronged understanding and approach to the problem that

incorporates the entire family system.

PCCPs are increasing in prevalence in the family justice system, particularly in more adversarial processes such

as parenting plan evaluations and litigation (Bala et al., 2010; Harman et al., 2022; Lorandos, 2020; Marques

et al., 2020). This increasing prevalence is likely the result of several social/cultural and legal movements in the last

half century, including advocacy movements to advance awareness and interventions to protect family members

impacted by IPV, the father's rights movement and their efforts to advocate for more equal paternal involvement

and shared parenting time, and the recognition that children's voices must be meaningfully considered in legal pro-

ceedings that impact them (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020). These advocacy movements, each one laudable in their pri-

mary intent, have collided in ways that create conflicts between groups. The conflicts have trickled down to social

science researchers and practitioners in the family justice system who, in their efforts to understand the issues and

support children and families in practice, have unwittingly, replicated conflicting advocacy stances. The tensions

and conflict that begin by earnest attempts to redress inequities in the court system get further exacerbated by

adversarial court processes, contributing to further polarization as well as actual and/or perceived victimization on all

sides. The internet has widened the scope of the problem by way of unvetted sources of information, such as blog

sites, personal narratives in the public domain through books, magazines, and social media. Parents have easy access

to “unvetted information from unknown, often biased and irresponsible sources” (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020, p. 277).

Further, search algorithms operate in ways that give priority to selective information based on the individual user's

previous search history. Thus, individuals obtain information from sources that, without their awareness, reinforce

their view in a feedback loop, contributing to the polarization evident in the professional context of high conflict par-

enting disputes. Inflamed by biased perspectives and misinformation, conflicts between parents get supported and

heightened, leading to disputes that swirl around the children, increasing the risks of long-term negative sequelae for

all family members.

MANY TYPES OF PCCPs

Despite the rapidly expanding research and clinical attention given to one subtype of PCCP, parental alienation

(PA) (Lorandos, 2020; Sheehy & Lapierre, 2020), understanding how to differentiate dynamics occurring across the

spectrum of distinct but interrelated PCCPs in vulnerable separating families and intervene accordingly is still an elu-

sive enterprise in family law.

In the process of polarization, FV concepts are often pitted against those of PA, vying for endorsement as legiti-

mate social problems. There is a strong social science base regarding the negative, often traumatic, impact of IPV

and child maltreatment on children and parents who have experienced these types of Family Violence. The literature

on PA phenomena is less robust but developing quickly. For example, Harman et al., 2022 reports a 40% increase in

parental alienation research, defined broadly, since 2016. Similar trends have been reported by others

(Lorandos, 2020; Marques et al., 2020; Templer et al., 2016). It is well accepted that strategic deployment of PABs

manifest as extensions of male-controlling battering in domestic abuse situations with some frequency. Some

authors hold that parental denigration of the other parent can be another form of FV, perpetuating ongoing coercive

control in the coparental relationship through the children (Harman et al., 2021; Warshak, 2015). Others argue that

PA, a specific form of PCCP where one parent consistently and emphatically undermines the child's relationship with

the other parent, can be falsely alleged in court proceedings as a counterattack to allegations of Family Violence

(Meier et al., 2019; Milchman, 2019). These polarizations mirror the myth that a child who resists or refuses contact

with a target parent is either a victim of abuse by that parent or a victim of PABs by the preferred parent, but not
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both (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020). Cases are frequently presented in court as false dichotomies in which the child's

preferred parent is the alienator or PA perpetrator and the rejected parent is the innocent victim, or the child is

resisting or refusing access to a parent because they have been a victim of maltreatment. In fact, the PCCP may

derive from a complex interplay of multiple dynamics occurring within the family over time.

The confiscation inherent in definitions of PA juxtaposed against IPV is augmented by the fact that “concept
creep”1 has led to an ever-expanding list of behaviors and attitudes that are included in the definition of PA. As

Harman et al. (2022) note, the research literature on PA appears to be less substantial than the volumes of related

studies that capture the same phenomena using different terminologies (p. 1890). Allegations of PA are now used to

explain false allegations of child abuse or neglect against a rejected parent; to counter evidence of IPV and/or child

maltreatment; to label efforts by an abusive ex-partner; to maintain coercive control. It also responds to relocation

petitions, parental abduction situations, and over-restrictive gatekeeping of an unfriendly, unsupportive, non-

cooperative ex-partner. The lack of clarity is further confounded by the problem that no bright line exists addressing

adverse parenting practices between abuse and non-abuse in parenting plan dispute cases in family courts. Despite

agreement that a finding of IPV and/or child maltreatment precludes a finding of PA (Fidler et al., 2013), there are no

universal criteria to define these distinctions. PA itself is an ambiguous term (Pruett et al., 2023), despite assertions

otherwise by PA advocates (Bernet et al., 2010; Harman et al., 2022). Does it mean the parent is the alienator or the

child is alienated, either or both? What is the relationship between PABs and PA? Imprecise language in the defini-

tion is problematic because it sets up tautologies (the name describes the outcome it is supposed to measure), and

the lack of consensus in the field (Pruett et al., 2023) does not allow for the nuanced distinctions that would resolve

the problems of ambiguous concept names created.

This article begins with the premise that PA/PABs and Family Violence are real phenomena—and that the scope,

prevalence and developmental implications of these phenomena necessitate urgent empirical, clinical and public pol-

icy responses. For that to happen productively, the field must come together not in its beliefs, but in its definitions,

understanding the relevance of science and differentiation of how these dynamics (individually and in combination)

are imperative to assessment and subsequent delineation of appropriate interventions. Implications for assessment,

intervention, and public policy will be discussed.

TOWARD A CALCULUS OF ETHICAL PRINCIPLES FOR INTERVENTION IN
PCCP CASES

Mounting evidence exposes the developmental risks children face when one parent “shuts down” their relationship
with another parent who has not been violent (Harman et al., 2018; Von Boch-Galhau, 2018). Moreover, children

(especially very young children) benefit from having relationships with two or more good enough caregivers (Ryan

et al., 2019). Apart from the risks to child well-being, the problem of PCCPs raises a myriad of human (civil) rights

and ethical issues. The family courts have been accused of institutional gender bias and justice system practitioners

of procedural injustice in their attempts to balance the needs, claims, and rights of disputing family members who

are also victims of IPV (Meier, 2020). In these matters, accountability and transparency for case disposition follows

where a consistent set of ethical principles that guide decision-making can be articulated, especially where relevant

facts are ambiguous and social science evidence on the Best Interests of the Child (BIOC) is thin.

Family courts and dependency (juvenile) courts share several priorities in addressing IPV, child maltreatment,

and PA cases pertaining to children (Johnston, 2016). First and foremost is to protect the child from abuse and vio-

lence. Second is to secure the child's relationship with at least one parent who offers emotional security and physical

protection. This is enabled by protecting the denigrated parent's or victim's parent's security and autonomy to care

1First described by Haslam (2016), concept creep refers to the expansion of a set of harm-related concepts over time. Semantic inflation results in the

inclusion of an increasingly wide range of phenomena referring to one concept (also see Haslam et al., 2021). The “creep” often is motivated by political

actors (Sunstein, 2018) wanting to strengthen their advocacy position by broadening the sense of its breadth and influence.
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for the child. The third priority is to promote and protect the child's involvement with and access to both parents,

assuming safety and security are in place (Johnston, 2016). Moreover, the courts in democratic societies must pro-

ceed to maintain the freedom and civil rights of all individuals, including children, from undue, unwarranted, or dis-

proportionate state interference. A child-centered approach (BIOC) involves never relinquishing the first and primary

priority. The second and third priorities are revisited when safety is achieved, with the goal of achieving parental

inclusivity once safety and security are established or court orders and/or interventions are in place to support and

monitor progress toward rehabilitation and repair. This hierarchy of child protection is impossible to achieve if practi-

tioners and professionals are confused about the definitions and meanings of the terms and dynamics under consid-

eration: yet recent research suggests that this is precisely the situation.

In a large study of family court professionals, the current authors found that among 1049 experienced family law pro-

fessionals, respondents were evenly split in their belief that they understand the difference between PA-related terms

(Pruett et al., 2023). Their consensus was that PA is a valid phenomenon with PABs a common occurrence. Demonstrat-

ing the endorsement of conflicting beliefs, PA was understood to co-occur with other types of Family Violence yet there

was no consensus, and over half of respondents were undeclared about whether PA more often co-occurs in parenting

plan dispute cases alleging IPV. In all, a third of respondents believe that PA is a flawed concept, and as an example of the

confusion in the field, nearly half endorsed that PA can occur without the central defining feature of the concept (i.e., a

parent who intentionally alienates a child from the other parent). The data indicated confusion about the role of this single

dominant construct. Even with the current amount of writing and research about PA concepts, unfortunately there no

prevalence data on what is a common PCCP case where a dominant single factor of IPV, child maltreatment, or PA is

alleged and not found, so that ultimately other factors are contributing to the PCCP.

THE SINGLE-FACTOR PA THEORY

The dominant or single-factor version of PA arguments (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020; Joyce, 2019) offer a deceptively sim-

ple explanation and legal remedy: a child's unwarranted negative attitudes and behavior toward a target parent, with

whom they had a previously good relationship, are primarily due to the PABs of the preferred parent. The cause (A) is sys-

tematic programming by a favored parent; the effect (B) is manifestations of programming in the child, and the remedy

(C) in severe situations is change of parenting time to the target parent and isolating the child from the preferred parent.

This transfer was reported as being “very effective” in “severe” cases of PA (Harman et al., 2022, Warshak, 2010), as

were orders for the child to spend more time with the rejected parent (Warshak, 2019). However, the single-factor theory

assumes that child abuse and IPV have been ruled out, as have alternative explanations for PCCPs. Yet clinical experi-

ences reveal that PA and FV dynamics often exist in tandem, and court evaluations are rife with clinicians trying to sepa-

rate the contributing factors to recommend interventions. In addition, many PCCP cases have no evidence of either FV

or PA/PABs (even though one or both may be alleged). Clearly, the A-B-C theory does not adequately account for con-

text, as does the multi-systemic theory below. Moreover, research is lacking that contains clear definitions of PA/PABs,

showing there are not clear distinctions between the concepts and their concomitant behaviors and outcomes.

Problems arise when practitioners and legal professionals overstate the social science evidence under pressure

of scholar advocacy for decisions, assume a deterministic rather than a probabilistic relationship among the variables

contributing to A and B above, confuse association with causation, and confuse ideology with scientifically derived

evidence. If this confusion is influencing the field, then we cannot expect better outcomes for the children and fami-

lies with whom we are working clinically or legally.

THE MULTIPLE-FACTOR PCCP THEORY

The literature on PCCPs provide several multi-factor, system-based models that identify the complex interplay of

many factors within individual family members (personality vulnerability in parents, child temperament, age),
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between family members (interparental conflict, pathological parent–child attachment), extended family influences

(grandparents, new relationships), and factors external to the family (involvement by mental health professionals,

court, or social service agencies) that can contribute to PCCPs (Kelly & Johnston, 2001; Johnston & Sullivan, 2020).

These models caution family justice professionals against making prior assumptions about any singular or dominant

“cause” of a child's rejection of a parent in any case. This is particularly when other specified factors are present and

rather encourage an approach to these cases that systematically assesses all factors that contributed to the current

family dynamics to effectively intervene in any particular case. Drozd et al. (2020), for instance, suggest a decision

tree that includes consideration of normal developmental affinities for one parent over another at various ages and

stages, responses to abuse (child, IPV, parent substance abuse), child vulnerabilities stemming from childhood experi-

ences or problems, and parenting difficulties such as behaviors toward the child that are too rigid or lax, overinvolved

and intrusive, mis-attuned, or denigrating of the other parent. Fidler & Ward (2016) describes factors that differenti-

ate characteristics and severity of the PCCPs, and models for gathering and analyzing information garnered about a

particular family in a structured and consistent manner. Another approach posits four primary factors that predict

outcomes in treatment (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020).

According to this multi-factor theory, an array of developmental and problematic factors can combine to create

an alliance with one parent against the other. PABs by the preferred parent is an important but not necessarily the

dominant factor accounting for PCCPs characterized by children's resistance or refusal of contact with a parent

following parental separation. The context of behaviors and emotions of all family members include influences on

children's negative stance toward one parent deriving from child, parent, coparent, parent–child, sibling, and multi-

generation (e.g., grandparent) characteristics.

Even in the more prevalent types of PCCP situations, for example where a child's response to IPV or parenting

problems, including maltreatment, is the dominant factor in a child's resistance to contact with a parent compared to

the less prevalent situation where the PABs by the favored parent is the dominant single factor in a child's resistance

to a parent, approaching cases with an “anchoring bias” is likely to lead to errors in accurately identifying critical case

dynamics. An anchoring bias is an assumption or bias that we generate as our first impression of a case. It's our initial

“take” and sets up the likelihood of another common cognitive bias, confirmatory bias, where we selectively collect

and evaluate information to confirm the initial bias (Simon & Stahl, 2014). Anchoring biases may dominate for a vari-

ety of reasons, including but not limited to insufficient professional training in assessment of all topics related to

PCCP cases, professional practices that have a specific emphasis (particularly IPV and PA), personal experiences that

impact views, media information sources that are biased, and an ongoing predominant association with advocacy

positions or groups. This latter example is known as the “echo-chamber phenomenon”.2 By participating in an echo

chamber, people are exposed solely to information that reinforces their existing views without encountering oppos-

ing views, potentially resulting in an unintended exercise in confirmation bias. Echo chambers may entrench social

advocacy positions and extremism, which trickle down to all of our social institutions, including the family justice

system.

Preventing these source biases can be helped by assuming a multifactor approach to data collection and analysis

with four recommendations: (a) approaching each case individually and testing multiple hypotheses while collecting

information and considering both confirming and disconfirming data; (b) using structured protocols and checklists for

screening and assessment (e.g., B-SAFER for IPV – Storey et al., 2014; Kebbell, 2019; Decision Making Trees for Par-

enting Plans and Custody Evaluations—Drozd et al., 2013; structured data collection for PCCPs—Fidler &

Ward, 2016); (c) training in all areas of study relevant to PCCPs, especially those areas of subspecialty with which

the professional is less familiar; and (d) engaging with professionals from other specialties that emphasize or advo-

cate positions in the field.

2“… an echo chamber refers to situations in which beliefs are amplified or reinforced by communication and repetition inside a closed system and insulated

from rebuttal”. Echo chambers limit exposure to diverse perspectives, and reinforce presupposed narratives and ideologies. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Echo_chamber_(media)#:�:text=In%20news%20media%20and%20social,system%20and%20insulated%20from%20rebuttal.
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In clinical roles, professional guidelines offer considerations for best practices, such as the Guidelines for Court

Involved Therapy created by a Task Force of the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts (AFCC, 2009) and

(also see the white paper article regarding the Guidelines by Fidnick et al., 2011). The Guidelines enumerate best

practices that include assessing levels of court involvement, identifying professional responsibilities, maintaining

advanced training and competency levels, avoiding multiple relationships that could represent a conflict of interest,

making clear fee arrangements, obtaining informed consent, maintaining privacy, confidentiality and privilege, follow-

ing recommended procedures and methods, keeping appropriate documentation, and paying attention to what is

communicated to whom in a case. These guidelines attempt to support professionals acting in a child's best interests

at the highest level of professional responsibility, that focuses on holding multiple hypotheses and engaging in proce-

dures that are comprehensive, balanced, fair, and sensitive to ethical dilemmas rife in psycho-legal work.

CONCEPTUAL DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN PCCPS, PA, IPV AND CHILD
MALTREATMENT

We have argued that PCCPs include a complex spectrum of issues that can result in a child developing resistance

and refusal to have contact with a parent. PCCPs are not equivalent to PA, IPV, or child maltreatment. In fact, from

our clinical experience, cases where a dominant single factor drives a PCCP, such as FV or PA, are not as prevalent

nor as challenging to address as are cases where multiple factors contribute to the problem. Even more challenging

and quite common are the PCCP cases where neither FV nor PA are “found,” and there is a mandate (by agreement

of the parents or the court) to address the PCCP by working to reconnect the rejected parent and child. In these

cases, children resist and refuse contact with a parent without an abuse-related reason, yet behave and express neg-

ative opinions adamantly and often vehemently. Whereas both parents can be assessed to support the child's rela-

tionship with the rejected parent, the child's well-being is pitted against the rejected parent's desire for a

relationship, eliciting angst among all members of the family triad and professionals involved.

WHY THESE DISTINCTIONS MATTER

While debates about definitions and appropriate interventions swirl within scholarly circles, (Bernet et al., 2010;

Meier et al., 2019; Milchman et al., 2020; Nielsen, 2018; Warshak, 2020; Harman et al., 2022, Fidler & Bala, 2020,

Hardesty and Ogolsky, 2020) in the trenches of the family courts and with professionals who work in these complex,

real-world cases, the impact of poorly managed increasingly intractable PCCPs on children are experienced in our

daily work. Cases presenting with child maltreatment, intimate partner violence and parental alienation all create

challenges, risk, and complexity to understanding and intervening in the case. Lost in these debates is that many

types of PCCPs can contribute to extremely adverse child developmental impacts. A wrong decision can result in a

child's loss of bonds to one or both parents (Warshak, 2019). Waiting too long to figure out what is happening in the

family can lead to entrenchment of the child's avoidance of the rejected parent. Multi-generational consequences

may include loss of extended kin relationships. At the severe end of the risk continuum, safety risks such as a child

living in the exclusive care of a disturbed or abusive parent or death, highlight the ultimate potential risk to children

in these cases (Meier et al., 2019). Also tragic are “parentectomy” outcomes where a parent and their side of the

family are expunged from a child's life by the ongoing campaign of PABs perpetrated by another parent

(Baker, 2005).

With so much at stake, it is imperative to maximize concept precision, accurate assessment, and treatment plan-

ning as early in the identification of PCCPs as possible. The likelihood of these pernicious outcomes is minimized

when professionals correctly understand and assess the problem while recommending appropriate treatments. With

overlapping characteristics in subtypes of PCCPs, the risk of assessment errors are high when referring a family for
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PA intervention without recognizing that restrictive gatekeeping behaviors (Austin et al., 2013) can serve as the pro-

tective basis for one parent cutting off another from a child, and can risk doing further damage to the family. Simi-

larly, in some cases, missing one parent's controlling and coercive behaviors that damage or severe a child's

relationship with an adequate parent has damaging consequences that are very difficult to mend.

PARENTAL ALIENATION

We have asserted above that the definition of PA is often missing the context central to the concept. PA is used to

refer to the alienating behavior of the parent, the characteristics of an alienated child, and a theory of how alienation

occurs. PA refers to family situations where a child, for no adequate or justifiable reason, expresses negative atti-

tudes, beliefs, and behavior toward one of his/her parents primarily due to the preferred parent's denigrating

attitudes, beliefs and sabotaging behaviors (Baker, 2005; Bernet et al., 2010; Gardner, 2002). We argue that PA is a

type of PCCP where the dominant single factor contributing to the child's resistance and refusal is a pattern of PABs

by the preferred parent. When the PCCP has multiple contributions, these cases are not PA cases; they are another

type of PCCP case. Similarly, child estrangement is a type of PCCP, where the dominant single factor contributing to

the child's resistance and refusal to have contact with a parent is a response to the rejected parent's behaviors (past

or current). These can be child maltreatment, intimate partner violence, or deficient parenting practices, including

PABs by the rejected parent.

What are parental alienating behaviors (PABs)?

PABs are defined as “an ongoing pattern of observable negative attitudes, beliefs and behaviors of one parent

(or agent) that denigrate, demean, vilify, malign, ridicule, or dismiss the child's other parent … together with the rela-

tive absence of observable positive attitudes and behaviors, (affirming the other parent's love/concern for the child,

and the potential to develop and maintain the child's safe, supportive and affectionate relationship with the other

parent)” (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020, p. 283). Harman et al. (2018) further state that PABs are not discrete events,

they are enacted over time and alongside other behaviors with the intent of hurting, damaging or destroying the chi-

ld's relationship with that parental figure and/or that parental figure themselves.

PABs are observable behaviors by parents that can contribute to a child's emotional distancing or rejection of

one or both parents. For example, in some cases, PABs have a damaging impact on the child's relationship with both

parents (Rowen & Emery, 2019). In higher conflict shared parenting arrangements or in cases where the child has

more of an alliance with one parent (stronger attachment, more dependency, more parenting time, etc.), the impact

of parents who engage in PABs typically have a differential effect on the other parent–child relationship, creating an

“unholy alliance” (Johnston et al., 2009). This further reinforces the child's negative view and rejection of the parent

with whom the child is not aligned. Professionals in family law consider PABs to be emotionally damaging to a child

(Pruett et al., 2023), which when severe, are a form of child maltreatment and FV characterized by coercive control

(Von Boch Galhau, 2018; Harman, et.al., 2018; Harman, et al. 2020; Milchman et al., 2020).

WHAT IS FAMILY VIOLENCE (FV)?

In this article, we define Family Violence as child maltreatment (physical, sexual, emotional) and intimate partner vio-

lence (IPV) which has traumatic impact on the domestic partner and on the child both through direct and indirect

exposure (AFCC Guidelines for Examining IPV, 2016; also see the Battered Women's Justice Project, https://bwjp.

org). We further assert that in addition to these forms of violence, severe PABs occurring in parenting plan dispute
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cases, is a form of FV akin to psychological maltreatment. The American Professional Society on the Abuse of Chil-

dren (APSAC) defines psychological maltreatment as “a repeated pattern or extreme incident(s) of caretaker behavior

that thwart the child's basic psychological needs (e.g., safety, socialization, emotional and social support, cognitive

stimulation, and respect) and convey a child is worthless, defective, damaged goods, unloved, unwanted, endangered,

primarily useful in meeting another's needs, and/or expendable” (APSAC, 2019). Legal definitions vary across states

and may include both indicators of the perpetrator's behavior and the effects on the child, more often focusing on

the child's outcomes.

Six subtypes of psychological maltreatment are identified, with the one most relevant to the present paper being

Exploiting/Corrupting. This describes caregiver acts that encourage the child to develop inappropriate behaviors and

attitudes (i.e., self-destructive, antisocial, criminal, deviant, or other maladaptive behaviors). Among others, these acts

are characterized as modeling, permitting, or encouraging betrayal or being cruel to another person. These acts also

subject the child to belittling, degrading, and rejecting treatment of parents, siblings, and extended kin, coercing the

child's submission through extreme over-involvement, intrusiveness, or dominance, and manipulating or micro-

managing the child's life (e.g., inducing guilt, fostering anxiety, threatening withdrawal of love, placing a child in a

double bind in which the child is doomed to fail or disappoint, or disorienting the child by stating something is true/

false when it patently is not). The acts may contain emotional unresponsiveness (ignoring) and Isolating, with the lat-

ter being caregiver acts that consistently and unreasonably deny the child opportunities to meet needs for inter-

acting/communicating with peers or adults inside or outside the home (APSAC, 2019).

In accord with our own assertions, APSAC's definition suggests that severe PABs reach the level of child mal-

treatment. The pattern of regular denigration aimed at controlling the child's access to the other adequate parent

and negatively impacting their affection for that parent exploits and corrupts that parent–child's relationship. Such

parental behaviors are detrimental to the welfare of children. The implication of a child's rejection of a parent in

response to PABs from the other parent are without basis for physical and psychological protection and are maladap-

tive. This must be handled by courts and practitioners as a situation of abuse.

What is the distinction between other subtypes of FV and PABs?

As noted, PABs are problematic and harmful to children because they promote enmeshment or other problematic

parenting behavior but may or may not rise to the level of child maltreatment. These behaviors deprive children of

positive parenting and create conditions in which children's sense of security to both parents is undermined. Children

having two (or more) secure relationships to parents is more favorable than having one or none (Sagi & Van

IJzendoorn, 1996; Lamb, 2021). Moreover, when parents are in conflict and adolescents feel caught between them,

they are less likely to feel close to both parents, which is associated with poor adjustment (Buchanan et al., 1991). In

this way, extreme patterns of PABs are part and parcel of child maltreatment. These PABs constitute a form of coer-

cive control perpetrated against the other parent through the coparenting relationship. For example, false allegations

of FV (IPV, child maltreatment and PAB's) can create turmoil and trauma in the family and contribute to the tempo-

rary disruption or permanent loss of an adequate parent. They are also a form of coercive control because they

exploit the child as a tool of the perpetrator against their other parent (Harman, et al. 2018; Drew, 2022). But some-

times the false, distorted allegations against a co-parent are evoked by paranoid beliefs or delusions that the parent

cannot separate from reality; more often than not, the child cannot separate them either. The damaging outcome

calls into question whether a conscious, malicious motivation is a necessary condition of perpetrating FV in all its

forms. The parent's behavior must be considered as an issue of abuse regardless of intent, so that outcome/impact is

given precedence over intent.

Whether PABs reach the level to constitute FV depends not only on intent, but on severity and context. Not all

parental behaviors that resemble PABs are indicative of FV and some can be protective of a child and a preferred

parent (Milchman, 2021). However, PABs can be part of a coercive and controlling pattern with a co-parent and/or

76 FAMILY COURT REVIEW

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



coincide psychological maltreatment of a child. The problem exists most powerfully in the gray zone where no domi-

nant single factor for the child's rejection of a parent is assessed. There are no clear demarcations about when the

kinds of damaging parenting behaviors inherent in high conflict divorce or separations among psychologically vulner-

able parents are frequent enough, severe enough, or impactful enough that the behaviors become a pattern that slips

into the red zone of PA, IPV and child maltreatment. These are the cases in which controversy festers and repro-

duces time and again in the family courts.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR ASSESSMENT AND INTERVENTIONS IN
PCCP CASES

Differential assessment

Adding to the challenges and controversies of asserting that PABs can be a form of FV, parental behaviors alleged to

be PABs can be protective of a child (Milchman, 2022). That is, the same observable parental behaviors, such as not

supporting contact with the other parent, can have different intent and impact depending on the familial context in

which they occur. The extreme examples of a parent filing a restraining order or making a report of child abuse

exemplifies this issue. These actions can be appropriate and necessary on the part of a parent to protect themselves

and their child from FV. That same action, particularly if malicious, can have a devastating impact on the other par-

ent's contact and relationship with their child. In fact, the intent of the parent's action may be protective or well-

meaning rather than malicious and coercively controlling, but such protection can be damaging. Take, for example,

the parent who misinterprets the behavior of the other parent as dangerous or abusive due to residue of their own

past trauma experience or the child's distorted reports of their experience with the other parent, what happens when

that parent takes action with the court based on these distortions? With the child initiating or supporting the views

of the parent engaging in that behavior, a determination that the behavior constitutes PABs is more challenging to

prove. Family court professionals are faced with determining these crucial distinctions in cases where a PCCP is pre-

sent, but its genesis is unclear. The possible mis-assessment of what type of PCCP is occurring puts the child's wel-

fare at risk and complicates efforts of professional help working in the family courts, thus, increasing professional

risk and exacerbating the conflict. (Warshak, 2020).

An additional challenge of differentiating PABs from protective parenting behaviors is that the child's voice,

which is critical to the determination of their best interests, is typically aligned with the views of the parent alleging

IPV or child maltreatment by the other parent. In these cases, it is our experience that the child's voice can have a

biasing impact on child protective service involvement that favors a finding of those forms of FV. Finally, child pro-

tective service investigations typically make findings of whether abuse/neglect have occurred and rarely address

false allegations as PABs that are emotionally/psychologically abusive to a child. This investigative bias can result in

the greater likelihood of multiple false allegations by a parent and/or “forum shopping” as they receive no negative

consequences for that psychological maltreatment of the child.

An encouraging approach that assists the differential assessment of parenting behaviors that contribute to

PCCPs has been provided by Madelyn Milchman (2022). The author's protocol assists in the clinical and forensic

assessment of the causes of parental rejection in parenting plan dispute cases. The Multidimensional Assessment of

Causes of Parent Rejection (MAP) provides a schema to assist the interpretation of data collection to help differenti-

ate protective parenting behaviors and PABs (Milchman, 2021). The MAP model lists behaviors that have been iden-

tified as PABs in the social science literature, asking the question, “What else could cause a parent to engage in that

behavior?” It encourages a deeper investigation of parental behaviors that can help discern whether a particular

behavior, such as contact interference, bad mouthing, or allegations of FV by a parent are PABs or protective paren-

tal behaviors. Similarly, it encourages an investigation to interpret whether child behaviors in a specific case, (such as

making allegations of abuse, providing frivolous reasons or borrowed scenarios to justify their rejection of a parent),
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show complete lack of ambivalence in their negative views of a rejected parent. Further, does the child ally with the

preferred parent, or respond in a disproportionately rejective way? Is the child's behavior consistent with an abuse-

related response, influenced by PABs, or in response to other factors impacting the child within or outside the family

system? The MAP protocol has the benefit of providing assessment guidance for each potential cause of a PCCP, it

organizes them sequentially, incorporates external evidence, and makes a review of the expert's evidence more

transparent by requiring the weighing of corroborating and disconfirming evidence. This assumption supports a

sequential approach to assessment in PCCP cases where IPV and child maltreatment is distinguished and prioritized

over PABs in all cases. That anchoring bias does not acknowledge that in some cases, PABs can be extremely harmful

and traumatic to children and abusive to the perpetrator's coparent, so individual case analysis of the presence,

severity, and impact of PABs (which are by definition not protective), must be integrated into an analysis, even as

safety is prioritized in assessment.

A challenge in the differential assessment of PCCPs of all types, particularly where none of the forms of FV (IPV,

child maltreatment and PABs) are found, determines the presence and severity of multiple factors within and outside

the family system that are contributing to PCCPs. For instance, even if non-abusive, adverse parenting practices on

either or both parents' part, can be harmful to children and promote resistance to contact with a parent, thus contrib-

uting to PCCPs. The determination of their severity and impact is critical to designing appropriate interventions.

Some current models provide useful differentiation of aspects of family system dynamics that are relevant to

assessing the severity of the PCCP and the vital importance of maintaining a “safety first” stance throughout assess-

ment and intervention (Johnston, 2016). These assist in determinations of prognosis and implementation of appropri-

ate legal and psychological interventions.

Measurable aspects of individual behavior (parent and child), relationship patterns (parent–child, coparenting)

along with other factors internal to the family system (the health/pathology of family narratives, extended family

involvement, etc.) and external to the family (adversarial court involvement, the quality and effectiveness of clinical

interventions), are identified in systematic assessment models by several authors (Judge & Deutsch, 2016; Fidler &

Ward, 2016; Johnston & Sullivan, 2020; Drozd et al., 2013). These multi-factor models can make the assessment of

PCCPs more accurate, which can help legal and psychological interventions better fit the subtype identified

(Walters & Friedlander, 2016). Drozd and colleagues have provided a stepwise sequential approach to decision-

making about PCCP, which puts child and parent safety first. This guards against anchoring biases in cases that are

multi-determined. Moreover, it assists with the sequencing of interventions and highlights ongoing review of the

focus of goals and objectives of interventions and its effectiveness (Drozd et al., 2022).

Clinical interventions

Some IPV advocates assert that even interventions that address the subtypes of PCCPs where IPV is not the domi-

nant factor should not be undertaken (e.g., Mercer, 2021). They make the argument that these interventions lack any

scientific support of safety and effectiveness necessary to intervene responsibly and ethically. We believe that this

stance is flawed for a number of reasons. First, a standard that places a threshold for clinical intervention that

requires evidence-based treatment and has randomized controlled trials (RTC) of specific intervention protocols with

rigorously identified samples of patients that measure safety and effectiveness before they can be employed, is an

unattainable standard for virtually all existing court-involved interventions (Boaz & Davies, 2019; Greenberg

et al., 2019; Pruett et al., 2021, Drozd, et.al., 2022). If this standard was applied to interventions addressing the spec-

trum of PCCP cases, none, including those that are currently employed to cases of IPV, would meet those standards.

Further, applying this standard would preclude the development and use of interventions in social science that are

already accepted in our field but have not previously been applied to family court situations. These legal and clinical

interventions are usually supported by evidence-based practices from other areas of practice that are then applied

to the family law population. They are “evidence-informed” treatments.
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While the interventions are not evidence-based for this new application, it is a step in the right direction for

learning which of them are effective with family court populations. Greenberg et al. quote that the American Psycho-

logical Association definition of evidence-based practice (APA, 2021) is “the integration of the best available

research with clinical expertise in the context of patient characteristics, culture and preferences.” This science-

informed standard is the standard of practice for most, if not all, roles and interventions in the family justice system

(Greenberg et al. 2019; Greenberg et al., 2021), including court-involved therapy, co-parenting counseling, parenting

coordination, parenting plan evaluation, mediation and interventions with court-involved populations that present

with trauma, interparental conflict, special needs children, substance misuse issues and FV. Though caution is pru-

dent, including a rigorous risk/benefit analysis of intervening, prohibiting interventions for a large and vulnerable

population because no evidence-base is yet established, is to make “the perfect” enemy of the good.

The development of clinical interventions specifically designed to address the spectrum of PCCPs is no excep-

tion to this common trajectory. They apply a variety of existing evidence-informed treatments, including interven-

tions that are psychoeducational (Moran, et.al, 2019), trauma-informed (Deutsch et al., 2020), culturally informed

(Harris-Britt, et al., 2021) coping or skills-based approaches such as family systems (Lebow& Reckart, 2007;

Greenberg & Lebow, 2016; Faust, 2018), and child-centered conjoint therapy (Greenberg et.al, 2016).

Given the limitations and realities of research on legal and psychological interventions in the family justice sys-

tem in general, responsible interventions for PCCPs should be tailored to fit proportionately to the severity and type

of case. For example, unless the PABs are both determined not to be protective of the child and to have the severity

of child abuse and psychological maltreatment, removing the child from the favored parent's care is not a proportion-

ate response. Neither is intervening to protect the child in this situation as emotional harm is occurring, in which case

a proportionate response at least initially, should be an evidence-informed family systems intervention (Judge &

Deutsch, 2016; Walters & Friedlander, 2016).

A family-systems, strengths-based treatment model responds to the primary mission of family courts creating

parenting plans that include both parents, but only after ensuring both physical protection and emotional security

are in place for the child and at least one parent who can keep the child safe and secure. In fact, with the “Best Inter-
ests” of the child as the objective, principled decision-making involves pursuing four priorities in sequence: (1) protec-

tion of the child from harm, (2) security of the child's relationship with a non-offending parent, and (3) accountability

and reparation of any violation of the child's lived-experience by an offending parent(s), before attempting (4) inclu-

sion, that is reconciliation and reunification of the child with an offending parent.

There are controversies that inevitably arise from this task, as critiques of the approach assert that particular

interventions cannot rely on a sufficient evidence-base to support the verification of successful practice. Yet, John-

ston (2016), in reviewing the Overcoming Barriers treatment approach to situations where a child strongly and per-

sistently resists or refused contact with one parent for little or no substantial reason states, “the approach draws

upon the collective experience of well-seasoned clinicians and is informed by a wide range of research evidence and

appears to be relevant to understanding and treating these kinds of problems” (p. 307). This is consistent with

science-informed practice. We believe that careful analysis and grounding in evidence-based literature argues for

cautious but forward movement, since “doing nothing” is usually too costly for children and families in need of

immediate treatment.

Public policy implications

Two recent public policy approaches to the controversies in the family justice system as it struggles to address the

challenges and complexity of PCCP cases are compared in this section. One is Kayden's Law (2022), which was a

specific add-on language to the Federal omnibus funding bill called the Violence against Women Act (VAWA) of

2022. Kayden's Law prohibits funding associated with the bill for states that acknowledge Parental Alienation as part

of the spectrum of types of PCCP. It is based on flawed premises which appear to originate largely from one
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preliminary and controversial study (Meier, 2020; Harman & Lorandos 2021; Meier, et al. 2022) and a successful

last-minute lobbying effort by a singularly focused advocacy group in Congress just prior to the bill's passage.

There are several problematic impacts of the bill's potential adoption at the state level. First, interventions that

seek to address any other subtype of PCCP than those where IPV is present are precluded. The legislation further

proposes that judges be prohibited from using their discretion of court-based interventions that have a goal of

reunification to a rejected parent where domestic violence has been found to have been perpetrated by that parent

at any time. It does not take into consideration the severity of the abuse, the impact of the abuse (precludes a

trauma-informed approach), current or future safety issues, any relevant factors in the child's experience in the cus-

todial parent's home (adverse parenting, mental health/substance misuse issues, attachment issues, etc.), and any

meaningful positive changes in the abusive parent that may have occurred over time – perhaps as a result of effec-

tive treatment. Most concerning is that Kayden's Law mandates for federal funding of programs at the state level

appear to extend to all child custody cases where PCCPs are present, not just those where domestic abuse is pre-

sent. This ignores the huge variety and severity of cases, and contributing factors that we have detailed throughout

this article.

Second, training in any topic areas relevant to PCCP other than domestic abuse is not permitted if states want

funding. Not surprisingly, PABs are not acknowledged as a possible form of FV, and training in our current under-

standing of PA as a type of PCCP is mandated not to be included. Third, discretion of judges is limited in PCCP cases

to both restrict the existing parenting time for the preferred parent, and to order interventions that address the

problems in the family system. For all of these reasons, it is our view that if adopted by states, Kayden's Law will

have an adverse effect—not just on cases of PA—but on all cases where families need legal or clinical interventions

to address the broad range of PCCP types described in this article.

Another public policy approach was recently published in a joint statement by the Association of Family and

Conciliation Courts (AFCC) and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) (AFCC &

NCJFCJ, 2022). In contrast to Kayden's Law, the statement was authored by a joint organization, multi-disciplinary

task force, who took two years to finalize the statement. It was informed by a survey of 1049 members of both orga-

nizations (Pruett et al. 2023), integrated the available social science on PCCPs, and formally approved by the mem-

bership of both organizations.

The NCJFCJ/AFCC joint statement identifies some central problems in the family justice system's efforts to

address PCCPs as hampered by “gendered and politicized assumptions that either parental alienation or intimate

partner violence is the determinative issue” and “a lack of understanding of different perspectives, education among

family law professionals and resources” (p. 1). It provides the following considerations and recommendations to fam-

ily court professionals that are in contrast to the mandates of Kayden's Law and consistent with the points of this

article:

1. In terms of prioritizing the safety of children and parents, “A paramount focus of practitioners working with

parent-child contact problems should be to promote safety, interests, rights and well-being of children and their

parents/caregivers at all socio-economic levels” Addressing the priority of safety: “Parent child contact issues,

once identified, should be uniquely screened for safety and family risk factors, including the severity, frequency

and impact”. The risk factors identified include PABs.

2. Addressing screening and assessment in PCCP cases, the statement supports the consideration of all factors that

may contribute to PCCPs, and it includes PABs in safety assessment and in professional training to effectively

work with families where a PCCP exists. It notes the limitations of relying on social science in the complexities of

real-world practice and stresses the importance of examining each case uniquely, to intervene in an effective,

child-focused manner.

3. With regard to interventions, the statement supports when referring, recommending or ordering services and

interventions for PCCP cases, that they should be proportionate, accessible and accountable.
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4. Relevant to professional training, the statement includes PA in a comprehensive list of topic areas relevant to

increase the competence and specialized knowledge necessary to work with PCCPs.

CONCLUSION

As if PCCPs were not complicated enough to assess and treat, the lack of conceptual clarity within the field about

their subtypes is a significant problem that hinders more effective progress being made to help families facing these

painful, often intractable dynamics, with devastating consequences. Since concepts are tools to guide understanding

and treatment, increasing their precision is critical to their utility. This article provides greater precision in the distinc-

tions and overlaps between subtypes of FV (IPV, child maltreatment and PA/PABs).

A multi-factor approach to assessment that guards against anchoring biases is essential to the differential diag-

nosis of subtypes of PCCP. This concept development can help prevent the weaponization of these concepts that

frequently occurs in the legal adversarial court contexts that address these issues. We believe it will deter the con-

cept creep that blurs distinctions so that concepts can be argued to be true and false, especially because their defini-

tions become so broad that exceptions and variations are easily identified in every circumstance.

The data is clear: PCCPs are prevalent, harmful to children, and vexing to the family justice system. A differential

assessment is critical to designing and implementing proportionate, effective legal and psychological interventions in

these complex cases. If PABs are severe, they, like other forms of harmful parenting behaviors, are psychologically

abusive to children and can be coercive and controlling to the rejected parent. Therefore, efforts to better differenti-

ate parental behaviors that are alienating or protective like those described in this article are critical.

This article focuses on the definitional clarity needed to support the development of appropriate assessment

and effective intervention even when complex dynamics threaten to obscure the clarity sought. Professional under-

standing of the overlaps and distinctions between PABs, PA, IPV, child maltreatment needs to be augmented. Public

policy support of research, practice, and training on all types of PCCPs, best serve the interest of children and

families in the family justice system.

ORCID

Marsha Kline Pruett https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1693-8373

REFERENCES

AFCC Task Force on Court-involved Therapy. (2009). Guidelines for court-involved therapy. Family Court Review, 49(3),

564–581 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2011.01393.x

AFCC and NCJFCJ. (2022).Joint statement on parent-child contact problems. Retrieved from https://www.afccnet.org/

Resource-Center/Center-for-Excellence-in-Family-Court-Practice/afcc-and-ncjfcj-joint-statement-on-parent-child-contact-

problems (January 23, 2023).

American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children. (2019). Practice guidelines on the investigation and determination

of suspected maltreatment of children and adolescents. Retrieved from https://www.apsac.org/single-post/2019/08/

16/apsac-announces-revisions-to-its-definitions-of-psychological-maltreatment-and-adds-a-cau (January 3, 2023).

Association of Family and Conciliation Courts. (2016). Guidelines for examining intimate partner violence: A supplement

to the AFCC model standards of practice for child custody. https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/PDF/Guidelines%20for

%20Examining%20Intimate%20Partner%20Violence%20(1).pdf?ver=7EXH-_wzs2YkbfqOls60LA%3D%3D (January 23,

2023).

Austin, W., Pruett, M. K., Kirkpatrick, H. D., Flens, J. R. & Gould, J. W. (2013), Parental Gatekeeping and child custody access

evaluation Part I: Conceptual framework, research and application. Family Court Review, 51(3), 485–501.
Baker, A. J. L. (2005). Parent alienation strategies: A qualitative study of adults who experienced parental alienation as a

child. American Journal of Forensic Psychology, 23(4), 41–63.
Bala, N., Hunt, S., & McCarney, C. (2010). Parental alienation in Canadian court cases 1989-2008. Family Court Review,

48(1), 164–179. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2009.01296.x

SULLIVAN ET AL. 81

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1693-8373
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1693-8373
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2011.01393.x
https://www.afccnet.org/Resource-Center/Center-for-Excellence-in-Family-Court-Practice/afcc-and-ncjfcj-joint-statement-on-parent-child-contact-problems
https://www.afccnet.org/Resource-Center/Center-for-Excellence-in-Family-Court-Practice/afcc-and-ncjfcj-joint-statement-on-parent-child-contact-problems
https://www.afccnet.org/Resource-Center/Center-for-Excellence-in-Family-Court-Practice/afcc-and-ncjfcj-joint-statement-on-parent-child-contact-problems
https://www.apsac.org/single-post/2019/08/16/apsac-announces-revisions-to-its-definitions-of-psychological-maltreatment-and-adds-a-cau
https://www.apsac.org/single-post/2019/08/16/apsac-announces-revisions-to-its-definitions-of-psychological-maltreatment-and-adds-a-cau
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/PDF/Guidelines%20for%20Examining%20Intimate%20Partner%20Violence%20(1).pdf?ver=7EXH-_wzs2YkbfqOls60LA%3D%3D
https://www.afccnet.org/Portals/0/PDF/Guidelines%20for%20Examining%20Intimate%20Partner%20Violence%20(1).pdf?ver=7EXH-_wzs2YkbfqOls60LA%3D%3D
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2009.01296.x


Bernet, W., Von Boch-Galhau, W., Baker, A. J., & Morrison, S. L. (2010). Parental alienation, DSM-V, and ICD-11. The Ameri-

can Journal of Family Therapy, 38(2), 76–187. https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180903586583
Boaz, A., & Davies, H. (Eds.). (2019). What works now? Evidence-informed policy and practice. Policy Press.

Buchanan, C. M., Maccoby, E. E., & Dornbusch, S. M. (1991). Caught between parents: Adolescents' experience in divorced

homes. Child Development, 62(5), 1008–1029. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1991.tb01586.x
Deutsch, R. Drozd, L., Ajoku, C. (2020). Trauma-informed interventions in parent-child contact cases, Family Court Review,

58(2), 470–487. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12483
Drew, M. (2022) Gender Credibility and Culture: The impacy on women accused of alienation. In Mercer, J. Drew, M. (Eds.),

Challenging Parental Alienation, New directions for professionals and parents (pp.159–172). New York: Routledge

Drozd, L.M. & Olesen, N.W. (2004). Is it abuse, alienation, and/or estrangement? A decision tree. Journal of Child Custody:

Applying Research to Parenting and Assessment Practice and Policies, 1(3), 65–106, https://doi.org/10.1300/

J190v01n03_05.

Drozd, L. M., Olesen, N. W., & Saini, M. A. (2013). Parenting plan and child custody evaluations: Using decision trees to increase

evaluator competence and avoid preventable errors. Sarasota: Professional Resource Press/Professional Resource

Exchange.

Drozd, L. M., Deutsch, R. M., & Donner, D. A. (2020). Parenting coordination in cases involving intimate partner violence.

Family Court Review, 58(3), 774–792. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12512
Drozd, L.M., Saini, M. & Carson (2022) An evidence-informed decision tree for intervening in Parent-child contact problems,

Association of Family and Conciliation Courts annual conference, Chicago.

Faust, J. (2018) Reunification family therapy: A treatment manual. Hogrefe Publishing.

Fidler, B. J., & Bala, N. (2010). Children resisting postseparation contact with a parent: Concepts, controversies, and conun-

drums. Family Court Review, 48(1), 10–47. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2009.01287.x
Fidler, B. J., & Bala, N. (2020). Concepts, controversies and conundrums of “alienation:” Lessons learned in a decade and

reflections on challenges ahead. Family Court Review, 58(2), 576–603. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12488
Fidler, B. J., Bala, N., & Saini, M. (2013). Children who resist post-separation parental contact: A differatial approach for legal

and mental health professionals. New York: Oxford University Press.

Fidler, B. J., & Ward, P. (2016). Clinical decision-making in parent–child contact problem cases: Tailoring the intervention the

family's needs. In Judge, A., & Deutsch, R. M. (Eds.). Overcoming Parent-child contact problems: Family-based interventions

for resistance, rejection, and alienation (pp. 13–62). New York: Oxford University Press.

Fidnick, L. S., Koch, K. A., Greenberg, L. R., & Sullivan, M. (2011). Association of family and conciliation courts white paper

guidelines for court-involved therapy: A best practice approach for mental health professionals. Family Court Review,

49(3), 557–563. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2011.01401.x
Gardner, R. A. (2002). Parental alienation syndrome vs. parental alienation: which diagnosis should evaluators use in child-

custody disputes? American Journal of Family Therapy, 30(2), 93–115. https://doi.org/10.1080/019261802753573821
Greenberg. L.R., Doi Fick, L., Schnider, R.A. (2016) Catching them before too much damage is done. Early interventions with

resistance-refusal dynamics. Family Court Review 54(4), 548–563.
Greenberg, L.R. & Lebow, J.L. (2016) Putting it all together: Effective intervention planning for children and families. In L.

Drozd, M. Saini & N. Olesen (Eds.) Parenting Plan Evaluations: Applied research for the family court (2nd ed., pp. 555–584).
New York: Oxford University Press

Greenberg, L. R., Schnider, R., & Jackson, J. (2019). Early intervention with resistance/refusal dynamics and hybrid cases. In

L. R. Greenberg, B. J., Fidler, M. A. Saini (Eds.), Evidence-informed interventions for court involved families: Promoting

healthy coping and development (pp.189–226). New York: Oxford University Press.

Greenberg, L.R., McNamara, K. & Wilkins, S. (2021) Science-based practice and the dangers of overreach: Essential concepts

and future direction in evidence-informed practice. Family Court Review, 59(4), 683–696. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.
12602

Hardesty, J. L., & Ogolsky, B. G. (2020). A socioecological perspective on intimate partner violence research: A decade in

review. Journal of Marriage and Family, 82(1), 454–477. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12652

Harman, J. J., Maniotes, C. R., & Grubb, C. (2021). Power dynamics in families affected by parental alienation. Personal Rela-

tionships, 28(4), 883–906. https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12392
Harman, J. J., Kruk, E. & Hines, D. A. (2018) Parental alienating behaviors: An unacknowledged form of Family Violence. Psy-

chological Bulletin, 144(12), 1275–1299.
Harman, J., & Lorandos, D. (2021). Allegations of Family Violence in court: How parental alienation affects judicial outcomes.

Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 27(2), 184–208. https://doi.org/10.1037/law0000301

Harman, J. J., Warshak, R. A., Lorandos, D., & Florian, M. J. (2022). Developmental psychology and the scientific status of

parental alienation. Developmental Psychology, 58(10), 1887–1911. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001404
Haslam, N. (2016). Concept creep: Psychology's expanding concepts of harm and pathology. Psychological Inquiry, 27(1), 1–

17. https://doi.org/10.1080/1047840X.2016.1082418

82 FAMILY COURT REVIEW

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180903586583
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1991.tb01586.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12483
https://doi.org/10.1300/J190v01n03_05
https://doi.org/10.1300/J190v01n03_05
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12512
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2009.01287.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12488
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1617.2011.01401.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/019261802753573821
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12602
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12602
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12652
https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12392
https://doi.org/10.1037/law0000301
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001404
https://doi.org/10.1080/1047840X.2016.1082418


Haslam, N., Vylomova, E., Zyphur, M., & Kashima, Y. (2021). The cultural dynamics of concept creep. American Psychologist,

76(6), 1013–1026. https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000847

Johnston, J.R. (2016) Conclusion, in Judge, A., & Deutsch, R. M. (Eds.). (2016). Overcoming Parent-child contact problems:

Family-based interventions for resistance, rejection, and alienation. p.307-324, Oxford University Press, New York, New

York.Johnston, J.R., Roseby, V., & Kuehnle, K. (2009). In the name of the child: A developmental approach to understanding

and helping children of conflicted and violent divorce (2nd ed.). New York: Springer.

Johnston, J. R., & Sullivan, M. J. (2020). Parental alienation: In search of common ground for a more differentiated theory.

Family Court Review, 58(2), 270–292. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12472
Joyce, K.J. (2019). Under the microscope: The admissibility of parental alienation syndrome. Journal of the Academy of Matri-

monial Lawyers, 32, 53–87.
Judge, A., & Deutsch, R. M. (Eds.). (2016). Overcoming Parent-child contact problems: Family-based interventions for resistance,

rejection, and alienation. New York: Oxford University Press.

Kayden's Law (2022) S. 3623 – 117th Congress (2021–2022): Violence Against Women Act Reauthorization Act of 2022,

S. 3623, 117th Cong. (2022), section 1501–1504. https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/BILLS-117s3623pcs.

Kebbell, M. R. (2019). Risk assessment for intimate partner violence: how can the police assess risk? Psychology, Crime &

Law, 25(8), 829–846. https://doi.org/10.1080/1068316X.2019.1597087
Kelly, J. B., & Johnston, J. R. (2001). The alienated child: A reformulation of parental alienation syndrome. Family Court

Review, 39(3), 249–266. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.174-1617.2001.tb00609.x
Lamb, M. E. (2021). An attachment theory approach to parental separation, divorce, and child custody. In R. A. Thompson,

J. A. Simpson, & L. J. Berlin (Eds.), Attachment: The fundamental questions (pp. 357–364). New York: Guilford.

Lebow, J. & Rekart, K.N. (2007) Integrative family therapy for high-conflict divorce dispute over child custody and visitation,

Family Process, 46(1), 79–91. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2006.00193.x
Lorandos, D. (2020). Parental alienation in U.S. Courts, 1985 to 2018. Family Court Review, 58(2), 322–339. https://doi.org/

10.1111/fcre.12475

Marques, T. M., Narciso, I., & Ferreira, L. C. (2020). Empirical research on parental alienation: A descriptive literature review.

Children and Youth Services Review, 119, 105572. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105572

Meier, J. S., Dickson, S., O'Sullivan, C., Rosen, L., & Hayes, J. (2019). Child custody outcomes in cases involving parental alien-

ation and abuse allegations. GWU Law School Public Law Research Paper No. 2019–56. SSRN. https://ssrn.com/

abstracte3448062.

Meier, J. S. (2020). US child custody outcomes in cases involving parental alienation and abuse allegations: what do the data

show? Journal of Social Welfare and Family Law, 42(1), 92–105. https://doi.org/10.1080/09649069.2020.1701941
Meier, J. S., Dickson, S., O'Sullivan, C., Rosen, L. (2022). The trouble with Harman and Lorandos's attempted refutation of

the Meier et al. Family court study. Journal of Family Trauma, Child Custody & Child Development,19:3-4,

295-317. https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2022.2036286.

Mercer, J. (2021). Critiquing assumptions about parental alienation: Part 1. The analogy with Family Violence. Journal of

Family Trauma, Child Custody & Child Development, 19(1), 81–97. https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2021.1957057
Milchman, M. S. (2019). How far has parental alienation research progressed toward achieving scientific validity? Journal of

Child Custody, 16(2), 115–139. https://doi.org/10.1080/15379418.2019.1614511
Milchman, M. S., Geffner, R., & Meier, J. S. (2020). Ideology and rhetoric replace science and reason in some parental alien-

ation literature and advocacy: A critique. Family Court Review, 58(2), 340–361. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12476
Milchman, M. S. (2021). Distinguishing parental alienation from child abuse and adverse parenting. In J. Mercer & M. Drew,

Challenging parental alienation (pp. 107–137). New York: Routledge.

Milchman, M. S. (2022). Oversimplified beliefs about alienation rebuttals of child abuse allegations–practice issues. Journal

of Family Trauma, Child Custody & Child Development, 19(2), 101–118. https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2022.

2049465

Nielsen, L. (2018). Preface to the special issue: Shared physical custody: Recent research, advances, and applications. Journal

of Divorce & Remarriage, 59(4), 237–246. https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2018.1455303
Olesen, N. W. (2021). Interpersonal violence and children. In Calloway, G. & Lee, M. (Eds.), Handbook of children in the legal

system, (pp. 224–234). New York: Routledge.

Pruett, M. K., Greenberg, L. R., & Holtzworth-Munroe, A. (2021). Evidence-based and evidence-informed practice for “real
world” family law challenges. Family Court Review, 59(4), 633–640. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12598

Pruett, M. K., Johnston, J.R., Saini, M., Sullivan, M., & Salem, P. (2023). The use of parental alienation constructs by family

justice system professionals: A survey of belief systems and practice implications. Family Court Review, 61(2), 372–394.
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12716

Rowen, J., & Emery, R. E. (2019). Parental denigration boomerangs versus alienates: Parent–child closeness, reciprocity, and

well-being using multiple informants. Family Relations, 68(1), 119–134. https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12324

SULLIVAN ET AL. 83

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000847
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12472
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/BILLS-117s3623pcs
https://doi.org/10.1080/1068316X.2019.1597087
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.174-1617.2001.tb00609.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2006.00193.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12475
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12475
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105572
https://ssrn.com/abstracte3448062
https://ssrn.com/abstracte3448062
https://doi.org/10.1080/09649069.2020.1701941
https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2022.2036286
https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2021.1957057
https://doi.org/10.1080/15379418.2019.1614511
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12476
https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2022.2049465
https://doi.org/10.1080/26904586.2022.2049465
https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2018.1455303
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12598
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12716
https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12324


Ryan, R. M., Martin, A., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2019). Is one good parent good enough? Patterns of mother and father parenting

and child cognitive outcomes at 24 and 36 months. In Parenting: Science and Practice (pp. 211–228). New York:

Routledge.

Sagi, A., & Van Iizendoorn, M. H. (1996). Multiple caregiving environments: The kibbutz experience. In S. Harel & J. P.

Shonkoff (Eds.), Early childhood intervention and family support programs: Accomplishments and challenges (pp. 143–162).
Jerusalem: JDC–Brookvale Institute.

Sheehy, E. & Lapierre, S. (2020). Special issue on parental alienation. Journal of Social Welfare & Family law, 42(1). https://doi.

org/10.1080/09649069.2020.1702409.

Simon, R. A., & Stahl, P. M. (2014). Analysis in child-custody-evaluation reports: A crucial component. Family Law Quarterly,

48(1), 35–51.
Storey, J. E., Kropp, P. R., Hart, S. D., Belfrage, H., & Strand, S. (2014). Assessment and management of risk for intimate part-

ner violence by police officers using the brief spousal assault form for the evaluation of risk. Criminal Justice and Behav-

ior, 41(2), 256–271. https://doi.org/10.1177/009385481350396
Sunstein, C. R. (2018). The power of the normal (November 26). Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3239204 or

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3239204

Templer, K., Matthewson, M., Haines, J., & Cox, G. (2016). Recommendations for best practice in response to parental alien-

ation: Findings from a systematic review: Best practice responses to parental alienation. Journal of Family Therapy, 39(1),

103–122. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-6427.12137
Von Boch-Galhau, W. (2018). Parental alienation (syndrome)—a serious form of psychological child abuse. Mental Health and

Family Medicine, 14, 725–739.
Walters, M. G., & Friedlander, S. (2016). When a child rejects a parent: Working with the intractable resist/refuse dynamic.

Family Court Review, 54(3), 424–445. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12238
Warshak, R. A. (2015). Ten parental alienation fallacies that compromise decisions in court and in therapy. Professional Psy-

chology: Research and Practice, 46(4), 235–249. https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000031
Warshak, R. A. (2019). Reclaiming parent–child relationships: Outcomes of family bridges with alienated children. Journal of

Divorce & Remarriage, 60(8), 645–667. https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2018.1529505
Warshak, R. A. (2020). When evaluators get it wrong: False positive IDs and parental alienation. Psychology, Public Policy,

and Law, 26(1), 54–68. https://doi.org/10.1037/law0000216

Warshak, R.A. (2010) Family Bridges: Using insights from social science to reconnect parents and alienated children. Family

Court Review, 48((1), 48–80

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES

Matthew J. Sullivan was the President of the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts

(AFCC) international organization from 2019 to 2020. He received the Tim Salius presiden-

tial award from the AFCC in 2023. He served on the American Psychological Association

Ethics Committee from 2016 to 2018. He currently serves on the editorial board of the

Family Court Review. He is the co-founder of Overcoming Barriers, Inc., which is a non-

profit organization that has developed a variety of professional training programs to inter-

vene with parent–child contact problems. For more information, his website is sullydoc.com

sullydoc.com.

Marsha Kline Pruett is the Maconda Brown O'Connor Professor at Smith College School for

Social Work and adjunct Professor in psychology. She has been in practice for over 30 years

and has published numerous articles, books, and curricula on topics pertaining to couple

relationships before and after divorce, father involvement, dispute resolution programs and

interventions, young children and overnights, and child outcomes during life transitions. She

has co-authored Your Divorce Advisor: A Psychologist and Attorney Lead You through the

Legal and Emotional Landscape of Divorce (Fireside) and Partnership Parenting (Perseus).

She provides interdisciplinary training to mental health and legal professionals.

84 FAMILY COURT REVIEW

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1080/09649069.2020.1702409
https://doi.org/10.1080/09649069.2020.1702409
https://doi.org/10.1177/009385481350396
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3239204
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3239204
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-6427.12137
https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12238
https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000031
https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2018.1529505
https://doi.org/10.1037/law0000216
http://sullydoc.com


Janet R. Johnston is now professor emeritus, Department of Justice Studies, San Jose State

University. Formerly she was consulting associate professor of Sociology at Stanford Univer-

sity and research director at the Judith Wallerstein Center for the Family in Transition Her

work draws attention to the construction of negative stories that can become embedded as

belief systems, expectation-states and behavioral scripts of children, parents and extended

community of highly conflicted, custody-litigating cases where domestic violence, parental

abduction and parental alienation are alleged.

How to cite this article: Sullivan, M. J., Pruett, M. K., & Johnston, J. R. (2024). Parent-child contact problems:

Family violence and parental alienating behaviors either/or, neither/nor, both/and, one in the same? Family

Court Review, 62(1), 68–85. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12764

SULLIVAN ET AL. 85

 17441617, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fcre.12764, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/04/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12764

	Parent-child contact problems: Family violence and parental alienating behaviors either/or, neither/nor, both/and, one in t...
	MANY TYPES OF PCCPs
	TOWARD A CALCULUS OF ETHICAL PRINCIPLES FOR INTERVENTION IN PCCP CASES
	THE SINGLE-FACTOR PA THEORY
	THE MULTIPLE-FACTOR PCCP THEORY
	CONCEPTUAL DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN PCCPS, PA, IPV AND CHILD MALTREATMENT
	WHY THESE DISTINCTIONS MATTER
	PARENTAL ALIENATION
	What are parental alienating behaviors (PABs)?

	WHAT IS FAMILY VIOLENCE (FV)?
	What is the distinction between other subtypes of FV and PABs?

	CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR ASSESSMENT AND INTERVENTIONS IN PCCP CASES
	Differential assessment
	Clinical interventions
	Public policy implications

	CONCLUSION
	REFERENCES


