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Estrangement, Alienation or Not 
 

*Custodial parent cancels visitation 

*Children are not at pick-up cite for exchange 

*Phone is not answered or immediately hung-up 

*Phone calls or text messages are not returned 

*Children are ill at time of visitation 

*Children have a friend’s party at time of visitation 

*A stepsibling or relative has a party at time of 
visitation 

*The children are “too tired” to go for visitation 

 



Estrangement, Alienation or Not 
 

*Custodial parent makes negative remarks about the other 
parent, stepparent, or significant other 
*Custodial parent fails to inform the other parent about 
child’s activities 
*Custodial parent cries at child’s departure for  visitation 
*Custodial parent calls and/or texts several times per day 
during the other parent’s visitation 
*Custodial parent interrogates the child upon return 
*Custodial parent repeatedly tells the child “I’ll  miss  you 
so much” 
  

 



Estrangement, Alienation or Not 
 

*Child refuses to go for visitation 

*Child can relate no positives about the other 
parent 

*Child refuses to talk to a mentally ill parent 

*Child refuses to go for visitation with a 
controlling  parent 

*Child refuses to go for visitation with a parent if 
their significant other is accompanying the parent 

  

 



What is estrangement? 

 

What is alienation? 

 

Is there an alienation syndrome? 

 



Types of estrangement/alienation 
 

Mild 
  *keeping secrets 
  *overhearing inappropriate information 
  *frequent phone calls or texting during parent’s visitation 
  
Moderate 
  *superficial, exaggerated or trumped-up            
complaints 
  *estrangement extends to other family members 
  *fusion of me to us  
 
Severe 
  *direct interference with visitation 
  *inflammatory or critical remarks about the other parent 
  *giving false information to the other parent 
 



Factors contributing to 
estrangement/alienation 

 *Aligned parent’s behavior 

*Alienated parent’s behavior 

*Developmental factors 

*Systems factors (e.g. high conflict divorce) 

*Enmeshment  



Factors to Consider for the Aligned 
Parent 

 *Revenge 
*Self-righteousness 
*Fear of losing the child 
*Child support 
*Loss of identity 
*Out of sight, out of mind 
*Self-protection 
*Power, influence and control 
*Psychopathology 
*Maintaining the marital relationship thru conflict 
 



Factors that Create/Continue 
Estrangement 

*Denying, not acknowledging the other parent 

*Attacking the character of the other parent 

*Attacking the lifestyle (past or present) of the 
other parent 

*Creating or exaggerating differences between the 
parents 

*Pressuring the child to make a choice 

*Failing to inform the other parent of educational,  

religious, extracurricular and/or social activities 



Factors that Create/Continue 
Estrangement 

*Making moral judgments about the other parent 
*Implicitly or explicitly threatening to withdraw 
affection if the child expresses a desire to be with 
the other parent 
*Creating the belief that the other parent is 
unable to properly care for the child 
*Creating the belief that the other parent does not 
really love the child 
*Playing the victim 
*“Buying” the child 
 



The Estranged Parent and his/her 
Role in Alienation 

 
*Lack of prior involvement 
*Lack of empathy 
*Disciplinarian, authoritarian 
*Limited parenting skills 
*Rigid belief system 
*The parent blamed for the divorce 
*Tenuous relationship prior to divorce 
*Abusive to other parent and/or child 
*Involved in another relationship 

 



Child Contributions to Alienation 
 

*Splitting 

*Hostile-dependent relationship with one 
parent 

*Enmeshment 

*Need for emotional care of aligned parent 

*Child’s temperament (e.g. anxious) 

*Developmental factors 

*Adolescence 

 



Behaviors in Estranged/Alienated 
Children 

*Near or complete rejection of one parent 
*Fusion of thinking between child and aligned parent 
*Superficial, exaggerated or trumped-up complaints 
*Inconsistent and contradictory statements and behaviors 
*Over-involvement in adult issues, especially related to divorce 
*Vague about reasons for resisting visitation 
*Using same expressions or language as aligned parent 
*Acting as spy for aligned parent 
*Similar views with aligned parent 
*Parents perceived as “all good” or “all bad” 
*Low self esteem 
*Bricklin scores at extremes for each parent 
 



Systems Factors 
 

*High conflict divorce 
*Drawn-out divorce   
*Very different parenting styles (e.g. authoritarian 
versus indulgent) 
*Psychopathology (substance abuse, personality 
disorder, etc.) 
*Extended family involvement 
*Community involvement  
*GAL/Child representative involvement 
*Judicial involvement 

 



Assessment of 
Estrangement/Alienation 

 1) Interviews of each parent  
 *attitude, beliefs, behavior of aligned parent 
 *attitude, beliefs, behavior of alienated parent 
 *functioning of child in all domains 
 *history of family relationships, including DV, abuse 
 *level of parental cooperation prior to divorce 
 *level of conflict prior to divorce 
2) Interviews of each child separately, in neutral setting 
3) Observation of child with each parent 
4) Premorbid relationship of child with each parent prior to 
conflict 
 



What to Do 
 

1. Evaluation 
2. Education 
3. Court ordered therapy—for aligned parent, alienated 

parent and child, with no confidentiality, in order for all 
therapists to have unrestricted communication.  
Therapists must have directive approach 

4. Con-joint therapy for alienated parent and child 
5. Mediation 
6. Restricted contact 
7. Appointment of a parenting coordinator 
8. Appointment of a child representative 

 



What to Do 
 

    9.Rigid parenting schedule 
  10. Consider change to 50/50 in severe cases 
   11. Consider a change of residential custody 
in severe cases 
  12. Forced reunification 
  13.Giving-up, letting time pass 
  14. Strong judicial intervention 
  15. Specialized programs (e.g. Family Bridges) 
  16. Supervised visitation 
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