Strategies for Addressing Parental Alienation: Techniques,
Communication, and Evidence from Amy J.L. Baker, Craig
Childress, and Jennifer Harman

|. Executive Summary

Parental alienation (PA) represents a profoundly damaging family dynamic where one
parent engages in behaviors that foster a child's unjustified rejection of the other
parent. This manipulative process creates long-term emotional and psychological
distress for both children and targeted parents, fracturing essential family
relationships and impacting a child's fundamental development and sense of identity.
In its most severe manifestations, PA can lead to the complete erasure of a
once-loving parent from a child's life.

This report synthesizes the compelling information, data, and research from leading
experts—Dr. Amy J.L. Baker, Dr. Craig Childress, and Dr. Jennifer Harman—to
illuminate effective techniques, communication strategies, and the types of evidence
crucial for encouraging an alienating parent to cease their harmful behaviors and
acknowledge the profound impact of their actions. The analysis reveals that
addressing parental alienation requires a multi-faceted approach, encompassing a
deep understanding of the alienating parent's motivations, the strategic responses of
targeted parents, and decisive interventions from legal and mental health systems.

Key findings indicate that parental alienation is a complex phenomenon rooted in the
alienating parent's psychological dynamics, manifesting as coercive control over the
child and targeted parent. Effective intervention necessitates a blend of therapeutic
support, strategic communication, and, critically, robust legal measures to protect the
child and compel a cessation of alienating behaviors.

Il. Introduction to Parental Alienation: Core Concepts and Expert



Definitions

Defining Parental Alienation

Parental alienation is a widely recognized, albeit complex, phenomenon in family
dynamics, particularly prevalent in high-conflict divorce and custody disputes. Its
definition and conceptualization have evolved through the contributions of various
experts, each offering a distinct yet complementary lens.

Dr. Amy J.L. Baker, a prominent developmental psychologist, defines parental
alienation as a family dynamic where one parent consciously or unconsciously
engages in behaviors that foster a child's unjustified rejection of the other parent. A
critical distinction in Baker's work is between alienation and estrangement; the latter
refers to a child's justified rejection of a parent due to actual abuse or neglect,
whereas alienation occurs without such legitimate reason. Baker's approach
emphasizes the importance of identifying and articulating specific alienating
behaviors rather than relying on broad, potentially stigmatizing labels when
addressing a co-parent's actions.

Dr. Craig Childress, a clinical psychologist, frames parental alienation as an
"attachment-related pathology". His model grounds parental alienation within
established psychological principles, asserting that a child's rejection of a
normal-range and affectionately available parent is fundamentally a "disorder of
attachment-bonding". Childress connects this pathology to "disordered mourning" in
the alienating parent, often linked to prominent narcissistic and/or borderline
personality traits. From this perspective, the alienating parent's actions are not merely
manipulative but are expressions of their own unresolved psychological issues.

Dr. Jennifer Harman, a social psychologist, defines parental alienating behaviors as
actions where one parent baselessly turns a child against the other, typically during a
divorce or separation. Harman and her colleagues have significantly advanced the
understanding of parental alienation by arguing that it constitutes a form of "coercive
control" and "family violence". This framework highlights the power imbalances
created by alienating parents through tactics such as harassment, threats, and
intimidation, which disempower the targeted parent. Her research also indicates that



parental alienation is largely gender-neutral in its perpetration, although the tactics
employed may vary between genders.

The Profound Impact of Parental Alienation

The consequences of parental alienation are severe and far-reaching, creating
profound long-term emotional and psychological distress for children and parents
alike. This manipulative dynamic fractures the fundamental relationship between the
child and the alienated parent, significantly impacting the child's development, sense
of identity, and overall well-being. In extreme cases, a loving parent can be entirely
erased from a child's life.

Children subjected to parental alienation often exhibit a distinct set of behaviors.
These include a loss of trust in the targeted parent, interpreting minor mistakes as ill
intent, and a striking "lack of ambivalence" where one parent is viewed as entirely
good and the other as entirely bad—a pattern not typically seen in justified
estrangement. Alienated children may repeat scripted language, suggesting they have
been coached, and show an unjustified refusal to spend time with the targeted
parent, even if a loving bond existed previously. Disrespectful behavior or hostility
towards the targeted parent, often mirroring the alienating parent's attitudes, is also
common. The animosity can spread beyond the targeted parent to their extended
family, a behavior uncommon in cases of justified estrangement.

A key understanding that emerges from the work of these experts is the
interconnectedness of their definitions. While Dr. Baker focuses on observable
behaviors, Dr. Childress delves into the underlying attachment pathology, and Dr.
Harman highlights the dynamics of coercive control. These perspectives are not
isolated but describe different, yet interconnected, facets of the same destructive
phenomenon. Baker's detailed alienating behaviors can be seen as the manifestations
of the underlying psychological pathology described by Childress in the alienating
parent. This pathology, in turn, fuels the coercive control and power imbalances that
Harman identifies as a form of family violence. This interconnectedness underscores
that a truly comprehensive intervention must address all these layers—the behavioral,
the psychological, and the systemic power dynamics—to effectively address parental
alienation.



lll. Understanding the Alienating Parent: Expert Lenses on
Behaviors and Motivations

Understanding the alienating parent's behaviors and underlying motivations is
paramount for developing effective intervention strategies. The three experts provide
distinct yet complementary frameworks for this critical analysis.

Amy J.L. Baker's Contributions: The 17 Primary Parental Alienation Strategies

Dr. Amy J.L. Baker's extensive research, including studies with adult children who
experienced alienation and with targeted parents, has systematically identified 17
primary strategies employed by alienating parents. These strategies are not isolated
incidents but often occur in clusters over an extended period, with the intent to harm
the relationship between the child and the other parent. These behaviors are
categorized into five general areas:

1. Poisonous Messages: This involves denigrating the targeted parent to the child,
creating an impression that the other parent is unsafe, unloving, or unavailable.
Examples include telling the child the targeted parent does not love them or is
dangerous.

2. Limiting Contact and Communication: Alienating parents often violate
parenting plans, making it difficult for the child to share meaningfully in the
targeted parent's life. This can involve interfering with phone calls, blocking
emails, or not producing children for parenting time.

3. Erasing and Replacing: This category includes behaviors that make it difficult
for the child to think about, talk about, or look at photos of the targeted parent,
thereby attenuating the attachment bond. It also includes cultivating dependency
in the child and encouraging them to refer to a new significant other as "mom" or
"dad".

4. Undermining Authority and Loyalty: Alienating parents may undermine the
targeted parent's authority, ask the child to spy on the targeted parent, or ask the
child to keep secrets. They might also confide in the child about personal and
legal matters to induce anger or hurt towards the other parent.



5. Creating a False Narrative: This involves creating the impression that time with
the targeted parent is optional or undesirable, or even forcing the child to actively
reject the targeted parent.

The detailed, observable nature of Baker's 17 strategies provides concrete evidence
that can be used to encourage an alienating parent to acknowledge their actions.
Instead of vague accusations, professionals or targeted parents can present specific
instances of these documented behaviors. For example, rather than stating, "You're
alienating my child," a targeted parent can articulate, "On [date], you told [child's
name] that | don't love them, which is a behavior identified in research as a parental
alienation strategy." This factual presentation, grounded in empirical research, shifts
the conversation from subjective feelings to objective actions, making denial more
challenging and providing a clearer basis for intervention.

Craig Childress's Attachment-Based Perspective: Pathogenic Parenting and
Personality Traits

Dr. Craig Childress offers a deeper psychological understanding of the alienating
parent, viewing their behaviors as stemming from "pathogenic parenting practices".
He posits that these parents often exhibit prominent narcissistic and/or borderline
personality traits, which are linked to a "disorganized preoccupied attachment" style.
The core of this pathology, according to Childress, is the alienating parent's inability
to effectively process sadness, grief, and loss associated with the divorce or
separation. This unresolved trauma reactivates their own attachment issues, leading
them to form a “cross-generational coalition" with the child against the other parent.

In this dynamic, the alienating parent uses the child as a "regulatory object" to
manage their own emotional and psychological state. Their communication patterns
are often designed to falsely identify the targeted parent as "dangerous" or "the
predator” to the child. This manipulation activates the child's innate attachment
system, compelling the child to seek protection and proximity from the alienating
parent, thereby suppressing their natural bonding motivations towards the targeted
parent.

This perspective reveals that alienating behaviors are not merely malicious acts but
are often manifestations of the alienating parent's deep-seated psychological
vulnerabilities and unresolved trauma. Their actions are a desperate attempt to



regulate their own emotional state and maintain a sense of control, often at the
expense of the child's well-being. This implies that direct appeals to reason or the
child's best interest may be ineffective, as the alienating parent's behavior is
ego-syntonic—meaning it aligns with their self-perception and serves their own
psychological needs. This deep-seated resistance makes genuine acknowledgment
and cessation extremely difficult without intensive, specialized intervention that
addresses the alienating parent's core pathology.

Childress further describes how the alienating parent creates a "false drama" and
employs specific "communication traps" that ensnare the targeted parent.' These are
not genuine expressions of helplessness or concern but rather manipulative tactics
designed to shift blame, maintain control, and provoke a reaction from the targeted
parent. Examples of such phrases, which Childress identifies as "Associated Clinical
Signs" (ACS), include:

e "What can | do, | can't force the child to go on visitations with the other
parent.” (ACS 1: Use of the Word "Forced") '

e "It's not me, it's the child who doesn't want to be with the targeted parent.”
(ACS 2: Child Empowerment to Reject; ACS 10: Role-Reversal Use of the Child) '

e "It's not me, it's the child who decided to call the step-parent mom/dad."
(ACS 4: Parental Replacement) '

e Frequent use of the word "abuse" to characterize normal parenting practices of
the targeted parent, and "protection"” to justify incessant texting or excessive
contact with the child while they are with the targeted parent. (ACS 8: Use of the
Word "Abuse"; ACS 9: Excessive Contact) '

e Claims that the targeted parent "deserves to be rejected" due to past parental
failures. (ACS 11: Deserves to be Rejected) '

Recognizing these communication traps is crucial for the targeted parent. If the
targeted parent attempts to defend against false accusations or argue with the child's
stated reasons for rejection, they inadvertently validate the alienator's narrative and
reinforce the child's splitting. Understanding this "false drama" allows for strategic
responses that disarm the alienator's tactics by removing the "fuel”" (the targeted
parent's reactive responses) for their manipulation.

Jennifer Harman's Coercive Control Framework: Power Imbalances and Family
Violence



Dr. Jennifer Harman's work significantly reframes parental alienation by asserting that
it is a form of family violence, specifically "coercive control". This framework highlights
that the alienating parent seeks to maintain control over the targeted parent by
limiting their choices and, most critically, by weaponizing the children against them.
Alienating parents create profound power imbalances through a pattern of
harassment, threats, and intimidation, which disempowers the targeted parent and
makes them feel their options are limited, often fearing the loss of their children.

Harman's research demonstrates that parental alienating behaviors resemble
"intimate terrorism" more closely than other forms of couple violence, emphasizing
the asymmetric power dynamics at play. Her studies also provide robust empirical
data countering claims that parental alienation is merely an excuse used by abusive
parents to dodge child abuse allegations. She emphasizes that parental alienation is
largely gender-neutral in its perpetration, with both mothers and fathers engaging in
these behaviors, though tactics may differ.

Framing parental alienation as coercive control and family violence elevates it from a
mere "high-conflict divorce" issue to a serious form of abuse. This reframing carries
significant implications: it implies that legal systems have a clear responsibility to
intervene decisively, similar to how they would in other forms of domestic violence, to
protect the child and compel the alienating parent to cease their harmful actions. In
this context, acknowledgment from the alienating parent may be forced through legal
consequences rather than arising from internal insight. Abusers rarely acknowledge
their actions willingly; they are typically compelled to stop by external forces and
consequences.

Furthermore, Harman's work highlights that societal and institutional biases, including
gender stereotypes and a lack of understanding within legal and mental health
systems, can inadvertently "sanction and even promote parental alienation". This
means that the alienating parent often operates within an environment that, due to
ignorance or outdated perspectives, enables their behavior. For alienating parents to
truly stop and acknowledge their actions, there needs to be a fundamental shift in
how professionals and society at large perceive and respond to this form of family
violence. This requires widespread education and policy reform to ensure that
alienating behaviors are consistently recognized as harmful and met with appropriate,
protective interventions.



Table 1: Comparison of Expert Perspectives on Parental Alienation

Expert Primary Key Concepts Primary Focus View on
Definition/Lens of Intervention Alienating
Parent's
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Amy J.L. Baker Behavioral 17 Alienating Targeted Parent Unresolved
Dynamics Strategies, Coping/Resilienc | anger, desire for

Four-Factor e, Child control,

Model Reconnection revenge,
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personality
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ed Pathology Mourning, Separation, trauma,

Narcissistic/Bor Addressing personality
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Jennifer Coercive Power Legal/Systemic Desire for
Harman Control/Family Imbalance, Change, Child control,
Violence Weaponization Protection, revenge, power
of Children, Addressing maintenance
Intimate Societal Biases
Terrorism

IV. Techniques and Interventions to Address Alienating Parent

Behavior




Addressing parental alienation effectively requires a multi-pronged approach that
considers both direct interventions targeting the alienating parent and indirect
strategies for the targeted parent, often facilitated by legal and mental health
systems.

Direct Interventions Targeting the Alienating Parent

Direct interventions often aim to compel the alienating parent to cease their
behaviors, even if full internal acknowledgment of wrongdoing is not immediately
achieved.

Therapeutic Approaches (Childress)

Dr. Craig Childress's model suggests that successful therapy with an alienating
parent, particularly one exhibiting narcissistic or borderline personality traits, involves
understanding and resolving the "triggering activations" of their personality
processes. A primary therapeutic goal is to help this parent process the “unexpressed
(and unacknowledged) sadness and grief at the loss of the intact family structure and
marital bond". This is a profoundly challenging endeavor, as alienating parents often
deny or externalize these difficult feelings, presenting them as anger or resentment
towards the targeted parent.

Therapy, ideally in joint sessions with the targeted parent, aims to minimize the
alienating parent's "loss experience" and carefully absorb their "blame narrative"
without fully validating it. This process seeks to deactivate the intensity of the
alienating parent's hidden hurt and sadness by providing resonant appreciation and
understanding for these feelings. However, this requires a highly skilled therapist, and
success is not always possible, particularly if the alienating parent's need to impose a
blame narrative is a central, unyielding imperative.

This approach to working directly with the alienating parent targets the core
psychological drivers of their behavior: unresolved grief and personality pathology.
For an alienating parent to genuinely acknowledge their actions and the harm caused,
they would need to confront these deeply uncomfortable internal states. This



represents a profound therapeutic challenge, as their alienating behavior often serves
as a powerful defense mechanism against these very feelings. Their actions are not
merely a conscious choice to harm, but a desperate, albeit pathological, attempt to
maintain their own psychological equilibrium. Thus, voluntary acknowledgment is rare
without significant external pressure or a profound personal crisis that compels them
into genuine therapeutic engagement.

Legal and Systemic Interventions (Harman, Baker, Childress)

Given the alienating parent's deep-seated resistance to internal acknowledgment,
legal and systemic interventions often serve as crucial external coercive forces. A
well-structured parenting plan that clearly limits direct communication and sets
explicit guidelines can be instrumental in mitigating parental alienation as a form of
manipulation. Courts can issue orders demanding compliance, and failure to adhere
can result in contempt of court rulings, imposing tangible consequences for continued
alienating behavior.

Research indicates that "changes in custodial or residential arrangements in favour of
the targeted parent are effective in ameliorating parental alienation," especially when
these changes are coupled with specialized family therapy. This highlights the legal
system's power to disrupt the alienating dynamic by altering the child's environment
and the alienating parent's control. Dr. Harman strongly advocates for the inclusion of
parental alienating behaviors under legislation and policies that protect children,
treating it with the same gravity as other forms of coercive control and domestic
violence. Early intervention through the legal system is often crucial to prevent severe,
long-term effects.

While Dr. Childress emphasizes that the ultimate "solution to ‘parental alienation’ is
not through the legal system, it is to be found in the mental health system," he also
acknowledges that when mental health professionals speak with a unified voice, the
legal system gains the clarity and decisiveness necessary to protect the child and
address the alienation. This underscores that legal actions, such as shifting custody
or imposing sanctions, directly impact the alienating parent's control and can compel
a cessation of behaviors, even if true internal acknowledgment of wrongdoing is
absent. The alienating parent may stop the behaviors to avoid further legal penalties,
which represents a form of "stopping" that prioritizes the child's immediate protection



and the re-establishment of a relationship with the targeted parent.

Indirect Strategies for Targeted Parents to Mitigate Alienation (Primarily Baker's
Approach)

Beyond direct interventions, targeted parents can employ specific strategies to
manage the alienating dynamic and protect their relationship with the child, often
indirectly influencing the alienating parent's effectiveness.

Consistent Presence and Non-Reactive Engagement

Dr. Amy J.L. Baker consistently advises targeted parents to "show up consistently" for
all scheduled parenting time, even if the child expresses resistance. A critical
component is to "avoid reactive behavior" when confronted with a child's accusations
or anger. Instead of becoming defensive or angry, parents are encouraged to respond
with love and openness. Dr. Baker suggests, "Correct the distortion, not by arguing,
but by acknowledging it could be true". This involves validating the child's expressed
feeling or perception (e.g., "l understand why you might feel that way...") before gently
offering an alternative reality or perspective, which prevents inadvertently reinforcing
the alienating parent's negative message.

Strategic Communication with the Child

Targeted parents should focus on consistently being a safe, loving, and available
presence in their child's life. Maintaining connection through non-intrusive ways, such
as simple texts or gestures, can lay the groundwork for future reconciliation. It is also
advised to avoid using negative labels or badmouthing the alienating parent to the
child, as this can inadvertently reinforce the alienator's narrative or create loyalty
conflicts for the child.



Documentation

Meticulous and objective documentation of all alienating behaviors and interactions is
crucial. This includes recording specific actions, attitudes, written statements, and
behaviors of the alienating parent. Such detailed records provide concrete evidence
that can be used in legal proceedings and clinical assessments, offering a factual
basis for court intervention.

Seeking Qualified Professional Support

Targeted parents are strongly advised to seek advice and support from mental health
and legal professionals who possess a deep understanding of parental alienation. This
includes engaging qualified custody evaluators who are competent in recognizing and
assessing this complex dynamic.

These strategies empower the targeted parent to manage their own responses and
the dynamic with the child, rather than directly confronting or attempting to change
the alienating parent. By consistently demonstrating healthy parenting and refusing to
engage in reactive behaviors, the targeted parent indirectly disarms the alienating
parent's tactics. This approach makes it harder for the alienator to sustain their false
narrative because they are no longer achieving the desired reactive response from
the targeted parent, potentially leading to a reduction or cessation of the alienating
behaviors due to a lack of reinforcement.

V. Communication Strategies and Phrases in Parental Alienation

Communication is central to parental alienation, both in how it is perpetrated by the
alienating parent and how it can be strategically managed by the targeted parent and
professionals.

Common Phrases and Communication Tactics Used by Alienating Parents



Alienating parents employ a range of communication tactics designed to undermine
the child's relationship with the targeted parent and to assert control. These often
involve:

Denigration and Undermining: This includes constant badmouthing of the other
parent, telling the child that the targeted parent does not love them, and creating
an impression that the targeted parent is dangerous. The child may parrot these
negative views, often with weak, frivolous, or absurd rationalizations for their
hostility.

Control and Manipulation: Alienating parents limit contact and interfere with
communication between the child and the targeted parent. They may also
withhold love and affection when the child exhibits interest or positive regard for
the targeted parent.

Role Reversal and Triangulation: This involves confiding in the child about
inappropriate personal and legal matters, asking the child to spy on the targeted
parent, or demanding that the child keep secrets from the targeted parent. The
child is often forced to actively reject the other parent or is placed in a position of
"choosing" between parents.

Disregard for Authority/Boundaries: Alienating parents may refer to the
targeted parent by their first name rather than "mom" or "dad," change the child's
name to remove association with the other parent, or undermine the targeted
parent's authority. They may also disregard court orders and transmit this
disregard to the child.’

Dr. Childress identifies specific "Associated Clinical Signs" (ACS) that manifest
through the alienating parent's communication, revealing their manipulative intent and
underlying pathology.' These inferred phrases and communication patterns are critical
for identifying the false narrative being constructed:

Table 2: Craig Childress's Associated Clinical Signs (ACS) and Inferred Alienating
Phrases

Associated Clinical Sign (ACS) Inferred Alienating Underlying Alienator

Phrase/Communication Motivation/Dynamic




Pattern

(Childress)

Use of the Word "Forced"
(ACS 1)

"What can | do, | can't force
the child to go on visitations
with the other parent."

Avoid responsibility,
externalize blame, maintain

control

Child Empowerment to
Reject (ACS 2)

"It's not me, it's the child who
doesn't want to be with the
targeted parent.” "The child
should be allowed to decide
whether to go on visitations."

Shift responsibility, maintain
control through child's
perceived autonomy,
triangulate child into spousal

conflict

The Exclusion Demand (ACS
3)

"It's not me, it's the child who
doesn't want the other parent
to attend the child's recital."

Project fears, maintain
control, exclude targeted

parent from child's life '

Parental Replacement (ACS
4)

"It's not me, it's the child who
decided to call the
step-parent mom/dad."

Erase targeted parent, fulfill
narcissistic need for "perfect"”

family, deny loss '

The Unforgiveable Event
(ACS 5)

Child reports past events as
"unforgiveable" to justify
rejection; alienating parent
claims targeted parent
"doesn't take responsibility.”

Justify rejection, project
blame, maintain victim
narrative '

Liar — Fake (ACS 6)

Child accuses targeted parent
of being "fake" and a "liar"
when showing affection.

Coping mechanism for child's
guilt/grief, reinforced by

alienating parent's narrative '

Themes for Rejection (ACS
7)

Child states targeted parent is
"Too Controlling," has "Anger
Management" issues, or is
"Neglectful."

Instill/reinforce negative
themes, justify child's
rejection '

Use of the Word "Abuse”
(ACS 8)

"The other parent is abusive."
Frequent use of "protection”
to justify actions (e.g.,
incessant texting).

Characterize normal parenting
as harmful, justify control and
interference, project own

pathology

Excessive Contact (ACS 9)

"The child needs to be in
continual contact with me."
(while with targeted parent).

Anxiety reduction for
alienating parent, maintain
control, interfere with

targeted parent's time '

Role-Reversal Use of the

"It's not me, it's the child

Triangulate child into spousal




Child (ACS 10) who..." (placing child in conflict, use child as
leadership to reject targeted "regulatory object" '
parent).

Deserves to be Rejected Both child and alienating Retaliatory pathology,

(ACS 11) parent express that the externalize blame, deny own
targeted parent "deserves" responsibility '
rejection.

Allied Parent Disregards Actions that show disregard Maintain control, assert

Court Orders and Court for court orders and authority, dominance, avoid

Authority (ACS 12) transmitted to child. accountability '

The specific phrases identified by Childress are prime examples of manipulative
language that can be analyzed through the lens of Neuro-Linguistic Programming
(NLP) and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Recognizing these "scripts" allows
targeted parents and therapists to identify the alienating parent's distorted thought
patterns and communication strategies. An NLP perspective would analyze the
specific language patterns (e.g., "I can't force,” "It's not me, it's the child") to
understand the underlying beliefs and intentions of the alienating parent. CBT
principles could then be applied to challenge these distorted thoughts in the child,
helping them to differentiate between reality and the alienating parent's narrative.
This understanding is crucial for developing counter-strategies that do not
inadvertently reinforce the alienator's narrative, thereby disrupting the alienating
communication cycle.

Recommended Communication Approaches for Targeted Parents

Effective communication for targeted parents focuses on disarming the alienating
parent's tactics and maintaining a healthy connection with the child.

e Baker's "Correct the Distortion" Principle: As noted, Dr. Baker advises targeted
parents not to directly argue or deny false accusations from the child. Instead,
they should acknowledge the child's perception or feeling (e.g., "l understand why
you might feel that way...") and then gently offer an alternative reality or
perspective. This compassionate approach avoids reinforcing the alienating
parent's negative message and keeps the door open for future reconciliation.

e Childress's "Ju-Jitsu Communication": Dr. Childress advocates for a "Ju-Jitsu"
communication style, which involves redirecting the alienating parent's force




against them, rather than directly confronting it. This strategy helps targeted
parents avoid the "double-bind trap" where defending oneself against false
allegations inadvertently validates them. The emphasis is on remaining calm,
rational, and collected, and focusing on the goal of achieving a "loving and
affectionate” relationship with the child, rather than engaging in blame or
criticism of the other parent. Targeted parents are advised to avoid using the term
"parental alienation" in direct communication with the alienating parent or child,
and instead discuss specific instances of interference or the child's behaviors.

e General Principles: Maintaining open communication with the child, tailored to
their developmental level, is crucial. Targeted parents should strive to be
empathetic and non-provocative, avoiding "taking the bait" when the child
expresses negative views or accusations. Consistent and professional
documentation of all interactions, particularly those involving alienating
behaviors, remains a vital tool.

These communication strategies, particularly those from Baker and Childress, are
designed not to directly “convince" the alienating parent to change, but rather to
strategically disengage from the conflict that the alienator thrives on. By refusing to
play the alienator's game—such as arguing, defending, or reacting emotionally—the
targeted parent can significantly reduce the alienator's leverage. When the alienating
parent no longer receives the desired reactive response or validation for their
negative narrative, their motivation to continue the behaviors may diminish, as they
are no longer achieving their intended outcome. This represents a sophisticated
indirect technique for encouraging the alienating parent to reduce or cease their
harmful actions.

VI. Empirical Evidence and Effectiveness of Interventions

The field of parental alienation has seen a growing body of empirical research,
strengthening its scientific credibility and informing intervention strategies, although
challenges in establishing the highest levels of evidence-based practice persist.

Research Supporting the Existence and Impact of Parental Alienation



Parental alienation is increasingly recognized as a distinct psychological condition and
a severe form of family violence, a recognition that has evolved through decades of
legal and clinical work. Research studies, including those conducted by Dr. Amy J.L.
Baker and Dr. Jennifer Harman, have systematically identified and validated specific
alienating strategies and their profound negative consequences for children and
targeted parents.

Dr. Harman's work, in particular, demonstrates the accumulating empirical data
supporting the existence and impact of parental alienation, directly countering claims
of a lack of scientific evidence. Her studies highlight that parental alienation affects
millions of children annually in the United States during high-conflict divorce
proceedings and that these behaviors strongly resemble intimate partner violence
and child abuse. This growing body of empirical evidence, along with the validation of
specific alienating behaviors (such as Baker's 17 strategies and Harman's link to
coercive control), provides a strong scientific basis that can be used as compelling
evidence to confront an alienating parent. While an alienating parent may deny the
"label" of alienation, it becomes significantly more difficult to dismiss documented,
research-backed patterns of behavior, especially when presented within a legal or
clinical context. This external, authoritative validation can be a crucial step toward
compelling an alienating parent to acknowledge their actions.

Evidence on Intervention Effectiveness

Systematic reviews of the literature indicate that certain interventions are effective in
ameliorating parental alienation. Specifically, changes in custodial or residential
arrangements that favor the targeted parent, when coupled with specialized family
therapy, have shown positive outcomes in restoring family relationships and
functioning. A coordinated approach involving both therapists and legal practitioners
is consistently highlighted as important for resolving parental alienation.

Despite these positive findings, there is an acknowledgment within the field that many
parental alienation treatment programs, while promising, may not yet meet the highest
standards required for evidence-based treatments, such as randomized controlled
trials. Many existing models are at a "promising" level of evidence, often relying on
before-and-after assessments of parental opinions rather than more rigorous



methodologies. This presents a nuanced understanding: while certain interventions
are clinically observed to be effective and are supported by expert consensus, the
formal empirical rigor (e.g., large-scale randomized controlled trials) can be
challenging to achieve in complex family dynamics. This means that practitioners must
often rely on the best available evidence, even if it is not always at the highest level of
scientific proof, while advocating for more rigorous research.

Dr. Childress, while critical of the lack of established treatment protocols for "parental
alienation" within clinical psychology, advocates for his attachment-based model. This
model focuses on a "protective separation” of the child from the pathogenic influence
of the alienating parent during the active treatment phase. This is followed by a period
of recovery for the authentic child and the restoration of an affectionally bonded
relationship with the targeted parent. Reunification with the alienating parent, if it
occurs, is only considered once the child's healthy bond with the targeted parent is
firmly re-established and with sufficient safeguards to prevent the abuse from
resuming.

Dr. Harman's contributions also extend to intervention effectiveness, supporting the
need for approaches that address the inherent power dynamics in parental alienation.
Her work includes evaluations of programs designed for severely alienated children,
such as "Turning Points for Families".

The Role of CBT and NLP in Addressing Parental Alienation

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) plays a significant role in addressing the
distorted thinking patterns central to parental alienation. For alienated children, CBT
can help them identify and challenge the negative or exaggerated beliefs instilled by
the alienating parent, thereby promoting healthier emotional responses and more
balanced thinking. This process helps to deconstruct the alienating parent's narratives
and foster independent thought in the child. CBT has also been applied with
alienating parents to help them recognize how their behaviors contribute to the
alienation, fostering awareness and potential behavioral change. Some research
suggests that attachment-based family therapy and virtual CBT can be effective in
this context.

While not explicitly termed "Neuro-Linguistic Programming" (NLP) in the provided
research, the emphasis on identifying and correcting "false constructions of meaning"



(as highlighted by Childress) and the strategic communication approaches advocated
by Baker and Childress (e.g., Baker's "correct the distortion" and Childress's "Ju-Jitsu
Communication") align with principles found in NLP, which focuses on analyzing and
reframing language patterns. Baker's coaching, described as "goal-oriented
solution-focused", often incorporates elements found in CBT and NLP.

The application of CBT (and implicitly, NLP) goes beyond simply managing symptoms;
it aims to restructure the distorted cognitive processes that underpin parental
alienation. For the child, this means directly challenging the "false construction of
meaning" instilled by the alienating parent. For the alienating parent, it involves
confronting their own "problematic thought patterns" that drive their behavior. This
cognitive restructuring is a direct pathway to acknowledgment and cessation,
contingent on the alienating parent's willingness to engage in such introspective work.

Insights from Video Lectures and Case Studies

The accessibility of video lectures and case studies by these experts provides a
unique and powerful avenue for disseminating information and research beyond
traditional academic papers. Videos from Dr. Baker often provide practical advice for
targeted parents, such as responding to a child's accusations with compassion rather
than defensiveness, which helps avoid inadvertently reinforcing the alienator's
negative messages. Dr. Childress's lectures delve into the theoretical underpinnings of
his attachment-based model and treatment approaches, including the concept of
protective separation and the deep psychological dynamics of the alienating parent.
Dr. Harman's TEDx talks emphasize the broader societal implications of parental
alienation as a form of domestic violence and highlight the urgent need for systemic
change in how it is addressed.

These video formats effectively convey the emotional impact and practical nuances of
parental alienation, making complex psychological concepts accessible to a wider
audience, including targeted parents, legal professionals, and the general public. This
increased public awareness and professional education fosters a more informed
environment where alienating behaviors are less likely to be tolerated or enabled. This,
in turn, creates an indirect pressure on alienating parents to cease their behaviors and
acknowledge their actions, as the societal and professional landscape becomes less
conducive to their manipulative tactics.



VII. Conclusion: A Coordinated Path Forward

Achieving acknowledgment and cessation of alienating behaviors from a parent is a
multi-faceted challenge that demands a coordinated and informed approach, drawing
upon the distinct yet complementary expertise of Dr. Amy J.L. Baker, Dr. Craig
Childress, and Dr. Jennifer Harman. The synthesis of their work reveals that parental
alienation is a complex interplay of specific manipulative behaviors, deep-seated
psychological pathologies, and dynamics of coercive control, often exacerbated by
systemic shortcomings.

Dr. Baker's contributions provide a clear, actionable framework for identifying and
meticulously documenting the specific alienating behaviors. This behavioral evidence
is crucial for presenting concrete facts that make denial more difficult for the
alienating parent. Furthermore, her strategies empower targeted parents to respond
to alienation in a non-reactive and consistent manner, thereby indirectly disarming the
alienator by denying them the desired emotional response.

Dr. Childress offers a profound understanding of the alienating parent's underlying
psychopathology, particularly narcissistic and borderline traits, and unresolved
attachment trauma. This perspective explains the alienating parent's deep resistance
to acknowledging their harmful actions, as their behaviors often serve as a defense
mechanism against their own internal pain and disordered mourning. His model
emphasizes the critical need for protective separation of the child from the
pathogenic parent during active treatment, focusing on the recovery of the child's
authentic self and the restoration of their bond with the targeted parent.

Dr. Harman's work is pivotal in reframing parental alienation as a serious form of
coercive control and family violence. This re-conceptualization underscores the
urgent need for robust legal and systemic interventions to compel the cessation of
alienating behaviors through external consequences. Her research highlights that
societal and institutional biases can inadvertently enable alienation, emphasizing the
collective responsibility to educate, reform policies, and treat parental alienation with
the gravity afforded to other forms of child abuse and domestic violence.



Key Takeaways and Recommendations for Professionals and Targeted Parents

Based on the comprehensive analysis of these expert perspectives, a coordinated
path forward is essential:

For Targeted Parents:

e Maintain Consistent, Loving Presence: Always honor parenting time, even if the
child resists. Focus on being a safe, loving, and available presence, as this lays the
groundwork for future reconciliation.

e Employ Strategic, Non-Reactive Communication: Avoid arguing or directly
denying false accusations. Instead, acknowledge the child's feelings or
perceptions while gently offering an alternative reality. Utilize "Ju-Jitsu
communication" to disarm the alienator's traps by remaining calm, rational, and
focused on a loving relationship with the child, rather than engaging in blame.

e Meticulously Document Alienating Behaviors: Keep detailed records of
specific alienating actions, communications, and their impact. This objective
documentation is invaluable evidence for legal and clinical interventions.

e Seek Highly Qualified Professional Support: Engage legal and mental health
professionals who possess a deep and current understanding of parental
alienation, attachment theory, and personality disorders. A qualified custody
evaluator is often critical.

e Cultivate Resilience and Hope: Recognize that many alienated children
eventually return to their rejected parent as they mature. Focus on long-term
perseverance and self-care.

For Mental Health Professionals:

e Develop Advanced Expertise: Acquire advanced knowledge in attachment
theory, personality disorders (narcissistic and borderline), and family systems.
This is crucial for accurate diagnosis and effective treatment of parental
alienation.

e Accurately Distinguish and Diagnose: Be proficient in differentiating parental



alienation from justified estrangement and in recognizing pathogenic parenting
practices.

e Apply Evidence-Informed Therapeutic Approaches: Utilize therapeutic models
like CBT to address distorted thinking patterns in alienated children, helping them
challenge false narratives and foster independent thought. If working with the
alienating parent, focus on addressing underlying pathologies, understanding the
profound resistance this may entail.

e Collaborate with Legal Professionals: Work in a coordinated manner with legal
experts to ensure that therapeutic interventions are supported by appropriate
legal frameworks and orders.

For Legal Professionals:

e Recognize Parental Alienation as Family Violence: Understand and treat
parental alienation with the gravity of coercive control and domestic violence,
advocating for its inclusion in protective legislation and policies.

e Implement Strong Legal Interventions: Utilize structured parenting plans, clear
court orders, and, when necessary, custody modifications to protect children and
compel the cessation of alienating behaviors. Prioritize early intervention to
prevent the entrenchment of alienation.

e Demand Professional Competence: Insist on mental health professionals who
demonstrate advanced expertise in parental alienation to provide assessments
and testimony, ensuring court decisions are based on sound psychological
principles.

For Society:

e Promote Broad Public and Professional Education: Increase awareness and
understanding of parental alienation to reduce its societal sanctioning or
minimization. This includes disseminating information through various channels,
including video lectures and public forums.

e Advocate for Policy Changes: Support legislative efforts that recognize parental
alienation as a serious form of child abuse and domestic violence, ensuring
robust legal protections and interventions are available to affected families.



The path to addressing parental alienation is complex and challenging, yet the
combined insights from Drs. Baker, Childress, and Harman offer a comprehensive
framework for understanding, intervening, and ultimately working towards the
restoration of healthy parent-child relationships and the protection of children's

well-being.

Table 3: Amy J.L. Baker's 17 Primary Parental Alienation Strategies

Strategy Category

Specific Strategy (from
Baker's 17)

Brief Description/Example

Poisonous Messages

1. Denigrating the other
parent to the child

Creating the impression that
the other parent is unsafe,
unloving, and unavailable.

6. Telling the child the
targeted parent does not love
him/her

Encouraging the child to
falsely believe the targeted
parent does not care or value
them.

8. Creating the impression
that the other parent is
dangerous

Planting false memories or
misinterpreting events to
create fear and doubt.

Limiting Contact &
Communication

2. Limiting the child's contact
with the other parent

Violating parenting plans, not
producing children for
parenting time.

3. Interfering with the child's
communication with the other
parent

Blocking phone calls, emails,
or not sharing cell phone
numbers.

4. Making it difficult for the
child to think about, talk
about, and look at photos of
the other parent

Creating an environment
where the child feels unable
to engage in symbolic
communication.

Erasing & Replacing

5. Withholding love and
affection when the child
exhibits interest and affection
towards the other parent

Punishing the child for
showing positive regard for
the targeted parent.




14. Referring to a new
significant other as ‘mom’ or
'dad’

Encouraging the child to
replace the authentic parent.

15. Changing the child's name
to remove association with
the other parent

Forging a new identity for the
child to distance from the
targeted parent.

17. Cultivating dependency

Instituting rules that the child
must follow even with the
targeted parent, undermining
their authority.

Undermining Authority &
Loyalty

7. Forcing the child to reject
the other parent

Creating situations where the
child actively cancels
parenting time or excludes
the targeted parent.

9. Confiding in the child about
personal and legal matters

Inducing the child to be hurt
and angry at the other parent.

10. Asking the child to spy on
the other parent

Encouraging the child to
betray the targeted parent's
trust for information.

11. Asking the child to keep
secrets from the other parent

Creating psychological
distance and guilt in the child.

12. Referring to the other
parent by first name rather
than 'mom’ or 'dad'

Diminishing the targeted
parent's role and importance.

13. Withholding information
from the other parent

Not sharing medical,
academic, or other important
details.

16. Undermining the other
parent's authority

Mocking or overwriting the
rules of the targeted parent.
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