
                                        

 

                                            
 

Parental Alienation Primer for Advocates 
 
“Parental alienation” or “parental alienation syndrome” is a concept widely used in family 
court child custody disputes involving abuse allegations (DV, child physical or sexual 
abuse). Fathers accused of abuse often respond with claims that the mother is 
alienating the children from them. Research1 has indicated that where parental 
alienation is claimed by a father accused of abuse, courts are more likely to reject 
mothers’ claims of abuse, and rates of custody reversals (from mother to father) 
increase. Mothers are disbelieved and lose custody even more often when they are 
alleging child physical or sexual abuse. 
 

History and Use of Parental Alienation in Court 
Parental alienation syndrome (PAS)2 was first coined by Dr. Richard Gardner in 1985, 
but soon became discredited as a scientifically recognized syndrome3. However, the 
concept of “parental alienation” (PA) has become widely accepted in courts and is 
applied similarly to PAS, to discredit mother and children’s abuse claims against fathers. 
PA theoretically describes a situation where one parent negatively manipulates or 
influences the child against- or “alienates” them from- the other parent. While some 
parents do engage in such behavior, there is little evidence4 that it actually changes 
children’s attitudes toward the other parent nor that this alone causes long-term harms5. 
In contrast, the harmfulness of domestic violence6 and abuse to children7 is well-
established.  
 
Unfortunately, it is common for mothers’ and children’s allegations of abuse, and 
children’s acting out, fear or hostility toward a parent to be treated as indication that the 
mother is alienating the child.  The same is true for mothers’ protective actions, such as 
requesting supervised visits or seeking a protective order. Both abuse allegations and 
protective actions often cause court personnel to dismiss or even punish the parent 
sharing safety concerns. Because this trend is now global, PA and related concepts 
have been harshly criticized internationally8 and recommended for exclusion from 
custody litigation9 due to risks to children and survivor parents presented by custody 
orders without adequate safety provisions. These critical statements have not affected 
U.S. family court practice much. However, alternative labels to PA, such as resist-
refuse, parent child contact problems (PCCP), gatekeeping, munchausen by proxy, or 
encapsulated delusion, are now sometimes used – particularly against protective 
mothers. 
 

Harms to Children from Court Responses to Concerns of Alienation 
The typical remedy for purported PA is “reunification treatment10,” which entails coerced 
contact between children and the parent they are resisting seeing.  Some coerced 
reunification treatments are conducted in offices, and others at overnight locations in 
other states, requiring removal from and no contact with the parent they trust, forced 
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“counseling” and living with the parent they fear/resent. These overnight “camps” can be 
extremely costly for parents. Children subjected to them are often cut off from their 
primary, beloved parent for months and even years, especially when ordered into costly 
extended “aftercare” programs, commonly recommended by the “reunification 
therapist.” 
 
 

ADVOCACY STRATEGIES 

Custody and abuse litigation involving allegations of parental alienation are complex.  
Advocates can play a crucial role in supporting survivors and their children as they 
navigate these difficult cases. 
 

Survivor Advocacy  

• Validate the survivor’s frustration and sense of injustice with the court process 
and the actions of the other parent.  Let them know it is unfortunately a common 
phenomenon in family courts and with parents who are abusive.  

• Connect them with support groups, counseling and other therapeutic outlets for 
them share their feelings in a trusted and safe space outside the of the court 
system. Connect children to similar supports and age-appropriate outlets.  

• Offer tools and support around talking to the children11 about what is happening 
and why in a way that avoids demonizing the other parent which could be used 
against them as evidence of alienation.  

• Share safer modes of communicating with the other parent such as through 
attorneys or other professionals, or via text or email that can be reviewed before 
sending and saved.  
 

Legal Advocacy  

• Help the survivor to seek legal representation12 from professionals who 
specialize in family law and understand the dynamics of domestic violence, 
especially in the custody context, and help them understand the distinct roles of 
the various professionals13.   

• Assist the survivor in gathering evidence relevant to courts14  to counter a 
parental alienation claim and support their safety concerns. This could include 
evidence the survivor has respected the other parent’s parental access and 
documentation of abuse (e.g. CPS reports, medical records, arrest records, 
protection orders, threatening texts).  

• Encourage the survivor to use child-centric language and frame concerns as 
“concern for the child’s safety, well-being, and best interest” and their own 
ongoing safety in conversations with court professionals.  

https://www.nctsn.org/resources/children-and-domestic-violence-listening-and-talking-your-child-about-domestic-violence
https://www.womenslaw.org/find-help/finding-lawyer
https://www.domesticshelters.org/articles/legal/who-are-all-the-people-involved-in-my-child-custody-case
https://www.domesticshelters.org/articles/legal/who-are-all-the-people-involved-in-my-child-custody-case
https://www.ncjfcj.org/bench-cards/a-judicial-guide-to-child-safety-in-custody-cases/#section-16


                                        

 

• Accompany the survivor at their request to proceedings. Let court professionals 
know you are there as a personal support for the survivor. 
 

Systems Advocacy  

• Facilitate understanding for the survivor and between the various systems (CPS, 
family court, criminal system) that may engage with their case. These systems 
are siloed, have different purposes and standards for determining abuse or risk, 
and will sometimes make contradictory decisions. Our resource center can help. 
See our contact information below. 

• Familiarize yourself with court professionals brought into cases such as custody 
evaluators, Guardians Ad Litem (GALs) and mediators and advocate for 
professionals with training and experience with domestic violence.  

• Suggest the inclusion of experts on domestic violence15 and/or child abuse16 and 
the misuse of parental alienation to testify or share their perspectives with other 
professionals involved in the case. 
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