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Parental alienation is a form of

child abuse that we are only be‐

ginning to recognize. Technically

speaking, it’s when a child aligns

with one parent and rejects its

other parent for reasons that are

not warranted. According to The

Parental Alienation Study Group,

at least 3.9 million children in the

United States are “moderately to

severely” alienated from a parent.

Put another way, there are three

times as many children in the

United States who are alienated from a parent than there are children with

autism.

This is, obviously, a staggering number. But what are the effects of parental

alienation on children? This was the question of a study conducted by psy‐

chologists Caitlin Bentley and Mandy Matthewson of the University of Tas‐

mania.

In order to pursue this inquiry, they recruited adult participants who had a

history of parental alienation. From there, they conducted semi-structured

interviews, asking a series of exploratory questions about the alienation.

Their narratives were then analyzed for themes.

The results were striking. Seven themes were identified, revealing the

breadth and depth of the effects of alienation well into adulthood. A selec‐

tive overview of the study’s findings is provided below.

Alienating Behavior and Impact

Adult children reported a multitude of alienating behaviors that damaged

their relationship with the Target Parent and their own well-being. This

theme broke down into seven sub-themes:

Abuse and control. Participants were emotionally and physically abused

by the Alienating Parent. For example, they were made to feel fear or

guilt when they didn’t comply with the Alienating Parent’s view of the

Target Parent.

Denigration of the targeted parent—to the point where it damaged the

child’s bond with the Target Parent.

Adultification—in which their parent inappropriately disclosed informa‐

tion and sought support during custody disputes.

Disrupting alienated adult child and targeted parent relationship. The

bond between children and the Target Parent was damaged. Some

moved to different states or overseas, making a relationship or even

communication with the Target Parent difficult. Others were told that the

Target Parent didn’t love them.

Perceptions of the Alienating Parent’s characteristics—including self-

absorption, criticalness, and lacking in empathy and insight into how

their behavior impacts others—even when confronted by their child.

Neglect. Basic needs and safety were disregarded.

Alienated adult child experience suppressed. Participants pushed

down their thoughts, emotions, and memories, particularly regarding the

Target Parent.

Mental Health

Adult children reported mental health struggles both as children and adults.

This theme consisted of three sub-themes:

Mental health difficulties. All of the participants experienced mental

health issues, ranging from anxiety and PTSD to suicidal ideation, which

they traced to their Alienating Parent’s abuse.

Self-esteem. Participants reported having low self-esteem and low con‐

fidence in themselves and their abilities.

Substance use. Alienated adult children disclosed using alcohol and

drugs, for some at an early age, in order to cope with the abuse.

Relationship Difficulties

Participants described having difficulties across friendships and romantic

relationships. Five sub-themes surfaced:

Difficulty relating to peers. Participants felt different from and unable to

confide their experience of parental alienation with other children.

Fear of loss. Most participants expressed fears of losing a relationship,

causing them to avoid conflicts in relationships or even entering

relationships.

Difficulty trusting. Participants had difficulty believing that someone

would support them, and thus they hid their difficulties from others.

Dysfunctional and abusive relationships. Adult children often chose

partners that were as abusive as their Alienating Parent, sometimes in a

desperate effort to feel loved. Others stayed in unhealthy partnerships

to avoid divorce at all costs.

Struggle to maintain healthy relationships. Participants felt that a lack

of positive role models, mental health problems, and poor relationship

skills made relationships challenging.

Learning and Development

Participants believed that the alienation stunted their development and ca‐

pacity to learn. Two sub-themes emerged:

Identity. Being told that the Target Parent was bad, children were con‐

scious of the ways in which they were like the Target Parent and felt

shame about it.

Education and employment. Most participants had difficulty with learn‐

ing and focusing on school, which altered the course of their lives. They

felt blocked from fulfilling their academic potential at school because the

Alienating Parent’s needs came before their own.

Grief and Loss

Participants felt a pervasive sense of grief and loss, which was tied to their

experience of alienation. Five sub-themes were found:

Anger and emotional pain—largely for the “injustice” and “the mess”

their parents made.

Feeling they missed out—on a childhood, including learning basic skills

(e.g., cooking) and an early loss of innocence.

Guilt. Most participants felt the Alienating Parent made them feel guilty.

They also felt guilty about the ways they treated the Target Parent, even

though they knew they weren’t to blame.

Grieving the loss of the relationship with the Targeted Parent. One

participant shared: “Most of my childhood memories are just, 'Oh God,

even up until the age of 40, I just want my dad, I just want my dad.'”

Disappointment with their relationship with the Target Parent. Some

participants felt the Target Parent had moved forward with a new rela‐

tionship or family, gave up on them too soon, or was disinterested in

them.

Disconnection and Dysfunction

Participants described “segregated” family lives. Two sub-themes were

identified.

Disconnection. Participants felt they had abnormal family lives, with iso‐

lated childhoods and limited or irregular contact with extended family.

Some had cut off contact with the Alienating Parent.

Intergenerational transmission of trauma. Participants observed that

their parents had dysfunctional relationships with their own parents, and

that the dysfunctional behavior had been learned.

Coping and Healing

Participants shared how they coped with alienation, giving rise to four sub-

themes:

Coping and resilience. While many participants coped by themselves,

others leaned on the Target Parent. Some developed a bond with a car‐

ing and protective person.

Reunification attempts. Many participants tried to reunite with their Tar‐

get Parent. For some, this was healing, while others were ambivalent

about reconnecting.

The healing process. Participants tried to make sense of their pasts,

with some seeking therapy. Some found that identifying their experience

as parental alienation was healing: “As I got a bit older, I decided to go

see a therapist and that started to put things in place, and break the nor‐

malization... You start to realize that what you’ve gone through was

abuse.”

Parental alienation awareness. Participants felt it was important to raise

awareness about parental alienation, and how they might have benefit‐

ted from intervention.

Facebook image: Gladskikh Tatiana/Shutterstock

LinkedIn image: Lopolo/Shutterstock

City or Zip

About Editorial Process Privacy Terms Accessibility United States

Psychology Today © 2022 Sussex Publishers, LLC

Psychology Today Find a Therapist Get Help Magazine Today USSearch

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/contributors/vinita-mehta-phd-edm
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/contributors/vinita-mehta-phd-edm
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/docs/editorial-process
https://facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=220580041311284&display=page&href=https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation&redirect_uri=https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation
https://twitter.com/share?text=The%20Devastating%20Effects%20of%20Parental%20Alienation%20%7C%20Psychology%20Today&url=https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation&related=PsychToday
mailto:?subject=Psychology%20Today%3A%20The%20Devastating%20Effects%20of%20Parental%20Alienation&body=Hi%2C%0D%0A%0D%0AI%20thought%20you%27d%20be%20interested%20in%20this%20article%20on%20Psychology%20Today%3A%0D%0A%0D%0A%20The%20Devastating%20Effects%20of%20Parental%20Alienation%0D%0Ahttps%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation%3Feml%0D%0A%0D%0A%0D%0A---%0D%0AFind%20a%20Therapist%3A%20https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us&destination=node/1170438
https://facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=220580041311284&display=page&href=https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation&redirect_uri=https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation
https://twitter.com/share?text=The%20Devastating%20Effects%20of%20Parental%20Alienation%20%7C%20Psychology%20Today&url=https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation&related=PsychToday
mailto:?subject=Psychology%20Today%3A%20The%20Devastating%20Effects%20of%20Parental%20Alienation&body=Hi%2C%0D%0A%0D%0AI%20thought%20you%27d%20be%20interested%20in%20this%20article%20on%20Psychology%20Today%3A%0D%0A%0D%0A%20The%20Devastating%20Effects%20of%20Parental%20Alienation%0D%0Ahttps%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation%3Feml%0D%0A%0D%0A%0D%0A---%0D%0AFind%20a%20Therapist%3A%20https%3A//www.psychologytoday.com/us&destination=node/1170438
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/contributors/vinita-mehta-phd-edm
http://drvinitamehta.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/profile/view?id=8111336&authType=name&authToken=_3r9&locale=en_US&pvs=pp&trk=ppro_viewmore
https://twitter.com/VinitaMehta2
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/contributors/vinita-mehta-phd-edm
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/what-will-you-do-when-i-m-gone/202208/the-damage-caused-infantilizing-the-disabled
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/what-will-you-do-when-i-m-gone/202208/the-damage-caused-infantilizing-the-disabled
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202103/the-lasting-effects-childhood-mentally-unwell-parent
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202103/the-lasting-effects-childhood-mentally-unwell-parent
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/complicated-love/202208/7-signs-doom-in-relationship
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/complicated-love/202208/7-signs-doom-in-relationship
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/communication-matters/202208/when-family-estrangement-is-the-healthiest-choice
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/communication-matters/202208/when-family-estrangement-is-the-healthiest-choice
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/flipping-out/202208/6-signs-mistrustabuse-schema
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/flipping-out/202208/6-signs-mistrustabuse-schema
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202202/what-is-narcissistic-collapse
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202202/what-is-narcissistic-collapse
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/childhood-emotional-neglect/202208/how-enjoy-small-talk-and-deepen-your-conversations
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/childhood-emotional-neglect/202208/how-enjoy-small-talk-and-deepen-your-conversations
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-new-resilience/202208/walking-outside-3-practices-enhance-your-wellbeing
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-new-resilience/202208/walking-outside-3-practices-enhance-your-wellbeing
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists
https://member.psychologytoday.com/us/signup?src=WWWCIT
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us
https://www.facebook.com/psychologytoday
https://twitter.com/psychtoday
https://www.instagram.com/psych_today/
https://subscribe.psychologytoday.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=us&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ga/atlanta
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/tx/austin
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/md/baltimore
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ma/boston
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ny/brooklyn
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/nc/charlotte
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/il/chicago
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/oh/columbus
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/tx/dallas
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/co/denver
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/mi/detroit
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/tx/houston
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/in/indianapolis
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/fl/jacksonville
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/nv/las-vegas
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ca/los-angeles
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ky/louisville
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/tn/memphis
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/fl/miami
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/wi/milwaukee
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/mn/minneapolis
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/tn/nashville
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ny/new-york
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ca/oakland
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ne/omaha
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/pa/philadelphia
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/az/phoenix
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/pa/pittsburgh
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/or/portland
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/nc/raleigh
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ca/sacramento
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/mo/saint-louis
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/tx/san-antonio
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ca/san-diego
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ca/san-francisco
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/ca/san-jose
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/wa/seattle
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/az/tucson
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/dc/washington
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/parental-alienation
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/autism
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/fear
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/guilt
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/empathy
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/anxiety
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/suicide
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/self-esteem
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/confidence
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/alcohol
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/relationships
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/divorce
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/identity
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/embarrassment
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/education
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/grief
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/anger
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/child-development
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/trauma
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/resilience
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/therapy
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost#
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost#
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost#
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost#
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=us&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/head-games/202112/the-devastating-effects-parental-alienation?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost#

