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Guiding Principles

Beneficently - Enhanced - Agency

for

Reunification Therapy
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 Beneficence – is doing good for the parties and is a 
fundamental ethical principle for Mental Health 

Professionals. Treating the parties with respect and 

dignity, with no fault and no blame, the therapist 

beneficently guides the family down a path that avoids, 

if possible, the need for adjudication. Therapist should 
give 100% and detach from outcomes (not responsible).

 Agency – as used here, is the ability of a family to take 

responsibility for itself, make appropriate choices in the 

child’s best interest, form consensual agreement to 

better the current circumstances, and take the initiative 

to act on those choices. Whereas Agency is empowering 
for the family, deferring to a court for adjudication is dis-

empowering. 
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Child-Focused Relational Problem

vs

Parental Alienation

CFRP – concerns a child distancing or rejecting a good-
enough parent and the causes are still under study or 
review, while providing time for correction. 

Use terms and descriptors that are non-threatening and 
do not infer pathology. “Parental Alienation” has not been 

well received by parents and promotes defensiveness.
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Lettuce
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Thich Nhat Hanh

“When you plant Lettuce, if it does not grow well, you 
don’t blame the lettuce. You look for reasons it is not 

doing well. It may need fertilizer, or more water, or 
less sun. You never blame the lettuce. Yet, if we have 

problems with our family, we blame the other person. 
But, if we know how to take care of them, they will 
grow well, like the lettuce. Blaming has no positive 
effect at all, … No Blame, … Just Understanding.  If 
you show that you understand, you can love, and 

the situation will change.”
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Parental Conflict / Continued Court 
Involvement, Harms Children

 The inability of parents to successfully co-parent the 
child may lead the child to feel unsafe.

Children caught in the middle have demonstrated 
anxiety, depression, emotionality, and acting out 
behaviors, among others.
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Parental Conflict / Continued Court 
Involvement, Harms Children

 Parental conflict places the child in a precarious 

position.

Children caught in the middle of high-conflict divorce 

face tremendous challenges to simply survive the ordeal.

Children may have to adapt between parental homes 

like a chameleon.
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Parents

Close Parent – typically the residential parent whom 
the child is most in contact with and lives with.

Distanced Parent – typically the non-residential 
parent, or the parent whom the child has pushed 
away or rejected.
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Parents

“Good-Enough” Parent – a parent who is reasonably 
capable of parenting a Child, provides reasonable 
basic care, is responsible, present, provides emotional 
support, and is not a danger to the Child. Although 

there may have been past emotional or physical 
incidents with the child, the incidents were isolated, 
and resolved.
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Family Narrative

Mom has a Family Narrative

Dad has a Family Narrative

 The Child’s Family Narrative becomes influenced and 

possibly unintentionally hijacked by the Close Parent’s 
Family Narrative.

Often the Close Parent’s Family Narrative may 
contain distortions, mis-understandings and even 

possibly mis-truths.
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Sensitive Dependence on Initial 
Conditions

 Parental Alienation may be a “sensitive dependence on initial 
conditions” that leads to the inevitable rejection of a parent, as 
the two parent’s family narratives diverge over time.  The 
chameleon-like child may give up due to the disparity in 
narratives and align with the residential parent in order to survive 
(shifting from parental home to parental home may become 
too difficult for the child).

 When there is sole custody, possibly a restraining order, limited 
and/or supervised visits, the fertile ground (isolation) of 
alienating behaviors permits the devastating growth of parental 
rejection.
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Commonalities

Close Parent may have been prevented from having a 

relationship with his/her own parent as a child.

Close Parent may have been taught in childhood that 

“emotional cutoff” is the acceptable way of handling 

family problems. Emotional Cutoff is the rejection of a 

significant person in the child’s life.

A preponderance of individuals associated with the 

rejection leads to entrenchment of the parental rejection.  

There is a small social group around the child that supports 

the rejection of the parent due to the narrative in play.
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Commonalities

 The small group (family/social) around the child 
believing the narrative in play, which includes distortion 
or mistruth, builds social pressure for the child to 
conform to the group (for example, multiple siblings).

Any attempt to ease the rejection is quickly shifted to 
undermining and sabotaging focused on thwarting any 
effort towards reunification.

A Metaphor for the group that participates in the child 
rejecting a parent could be a flock of starlings flying in 
unison (murmuration) shifting directions in perfect alignment.  
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The Phenomenon is Likely 

Evolutionary

 The Field of Psychology may currently be engaging in 
the Fundamental Attribution Error by blaming the 
Alienating Parent, labeling them as pathological, and 
pushing the problem to the courts for adjudication, 

when there may be an underlying, worldwide, 
“survival pattern of behaviors” that arises 
spontaneously when parents face separation or 
divorce.
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Theorized as an Evolutionary 

Adaption Pattern of Behaviors to 

Reconsolidate the Family Unit

Gardner’s eight manifestations have held up over the 
years as patterns of behavior specific to these 

families.

Parental Alienation has been observed in 38 countries 
around the world as the same pattern of behaviors.

Evans and Bone (2011) presented that “it is almost as 
if they were reading from a published playbook.”
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Fractals as a Metaphor

 Phenomenon Theorized as “Fractal Behavior,” resulting 
from perceived rejection, designed to reconsolidate the 
family into a smaller yet similar unit, through 
rejecting/scapegoating the distanced parent, and 
discarding him/her for the sake of continuing the family 
clan at all cost, as a smaller family unit.

 Fractals are universal patterns occurring in nature that 
can happen through “iterations” (repeated processes); 
ferns, coastlines, veins, snowflakes, trees, false narratives. 
gossip, innuendo.
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Fractals as a Metaphor

 The overarching system whereby a child rejects a parent 

may concern Machiavellian Behavior Patterns.

An iterative process can be one in which a desired end 

result justifies the means, that of a repeated cycle of 

operations coming closer to and converging with the 

desired end, as the number of iterations increases. 

 The end (a reconsolidated family after the fracture) justifies 

the means at all cost, even including the disposal of a 

parent.

 The Close Parent’s family narrative, after many iterations 

over time with the Child, results in parental rejection.
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Fractals

Regarding Fractals in Mathematics, whereas the 
territory outside the fractal is out of control and 

headed unpredictably towards infinity, the territory 
inside the fractal is ordered and stable.

 This may be the perception of the Alienating Parent; 
“control of the newly formed smaller family unit as the 
only path to family survival.”
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Fractals

Fractal Behavior in these cases may be theorized as a 
real-life demonstration of how a fundamental, intrinsic 

drive for survival and continuation of the family clan 
(the initial conditions) may theoretically produce such 
complexity, convolution and contrivance at the 
surface (after many iterations); such as what can be 
seen in Parental Alienation.
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 These fractured families may end up rejecting a good 

enough parent due to sensitive dependence on initial 

conditions with a propagation into the future through a 

subtle feedback loop of confirmation bias within the family 

that continues to repeatedly add to the family problem.

 Bowen Family Systems – Family Projection Process

 Parental Alienation could be viewed as the continued 

iteration of one parent’s interactions with a child over time, 

and after many iterations, the child rejects the other parent. 

This was the desired end result at the deepest level.
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Bowen – Family Systems Theory

Family Projection Process

 The parent focuses on a child out of fear that 

something is wrong with the child.

 The parent interprets the child’s behaviors as 

confirming the fear, and

 The parent treats the child as if something really is 

wrong with the child.

This becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy and 

confirmation bias, and can lead to PA.
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Fractals
(Math as Metaphor )

Mandelbrot Set – in fractal math, is a set of complex 
numbers for a function that when iterated forms a 

pattern.

Mandelbrot set is related to the Julia set and both 
can produce complex fractal shapes.
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Evolutionary / Survival Mechanism

Power vs Force

Force – Society may not be able to stop the 
worldwide proliferation of Parental Alienation with 
Force, Authority, (the courts).  May only be able to 
help some cases. Case and point, abuse and drugs.

Possible Answer ?

Power – or Empowerment, Beneficently-Enhanced-
Agency, to compassionately guide the family 
forward, through self-determinism, in the best interest 
of the child. Family repair becomes multigenerational. 
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Presentation Features

Manifestation Indicators, (Gardner, 1984).

 Levels of Severity (Mild, Moderate, Severe).

Programming Strategies (Baker & Sauber, 2013).

Breakthrough Symptoms

Negative Character Traits

Adultification, Parentification.

Attachment System Suppression, (Childress, 2015).

Anxiety or Phobic Response, (Childress, 2015).
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Eight Manefestations

1) Campaign of Denigration to Distanced Parent.

2) Frivolous Rationalizations for rejecting Parent.

3) Lack of Ambivalence.

4) Independent-Thinker Phenomenon.

5) Reflexive Support for the Close Parent.

6) Absence of Guilt towards the Distanced Parent.

7) Borrowed Scenarios.

8) Spread of Animosity toward Distanced Parent, etc.
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1) Seems to have been complaints or 
negatives directed at distanced Parent.

2) Reasons for distancing or rejecting have 
seemed equivocal, ambiguous, 
disproportionate or lacking detail.

3) Black or white thinking; where one parent is 
good and the other bad, serious polarization.

4) Child has seemed to report that he/she is 
the one making his/her own mind up about 
distancing or rejecting the parent.
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5) Child has seemed to defend or align with 
close parent.

6) Seems to have been lack of empathy or 
sense of guilt, concerning anything regarding 
distanced parent, especially negative 
treatment of, or disregard for, distanced 
parent.

7) Child may have said/done things that 
emulated the close parent.

8) Child has seemed to distance or reject the 
distanced parent’s family or others associated 
with the distanced parent.
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Break Through Symptoms

Anxiety, Panic Attacks

Anger

Depression

 Low Self-Esteem

Regressive / Childlike Behaviors

Self-Injury, Suicidal Ideation

Feelings of Guilt

 Insomnia

Stomach Issues, Digestive Issues
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Negative Character Traits

All or Nothing Thinking

 Lack of Empathy

Arrogance

Grandiosity

Sense of Entitlement

Sense of Superiority
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Possible Detrimental Effects

 Depression Relationship Problems Anger

 Anxiety Panic Attacks Suicidal Ideation

 Cutting Severe Feelings of Guilt Self-Hatred

 Resentment Lack of Trust Bullying Behaviors

 Eating Disorders Substance Abuse Alcohol Abuse

 Self-Isolation Lack of Empathy Night Terrors

 Insomnia Poor Coping Skills Emotional Cutoff

 Low Self-Esteem Lack of Respect for Authority Physical Illness

 Feeling Unloved All or Nothing Thinking Feeling Unworthy
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Child Psychological/Emotional Abuse

Gardner (1998) – these behaviors constitute 
emotional abuse of the child.

Johnston & Kelly (2004) – its abuse, an insidious form of 

emotional abuse of children.

Baker (2007) – Its emotional abuse.

Clawar & Rivlin (2013) – a cycle of abuse.

Judge & Deutsch (2017) – parental behaviors are 
emotionally abusive.
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Child Psychological/Emotional Abuse

Warshak (2010) – emotional abuse.

Gottlieb (2012) – child abuse, it concerns chronic 
emotional and interpersonal difficulties.

Baker & Sauber (2013) – a devastating form of child 
abuse; psychological and emotional abuse.

Harmon, Kruk, & Hines (2018) – An Unacknowledged 
form of Family Violence.
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Social Psychology is Powerful

 Stereotyping – Prejudice – Discrimination

 Chameleon Effect – Mirroring - Modeling  

 Projection – Repression – False Memory Syndrome

 Self-serving Bias – Cognitive Bias – Idealization 

 Identification, Internalization – Basking in Reflected Glory   

 Dichotomous Thinking – Splitting – Idealization/Devaluation

 Rationalization – Ad Hock Hypotheses – Making Excuses

 Dehumanization – Blaming the Victim – Scapegoating
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Parental Alienation is Social Psychology

 Campaign of Denigration – Dehumanization, Blaming the Victim, 
Scapegoating

 Frivolous Rationalizations – Rationalization, Ad Hock Hypotheses, 
Making Excuses

 Lack of Ambivalence - Dichotomous Thinking, Splitting, 
Idealization/Devaluation

 Independent Thinker – Identification, Internalization, Basking in 
Reflected Glory, Group Think

 Reflexive Support – Self-serving Bias, Cognitive Bias, Idealization 

 Absence of Guilt – Projection, Repression, False Memory Syndrome

 Borrowed Scenarios – Chameleon Effect, Mirroring, Modeling

 Spread of Animosity – Stereotyping, Prejudice, Discrimination
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No Fault – No Blame - Social Issue

 Consultation, Collaboration, and Consensus with peer 
professionals builds social support for the position that the family 

dynamics must change, without need for court.

 The Close Parent may be less defensive of a plan, when there 

are no negative connotations in the terms used or the path 

offered, and with social consensus.

 Multiple other professionals lend solid social support, in lieu of 

just one, lone therapist.

 Therapist must present as confident but not critical.

 Attorneys may not want to go to court once elucidated.

 Therapist gives 100% and detaches from outcomes.
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No Fault – No Blame - Social Issue
Significant Moderating Factors:

 Treating ALL parties concerned with a No Fault, No Blame 
attitude.

 Theorized as a Social-Psychological issue.

 Beneficently presented information and possible paths 
forward.

 Agency, helping family to self-determine their future.

 Last Resort - Court may make decisions for family, this is dis-
empowering, possible environmental modification (change 
of residence for the child for a time).
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Child-Focused Relational Problem

vs

Parental Alienation

CFRP – concerns a child distancing or rejecting a 
good-enough parent and the causes are still under 
study or review, while providing time for correction. 

Use terms and descriptors that are non-threatening

and do not infer pathology.
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Healthy Family Dynamics
(Minuchin & Nichols, 1993)
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Healthy Family Dynamics
(Adapted from Minuchin & Nichols, 1993)
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Healthy Family Dynamics
(Adapted from Minuchin & Nichols, 1993)
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Cross-Generational Coalition
(Adapted from Minuchin & Nichols, 1993)
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Huge dilemma

What to do about it

How to handle it
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At Intake – Dysfunctional Dynamics 52
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Suspend – Distanced Parent 53
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Enlist Distanced Parent 54
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Shift Child to Subordinate Child Position 55

Close 

Parent

Distanced 

Parent

Child



Enlist the Child 56
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Situational Reunification 57
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Suspend Close Parent Defensiveness 58
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Acclimate Close Parent to Sharing 59
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Maintenance 60
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Thich Nhat Hanh

“Speak the truth, but not to punish.”
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Positions and Beliefs at Intake

Close parent - that the DP is a danger, is unworthy, 
doesn’t love the child, and abandoned the family, “I 
must protect my child.”

Child – that my close parent is correct, my distanced 
parent is a danger, unworthy, has no love and 
abandoned us, “I must reject my other parent.”

Distanced parent – that the close parent has put the 
child against me, has programmed the child, has 
distorted what happened, is trying to destroy me, “I must 
fight back.”
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At Intake – Dysfunctional Dynamics 63
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What is there to Validate?

Generally Nothing to Validate
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Traditional Therapy is 
Contraindicated

 Validating distortion and mistruth only worsen the 
situation.

 Allowing family preference for sessions only delays and 

prevents coming together.

 Trusting in truthful report won’t work, lots of mistruth, 
must have collateral corroboration.

Mutual family-therapist direction won’t work, must be 
court ordered direction – Reunify – No Choice.
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Reunification Therapy

is Not

Traditional Thearpy

is Not

Traditional Psychotherapy
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Oversimplified Reunification Steps

 1.) Prepare distanced parent to reconnect with the 
child.

 2.) Assess danger and prepare the child to reconnect 

with the distanced parent.

 3.) Secure acceptance and permission from the close 
parent and family for the reunification to actually 

happen.  Without permission, won’t happen, without 
court ordered environmental modification/camp.

67



Stop / Suspend Distanced Parent
68
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First Step

Stop / Suspend

Distanced Parent’s negative contributions 
to the problem.
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Enlist Distanced Parent 70
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Second Step

Enlist the Distanced Parent’s Help

Clear any residual relationship trauma

Teach him/her to be calm and workable and to 

become a mirror, politely reflecting back to the 
others what they are doing.
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Second Step

Once the distanced parent is not contributing and 

is reflecting back, the close parent and child may 
escalate behaviors and there may be greater 

disparity between the two parents’ presentations –
greater cognitive dissonance for the child to 

observe and make own decisions.
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Second Step

Gottlieb (2012) talks about the distanced parent as 

being the individual who has the greatest potential 
to help change family dynamics through 

deprogramming, because that parent knows the 
family issues and there is reciprocal love between 

that parent and the child.
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Shift Child to Subordinate Child Position 74
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Third Step

Help with the child beginning to listen to 

and respect the distanced parent again.
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Enlist Child 76
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Forth Step

 Continue building rapport and gathering information.

 Help to clear any residual attachment trauma.

 Experiential Family Systems type therapy.

Face-to-face sessions, remembering and re-

experiencing past fun times, photos, videos, vacations, 
tactfully challenging mistruths or distortions, improving 
interactions, sculpting, distraction from the session, keep 
things lite and fun, avoid evoking defensiveness.

Re-framing, re-directing, shifting responsibilities.
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Situational Reunification 78
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Fifth Step
 Continue with successful sessions in private.

 No need to broadcast that the child is warming up 
to Distanced Parent, as this will lead to increased 
resistance.

 Therapist will often hear that the child is not being 
heard or that the therapy is not working.

 Keep the situational improvements from sessions, in 
sessions, at least for a time, until things between 
child and Distanced Parent have improved.

 If Close Parent becomes aware that there is 
improvement in session, then there will be setbacks.

79



Suspend Close Parent Defensiveness 80
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Sixth Step

 Be aware of undermining and continued programming.

May have to talk to parent if behavior continued.

May have to notify court if belief in choice.

May have to meet with attorneys.

May provide handout on “Child Rejecting a Parent.”

May need court assistance and environmental 

modification.

Severe cases may need custody reversal and intensive 
camp, e.g. “Turning Points for Families;” Gottlieb (2018).
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Handouts

Handout A – “Concerning a Child Distancing or 
Rejecting a Parent.”

Handout B – “Good Co-Parent Guidelines.”

Handout C – “What is it? Child-Focused Relational 
Problems, Estrangement, Parental Alienation or some 
other Variation of Distancing or Rejection.”

Handout D – “Reunification Therapy is Different.” 

Handout E – “When Abusive Behaviors have been 

Present, the Hopeful Goal is Rehabilitation, 
Reconciliation and Reunification, for child and Parent.”
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Impressions Form

Impressions Form – An easy to fill out “Excel” form 

to outline case impressions.  Contains a listing of 
the typically used indicators for determining if 

there may be a concern with alienating 
behaviors. 

The wonderful thing about this form is that even the 

parent who may have used alienating behaviors 
would agree to the information listed.
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Acclimate Close Parent to Sharing 84
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Seventh Step

 Help close parent feel more comfortable with child 
seeing the other parent.

Help them to know that children typically do not want to 

be protected form their other parent.

Help them to understand that if a child is not able to see 
his/her other parent, over time they may switch over on 

their own, and want to be only with that other parent, 
after a long time away from them.  Then the currently 
close parent may be terribly surprised when rejected.
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Maintenance 86
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Eight Step

All parties may have come back together and the child 
is free to love and be loved by both parents.

Maintenance – Attorneys and Therapists can follow the 

family and check in for a time, to ensure continued 
success with adaptive visitations.

When rejection occurs, the children typically want any 
programming to be found out so that they can be free 
to love their other parent again.
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Clawar and Rivlin (2013), 1,000 cases over 20 years.

“80% of children wanted the process (programming) 
detected and terminated.”

“70% of children felt relief that the programming 
dilemma was discovered.”

“Children often invested hope in the judicial process, 
they fantasize that the judge can put a stop to the 

programming.”
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Clawar and Rivlin (2013), 1,000 cases over 20 years., 
statements by children who experienced alienation 

through their parents.

“I just want peace and to have a relationship with both 
of my parents”

“If I could go back and know what I know now, I would 

have said to both of them, Stop it, just stop it.  You’re 
ruining my life.”

“My God, how much did my mom suffer all those years 

of being kept away from me?”
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 Kruck (2013) – children who have developed 

loyalty conflicts and forced behaviors through 
parental acrimony and actually rejected a parent 

“have a secrete wish for someone to call their 
bluff.”   They want to be found out, so that they 

can simply be free to love and be loved by their 

other parent.
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No Fault – No Blame - Social Issue

 Consultation, Collaboration, and Consensus with peer 
professionals builds social support for the position that the family 

dynamics must change, without need for court.

 The Close Parent may be less defensive of a plan, when there 

are no negative connotations in the terms used or the path 

offered, and with social consensus.

 Multiple other professionals lend solid social support, in lieu of 

just one, lone therapist.

 Therapist must present as confident but not critical.

 Attorneys may not want to go to court once elucidated.

 Therapist gives 100% and detaches from outcomes.
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Steps

Receive Court Order for Reunification

1.) Stop/Suspend Distanced Parent’s contributions.

2.) Enlist the Distanced Parent’s help.

3.) Shift Child to Subordinate Child Position.

4.) Enlist the Child (starting to warm up).

5.) Situational Reunification (in private).

6.) Suspend Close Parent’s defensiveness.

7.) Acclimate Close Parent to sharing child.

8.) Maintenance.
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Key Points

Beneficence – Help, be positive and do good.

Agency – Empower the family with self-determinism.

No fault, no blame for anyone.

Use term “Child-Focused Relational Problem” to 
permit the family an opportunity to correct itself.

Use increased visitation with other parent if necessary.

Meet with Attorneys and present case.

Provide handouts with important information.

 Term “Parental Alienation” avoided if possible.

Change of custody could be last resort, up to court.
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Possible Detrimental Effects

 Depression Relationship Problems Anger

 Anxiety Panic Attacks Suicidal Ideation

 Cutting Severe Feelings of Guilt Self-Hatred

 Resentment Lack of Trust Bullying Behaviors

 Eating Disorders Substance Abuse Alcohol Abuse

 Self-Isolation Lack of Empathy Night Terrors

 Insomnia Poor Coping Skills Emotional Cutoff

 Low Self-Esteem Lack of Respect for Authority Physical Illness

 Feeling Unloved All or Nothing Thinking Feeling Unworthy
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Thich Nhat Hanh

“When another person makes you suffer, 

it is because they suffer deeply within 

themselves, and their suffering is spilling 

over.  They do not need punishment, 

they need help.  That is the message 

that they are sending.”

95



Beneficently - Enhanced - Agency

Reunification Therapy
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