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Overview

1) How False Allegations of Abuse can be 

Created within an Alienating Parent-Child 

Relationship

2) How False Memories of Abuse can be Induced 

in Alienated Children by Parents & 

Professional Participants

3) What Happens to Children When Courts Fail to 

Resolve False Allegations of Abuse

4) What Forms of Intervention Courts Should 

Take to Protect Children from False Abuse 

Claims



What Is Parental Alienation?
Parental Alienation ~ a concerted effort by one 

parent to brainwash a child into hating the other 

parent for unwarranted, unjustified, or frivolous 

reasons

 Psychological Maltreatment ~ (i.e., Exploiting / 

Corrupting, Terrorizing, & Isolating 

psychological maltreatment)

 Diagnostic Label ~ Identify a pathologically 

enmeshed parent-child relationship between an 

alienating parent and a child victim



What Is Parental Alienation?

Warshak (2013)

 VERB: “a parent’s alienating

behavior that fosters a child’s 

alienation” 

 NOUN:  “the state of a relationship” 

regarding alienation symptoms

observed in a child who has been

alienated.



1) Alienating Behaviors:

“likely to cause harm”

(MCL 750.136b(3)(b))

• “A parent who knowingly or intentionally

commits an act likely to cause serious

mental harm to a child” is “guilty of child

abuse in the second degree.”



17 Parental Alienation Strategies
1. Badmouthing

2. Limiting Contact 

3. Interfering with Communication 

4. Interfering with Symbolic 

Communication 

5. Withdrawal of Love

6. Telling the Child that the TP is 

Dangerous

7. Forcing Child to Choose

8. Telling the Child that the TP Does 

Not Love Him or Her

9. Confiding in the Child

10. Forcing Child to Reject the TP

11. Asking the Child to Spy on the TP

12. Asking the Child to Keep Secrets 

from the TP

13. Referring to the TP by First 

Name

14. Referring to a Step-Parent as 

Mom or Dad and Encouraging Child 

to do the Same

15. Withholding Medical, Academic, 

and Other Important Information from 

TP

16. Changing Child’s Name to 

Remove Association with TP

17. Cultivating Dependency / 

Undermining the Authority of the TP
(Baker & Fine, 2013, pp. 95-97)



2) Alienation Symptoms:

“the child has been harmed”

(MCL 750.136b(2))

• “A parent who knowingly or intentionally

causes serious mental harm to a child” is

“guilty of child abuse in the first degree.”



Parental Alienation Symptoms
 Documented exposure to one or more alienating strategies and the 

exposure is the primary cause for the child to:

 Engage in campaign of denigration against the target parent

 Utilize frivolous or fictitious rationalizations to justify the 
denigration, and 

 Manifest two or more of the following attitudes and behaviors:

• Lack of Ambivalence 

• Reflexive Support for the Alienating Parent

• Borrowed Scenarios

• Absence of Guilt for Mistreatment of the Target Parent

• Independent Thinker Phenomenon

• Spread of Animosity Toward Extended Family Members
(Lorandos, Bernet, & Sauber, 2013, p. 17)



SECTION 1:

How False Allegations of 

Abuse can be Created within 

an Alienating Parent-Child 

Relationship



Perverse Family Drama Triangle
Alienating Parent

(RESCUER/PERSECUTOR)

Alienated Child 
(VICTIM)

Targeted Parent
(VILLAIN)

Haley, J. (1973). Toward a theory of pathological systems. In Gerald H. Zuk and Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy 

(Eds.), Family Therapy and Disturbed Families (pp. 11-27). Palo Alto, CA: Science and Behavior Books, Inc. 

Pages 16 & 17.



Grazzini-Rucki v. Rucki (2013)
 “Footprints in the Snow”

 Mother created a false drama script that cast the 
father in the role of “villain,” the parties’ five 
children into the role of “victim,” and the mother 
along with her professional helpers in the role of 
“rescuer.” 

o False allegations of domestic violence

o False allegations of child physical abuse

o False allegations of child sexual abuse



Grazzini-Rucki v. Rucki (2013)
 Court findings:

 Mother made allegations of sexual abuse against Father 
and the children’s therapist which were not 
substantiated. 

 Mother never reported any of the allegations against 
father and the children’s therapist until after the divorce 
was initiated. 

 In addition, Mother made the sexual assault allegations 
against Father while simultaneously requesting that he 
take immediate custody of all five children. 

 These two irreconcilable positions reflect negatively on 
the veracity of Mother’s allegations.

Graziini-Rucki v Rucki, 19AV-FA-11-1273 (Dist. Ct. Dakota County Minn. Nov. 25, 2013) Pages 49-

50



Grazzini-Rucki v. Rucki (2013)
 Mother convinced daughters S. and G. that they had 

been sexually abused by the father and the children’s 
therapist Dr. Gilbertson. 

 Mother helped S. and G. run away and hide for 2.5 
years.

 Mother had a friend write a letter to the Guardian ad 
litem stating: 

o “School is starting real soon, and there is no way 
those girls will ever be returned to that abusive home-
ever. If you want those girls to be returned to the 
sexual misconduct of their father and Dr. Gilbertson, it 
will not happen.” 

Graziini-Rucki v Rucki, 19AV-FA-11-1273 (Dist. Ct. Dakota County Minn. Nov. 25, 2013) Page 31



Grazzini-Rucki v. Rucki (2013)
 ABC 20/20 episode “Footprints in 

the Snow” excerpt with Nico:



Grazzini-Rucki v. Rucki (2013)
 Judge Karen Asphaug describes the mother’s 

animosity towards the father at sentencing 

for custodial interference by the mother:



Pathological 
Enmeshment

Parentificatio
n

Empowerme
nt

Coalition

Forming a 

Coalition

& 

Mounting a 

Campaign 



Campaign of Denigration

“Lack of Ambivalence & Splitting”

 Bernet et al. (2017) clarifies this when they 

wrote:  

 “We consider splitting to be a maladaptive 

mechanism by which children protect 

themselves from the uncomfortable 

feelings of cognitive dissonance.  They 

typically resolve the dissonance by 

gravitating to an enmeshed relationship

with one parent and strongly rejecting the 



Psychological Characteristics of 

AP
 Leona Kopetski and her colleague Claire Purcell reported 

in their study of 600 families that alienating parents (APs) 
“manage internal conflict by transforming psychological 
pain into interpersonal conflict” and exhibit the following 
4 characteristics: 

1) “A narcissistic or paranoid orientation to interactions 
and relationships with others. … When others disagree, 
narcissistic and paranoid people feel abandoned, 
betrayed, and often rageful.”

Kopetski, L. M. (1998). Identifying cases of parent alienation syndrome -

Part II. Colorado Lawyer, 27, 61-64. Page 61



Psychological Characteristics of 

AP
2) There is a reliance on the use of primitive “defenses against 

psychological pain that result in externalizing unwanted or 
unacceptable feelings … and responsibility for misfortunes 
so that more painful internal conflict is transformed into 
less painful interpersonal conflict.” 

 Examples of such defenses are projection, splitting, or 
obsessive preoccupation with the short-comings of 
others in order to obscure from self and others the 
individual's own short-comings.

Kopetski, L. M. (1998). Identifying cases of parent alienation syndrome -

Part II. Colorado Lawyer, 27, 61-64. Page 61



Psychological Characteristics of 

AP
 Projection

 An effort in phantasy to 

remove an internal danger 

by locating the danger 

outside oneself (Ogden, 1992, p. 

45)
 The individual deals with emotional 

conflict by falsely attributing to another his 

or her own unacceptable feelings, 

impulses, or thoughts (DSM-IV, 1994, p. 756) 



Psychological Characteristics of 

AP
 Splitting

 “Splitting results when feelings, judgments, or 
characteristics are polarized into opposite, exhaustive, 
and mutually exclusive categories (such as all good or all 
bad, love or hate, victim or perpetrator), then are 
assigned or directed separately to self and other (i.e., I 
am good, you are bad).” (Kopetski, 1998, p. 61)

 “The need for such defenses arises because alienating 
parents have little or no tolerance for internal conflict or 
even normal ambivalence.” (Kopetski, 1998, p. 61)



Psychological Characteristics of 

AP
3) “Evidence of an abnormal grieving process such that 

there is a preponderance of anger and an absence 

of sadness in reaction to the loss of the marital 

partner.”

4) “A family history in which there is an absence of 

awareness of normal ambivalence and conflict 

about parents, enmeshment, or failure to 

differentiate and emancipate from parents; or a 

family culture in which splitting, or externalizing is a 

prominent feature.”
Kopetski, L. M. (1998). Identifying cases of parent alienation syndrome -

Part II. Colorado Lawyer, 27, 61-64. Page 61



Section 2: 

How False Memories of Abuse 

Can Be Induced in 

Alienated Children



False Memories

“False memories 

occur when an 

individual remembers 

an event that never 

took place” (Sugrue & 

Hayne, 2006, p. 625)



How are they Induced?
Stereo-Type Induction ~ portraying someone in 

a negative or fictitious manner

Source Misattribution ~ Tendency to misidentify 

the source of information relied upon to 

reconsolidate a memory. 

Confirmatory Bias ~ Tendency to confirm 

preconceived ideas while neglecting contradictory 

or unsupportive information

The Anchoring Effect ~ Tendency to view 

evidence we receive first with more favor



How are they Induced?
Misinformation ~ Any information provided by 

content or the contextual method of delivery that is 

inconsistent with reality

Suggestions ~ any verbal or nonverbal 

communication that has the capacity to convey 

thoughts or ideas by indirection 

Borrowed Context Information ~ the tendency 

of the mind to borrow the contextual or perceptual 

details of a previous experience and apply them to 

a current semantically related experience



How are they Induced?
Sexual Exploitation ~ Coercing, enticing, or 

permitting a child to engage in the verbal depicting 

of a child engaged in a sex act with an adult. (In re 

Morgan, 1998)

Factitious Disorder Imposed on Another 

(Munchausen by proxy) ~ Falsification of 

psychological signs or symptoms, or induction of 

injury or disease in another. (In re J.F. and A.F., 

2012)



 “Both children and adults are suggestible when 
confronted with ambiguous situations” and will 

tend “to make inaccurate or false reports 

when presented with false or misleading 

information during an informal conversation 
or a formal interview.”

 Suggestibility in this context refers to “the 

degree to which the encoding, storage, retrieval, 

and reporting of events can be influenced” by 

suggestion.

Suggestibility

(Ridley et al., 2013; Zhu et al., 2012; Ceci & Bruck, 

1995)



 “According to the American Heritage Dictionary 
(2017), suggestion means: “a psychological process 
by which an idea is induced in or adopted by another 
without argument, command, or coercion.”  

 This means that interviewers (forensic evaluators, 
therapists, law enforcement, CPS, and parents) do not 
need to coerce or force a non-abused child to adopt a 
belief that a child was abused. They merely need to 
suggest it through the use of any of the following 
techniques:

Suggestibility

(Ridley et al., 2013; Zhu et al., 2012; Ceci & Bruck, 

1995)



 Play  or ‘Trauma’ Therapy 

 Leading questions 

 Introducing Information or Misinformation  

 Specific questions 

 Repeated questions 

 Multiple interviews;  including informal parental 
questioning  as well as “The Extended Forensic 
Evaluation” 

Suggestibility



 Stereotype induction 

 Reinforcement (e.g., threats, bribes, negative 
feedback;  praise, cajoling, positive feedback )

 Inviting speculation 

 Peer contamination  or others said it happened 

 Treating a denial or recantation as a “dynamic of 
abuse disclosure” or a “barrier”  which must be 
overcome through repeated questioning.

 Interviewer Modification 

 Using nonverbal props such as body diagrams, 
anatomically detailed dolls, and puppets.

Suggestibility



Parental Anxiety
 Parental anxiety has a measurable effect on 

children. Researchers investigated 95 children 
between ages 6 and 13 who had been referred to a 
clinic for anxiety. 

 The data showed that when parents and children 
agreed in separate interviews that the child had an 
anxiety disorder, the children had a greater number 
of anxiety symptoms and there was a strong 
relationship with parental anxiety.

 Anxious parents are likely to over report “symptoms” 
their child may have, which in turn can influence a 
child to endorse the “symptoms.

(Frick, Silverthorn & 

Evans,1994) 



Repeated Parental Questioning
 Repeated parental questioning is a potential source of 

influencing a non-abused child to falsely report abuse.  

Worried parents who question their children repeatedly 

about abuse across multiple informal interviews are seeking 

information.  The children, however, assume that their 

parents are testing their knowledge. Consequently, children 

will alter their answers looking for a response that elicits 

parental approval. 

 Repeating questions communicates to the child that they 

have provided the wrong answer the first time which can 

“shift their initial accurate answers to inaccurate answers.”
(Krahenbuhl et al., 2009; Bruck & Ceci, 

2015)



Repeated Parental Questioning
 Siegel, Waters, and Dinwiddy found that “repeated 

questioning conveys ambiguity and misleads children.” It 

not only misleads children but constitutes a form of 

“negative feedback,” indicating that the child’s previous 

responses were “unacceptable.”

 For example, during a recent sexual abuse forensic interview with an 8-

year-old girl, the interviewer asked the girl: “So how come you came to

my office to talk to me today?” to which the girl replied: “Because I like

your shirt.” Instead of moving on to another question, the interviewer re-

asked the same question another way: “You like my shirt? What did

you come to talk to me about today?” In response, the little girl revised

her original answer to: “Ummm…I talk about what my mom said

because you want talking me out about it.” The child not only revised

her original answer but implied that the reason for the interview was to

talk about what “mom said” instead of the child’s experiences.
(Siegel et al., 1988; ___ v. ____, 2016, p. 

20)



Accuracy of Parental Memories
 “Adults thrusted [sic] into the role of interviewers 

have difficulty keeping track of the source of 

utterances, the spontaneity of utterances, and, at 

times, even their gist, only 3 or 4 days following the 

conversation.” 

 “In forensic contexts, our results do raise concern 

about hearsay testimony that is provided by adults 

about prior conversations with young children. 

First, mothers’ reports may not be very complete, 

and they may omit many details that may be 

important.”
(Bruck, Ceci, & Francoeur, 1999, p. 105)



Accuracy of Parental Memories
 Researchers had 4-year-old children participate in a 

structured play activity without their mothers, and then 
asked the mothers to interview their kids about the 
activity just minutes later. About 3 days after this, the 
mothers were tested for recall and recognition of their 
interview with their children. 

 Mothers had a hard time remembering how the 
information was elicited from the kids, whether the kids’ 
statements were spontaneous or prompted, or whether 
specific statements were spoken by themselves or the 
by the children.

(Bruck et al., 1999)



Accuracy of Parental Memories
 Results from this study indicate that: 

o “... if probed about the contexts of certain 

utterances (for example, when a mother reports, 

`My child said that a man touched him’), our data 

indicate that the mother may not be able to 

accurately recall whether these were the child’s 

own words or if her statement is a reconstruction of 

a conversation in which the child provided one 

word answers to a series of direct and possibly 

leading questions from the mother.”

(Bruck et al., 1999)



 In a recent experiment, 22 parents were 
randomly assigned to listen to a mother-
daughter conversation concerning suspected 
child sexual abuse.

When freely reporting what they thought the 
child said, the participants assessed most of the 
information that was actually brought up by the 
mother as being brought up by the child.

(Korkman et al., 2015)

Accuracy of Parental Memories



Stereo-Type Induction 

& Interviewer Bias



The “Sam Stone” study



Source Misattribution, 

Misinformation, & 

Suggestions



Bruck et al. (1995)
 Non-abused children remembered falsely 

about being sexually abused because they 

failed to discriminate the source of false 

information given to them across several 

interviews



Mousetrap Study

 Ceci, Huffman, Smith, & Loftus 

(1994)

◦ Children were interviewed 10 times 

once a week and repeatedly asked if 

they got their hand caught in a 

mousetrap and had to go to the 

hospital to get it removed.

◦ After several interviews, the children 

began to say that they remembered 

getting their hand caught in a 

mousetrap and provided rich 

perceptual details for something that 

never happened. 

◦ Despite being debriefed by the parents 



Lost in a Shopping Mall

 Loftus and Pickrell (1995)
◦ 14 year old boy, Chris, was told 

about three true events and one 

false event (Lost in a Shopping Mall) 

described by his family in a journal. 

◦ Chris was instructed to write down 

his memories about the events every 

day.

◦ When he was reinterviewed weeks 

later, Chris remembered falsely 

being Lost in a Shopping Mall when 

he was 5 and provided many details 

not described by his family. 



Hot Air Balloon Ride
Wade et al. (2002)



Confirmatory Bias & 

The Anchoring Effect



Confirmatory Bias
 Mendel et al. (2011)
◦ Seventy-five psychiatrists and 75 medical students given a 

case vignette about a 65-year-old man who seemed 

depressed.

◦ Develop a preliminary diagnosis of: (A) severe depressive 

episode or (B) Alzheimer’s disease based on skewed data 

to appear like depression was the correct diagnosis

◦ Participants were told they could have access to more 

information to either rule in or rule out the diagnosis.

◦ Twenty-five percent (25%) of the participants limited their 

searches to information that would confirm the inaccurate 

diagnosis. 



Anchoring Effect
 Wade et al. (2010) ~ Hot Air Balloon ride 2.0

◦ Fifty-three college students randomly assigned one of two 

conditions: (1) viewing a booklet of four photographs about 

four childhood events (3 true and 1 false) and (2) viewing a 

booklet of four written descriptions of the same childhood 

events.

◦ The false event involved a fake photo or false written 

description of the student taking a hot air balloon when they 

were children.

◦ Researchers found that the participants who viewed the 

description booklet first reported more false memories than 

the participants who viewed the photo booklet first.



Borrowed Context 

Information



Deese-Roediger-McDermott

 Deese (1959); Roediger 

& McDermott (1995)

◦ Across two different 

studies, many 

participants were 

induced to falsely 

remember words not 

presented in several 

word lists that were 

studied.



Deese-Roediger-McDermott

 Bed 

 Rest

 Awake

 Tired

 Dream

 Wake

 Snooze

 Blanket

 Doze

 Slumber

 Snore

 Nap

 Peace

 Yawn

 Drowsy



Sexual Exploitation & 

Munchausen by Proxy



In re Morgan (1998)
 Mother continually engaged 3-year-old Morgan in 

conversations where Morgan was encouraged to 
verbally depict herself engaged in sexual acts with 
her father that never happened.

 Children Youth Services found: “This child is in danger 
of being emotionally harmed by her mother due to the 
ongoing allegations of the natural mother. Specifically, this 
child's mother has continually accused the natural father 
of sexual abuse of this child. This child has been 
repeatedly questioned and repeatedly interviewed. Child 
has been repeatedly subjected to numerous sexual abuse 
examinations, which reveal no evidence of abuse” (pp. 
660-661)



In re Morgan (1998)
 Court placed Morgan in the custody of the father 

based on its finding that:

 “Without a doubt, there was clear and 
convincing evidence offered at the hearings that 
Morgan was in imminent risk of child abuse by 
Mother through the threat of sexual 
exploitation.” (p. 661 emphasis added)

 Sexual exploitation includes “allowing, 
permitting, or encouraging a child to engage in 
… the depicting of a child engaged in a listed 
sexual act.” (MCL 722.622(aa)).



Kern County Prosecutor:  “Children 

Don’t Lie About Things Like This”

 Remarkably, the Kern County district attorney Ed Jagels 
issued a written statement to Dateline NBC concerning 
this case saying: 

 “My office remains convinced on the evidence presented 
at the 1984 trial and 2004 evidentiary hearing, that the 
children were, in fact, molested by John Stoll.”

 This false belief was echoed by another Kern County 
prosecutor who invoked one of the junk science 
maxims about child sexual abuse stating that 

 “Children don’t lie about things like this.”



Fells Acres Prosecutor: “Kids Don’t 

Make Things Up That Relate to 

Sexual Abuse”



 Junk science theory of Roland C. Summit:

Summit, R. (1983).  The child sexual abuse accommodation syndrome. Child Abuse & Neglect, 7, pp. 190-191

Where Did This False Belief About 

Children and Lying Come From?



What Does the Science Say About 

Children’s Lying Behavior?

Lee. K. (2016). Can you really tell if a kid is lying? In TED Ideas worth spreading [Video]. Retrieved 

from https://www.ted.com/talks/kang_lee_can_you_really_tell_if_a_kid_is_lying/discussion#t-

287805

https://www.ted.com/talks/kang_lee_can_you_really_tell_if_a_kid_is_lying/discussion#t-287805


What Does the Science Say About 

Professionals’ Ability to Detect Lies?

Lee. K. (2016). Can you really tell if a kid is lying? In TED Ideas worth spreading [Video]. Retrieved 

from https://www.ted.com/talks/kang_lee_can_you_really_tell_if_a_kid_is_lying/discussion#t-

287805

https://www.ted.com/talks/kang_lee_can_you_really_tell_if_a_kid_is_lying/discussion#t-287805


Sequelae of Psychological 

Maltreatment
 Analyzing data from 34,653 individuals, Taillieu et al. found 

that:

 “Childhood experiences of emotional abuse appear to be 
particularly damaging to long-term mental health, and 
emotional abuse was more strongly associated with many 
of the mental disorders … than emotional neglect. ”

 “Emotional abuse may be particularly harmful to long-term 
mental health because negative cognitions are directly 
given to the child (e.g., you are worthless), whereas for 
other forms of maltreatment, including emotional neglect, 
the child has to find their own attributions regarding the 
cause.” (Taillieu et al., 2016, p. 10)



Section 3:

What Happens to Children 

When Courts Fail to Resolve 

False Allegations of Abuse



Shattered Lives & 
False Memories of Abuse

 The use of junk science 

theories not only creates 

unreliable testimony but 

often leads to shattered 

lives and false memories 

of abuse

 The following cases 

illustrate this.



People v. John Stoll (Cal. 1989) 

 In 1985, John Stoll was wrongfully convicted of 17 
counts of child sexual abuse and sentenced to 40 years 
in prison. 

 Six boys, including John’s son Jed, testified falsely 
against Stoll claiming that he had sexually abused 
them. 

 The allegations of sexual abuse were first raised by 
John’s ex-wife Ann Karlan following a custody dispute 
when a judge ordered joint physical custody.



Stoll v. County of Kern (2008) 

 In 2004, John Stoll’s convictions were vacated after 5 of 
the 6 boys recanted their trial testimony. 

 The judge who vacated Stoll’s conviction offered that: 

 “The petitioner has met his burden of showing that 
the interviewing techniques used by a child 
protective services worker and Kern County Sheriff’s 
officer resulted in unreliable testimony of the child 
witnesses [and] that his conviction was the result of 
false testimony. … the judgment is vacated.”



Kern County Adult Children:

“We Lied About Sexual Abuse”

 During a 2008 documentary, “Witch Hunt,” 4 of the 
adult children who recanted described how they were 
coerced by prosecutors, law enforcement, and 
protective services investigators to lie about being 
sexually abused:



Jed Stoll: 

Victim of False Memory Induction

 Unfortunately for John Stoll’s son Jed, he was brainwashed 
by his mother and the professional participants into 
believing his father had repeatedly sodomized him and 
forced him to have group sex with several other parents 
and 5 neighborhood children.



In the Matter of Eric Lohstroh (2009)

 Patricide
 The mother, Deb Geisler, falsely accused father, Dr. 

Rick Lohstroh of sexually abusing their son Eric as a 
tactic to gain sole custody.

 Child protective services and law enforcement 
conducted numerous investigations and determined 
the allegations were unfounded.

 Mother engaged the boys in sexual abuse therapy 
and with the help of a psychologist convinced Eric 
that he was sexually abused by his father. 



In the Matter of Eric Lohstroh (2009)

 MSNBC “Nightmare Behind Closed Doors:” 
A Mother Pushes Her Son to Murder?

 Eric killed his father with his 
mother’s gun

 Younger brother testified that 
Eric gave his mother the okay 
sign after killing his father

 Younger brother also wrote in a 
school paper that he “heard his 
mother tell his brother to 
shoot his dad”



 Why did Eric kill his 
father? 
 “He had become so 

alienated from his dad”

 “She created the poisonous 
environment that led that 
boy to shoot his father”

In the Matter of Eric Lohstroh (2009)
 MSNBC “Nightmare Behind Closed Doors:” 

A Mother Pushes Her Son to Murder?



McCall v. McCall (2011)
Murder – Suicide 
 After a long and bitter custody 

battle during which the father 
was falsely accused of sexual 
abuse, the mother, Karen 
Hayslett-McCall killed their 6-
year-old son, Eryk, and then 
committed suicide on the same 
day the father, Rodney McCall, 
was awarded sole custody.



In the Matter of N.C. (2013)
 At the initial separation of the parents, the mother 

kidnapped the parties’ 3 children and took them to a 
domestic violence shelter. 

 Mother falsely accused the father of sexually abusing the 
children and domestic violence as a ploy to obtain 
temporary sole custody in her initial divorce complaint.

 Mother had the children forensically interviewed and 
medically examined for sexual abuse 12 times. 

 All of the children denied being sexually abused and told 
the interviewers they did not witness any domestic 
violence.



In the Matter of N.C. (2013)
 Custody evaluation was ordered after the children were 

found by law enforcement (100 days of no contact with the father).

 Court evaluator reported that the allegations of sexual 
abuse and domestic violence were false and 
recommended that primary physical custody be placed 
with the father based on his conclusion:

 “It does appear that the major factor in determining 
primary physical custody should revolve around which 
parent is more willing to facilitate relatedness on the 
children’s part with the other parent, and, at this point 
in time, that parent is the father.”



In the Matter of N.C. (2013)
 At trial, the custody evaluator testified that: 

 “The continued subjecting of the children to questioning 
about sexual abuse by the mother and others acting on her 
behalf is emotionally abusive and confusing to the children 
because it is not fitting with the reality of what the 
children’s experience is. This would be one of the processes 
that’s involved in making people crazy.”

 Following trial, the Court awarded joint physical custody of 
the children to the parents. However, the mother kidnapped 
the children again and moved to another county 200 miles 
away and renewed her campaign of having the children re-
evaluated for sexual abuse.



In the Matter of N.C. (2013)
 Child protective services in the new jurisdiction filed a 

petition for emotional abuse against the mother and 
failure to protect against the father. 

 The children were put into foster care for 3 years and 
initially placed with the maternal grandmother, but after 8 
months were returned to the care of the mother. 

 Once the mother was placed back in the children’s home, 
she resumed her campaign of telling the children that they 
were sexually abused by their father and reinforced this 
idea by cutting off all contact with father and placing the 
children in ongoing “sexual abuse” therapy. 



In the Matter of N.C. (2013)
 The allegations of sexual abuse were never resolved in 

either the divorce court or the dependency court 

proceedings

 The father has had no contact with any of the children since 
2017. The last communication he attempted to make with the 
children was an email concerning a birthday present sent to 
the oldest child. Here is the child’s email response:



In the Matter of N.C. (2013)
 Keep in mind that this is the same child that at the time of 

the custody trial 4 years earlier told the court during an 
incamera interview:

 “I love my dad and mom. I want to live with both of 
them, I just don’t know how that will work out.”

 The oldest child’s internalization of the false sexual abuse 
scripts of the mother were in part a response to what the 
custody evaluator foreshadowed when he testified:

 “…she does seem to be struggling with very extreme 
loyalty conflicts … which seem to be linked with the 
concern of being abandoned or rejected.”



Section 4:

What Forms of Intervention 

Should Courts Take to 

Protect Children from 

False Abuse Claims?



Court Orders (Warshak, 2019)
 Tort remedies

 Court orders for 

 Therapist records.



“Phase-In Theory” Fallacy
What the Science Says:
 Clawar & Rivlin reported that “many children who have 

had nonexistent or limited contact, or even extremely 
hostile contact, completely re-equilibrate and reconstruct 
a healthy, loving parent-child bond within a matter of a 
few days, once the court has taken an authoritative 
position.” 

 These researchers found that “even if the children 
superficially resist the idea of re-establishing a bond, they 
are often quietly pleased” as shown by some of the 
children’s comments:
 “Anger gets in the road of love. I couldn’t admit I loved my 

Mom because I was taught to hate. I’m allowed to love her 
now and I’m glad, but I’ll still have to deal with my Dad.”

 “I wonder if this will finally stop. I’m glad the judge said we 
have to go see Mom. Dad can’t blame us now.” (Clawar & 



“Phase-In Theory” Fallacy
How to Resolve:

 “High frequency of contact with the target parent” ameliorates 
the sequelae of parental alienation for the following reasons:

1. “Children who have high frequency of contact with a target 
parent find it harder to become encapsulated within the 
perceptual framework of a programming-and-brainwashing 
parent,”

2. “Frequency of contact [with the target parent] presents 
contradictory experiences and more opportunities for 
stronger positive and meaningful social bonds.”

3. “Children need time to absorb role models; weekend parents 
or limited visitations are often inadequate to the tasks of full 
parenting and full parent-child identification.”

4. “Abundant positive contact with the target parent” impedes 
“the success of programming and brainwashing.” (Clawar & 
Rivlin, 2013)



“Traditional Therapy” Fallacy

Issue:

 “Severely alienated 

children are best 

treated with traditional 

therapy techniques 

while living primarily 

with their favored 

parent”
(Warshak, 2015, p. 243)



“Traditional Therapy” Fallacy
What the Science Says:

 “Psychotherapy while children remain under the care 

of their favored parent is unlikely to repair damaged 

parent-child relationships and may make things worse” 

 “No study has demonstrated effectiveness of any form 

of psychotherapy in overcoming severe alienation in 

children who have no regular contact with the rejected 

parent”

 “Alienated children who live in the home in which their 

problem arose are around a parent … who … in most 

cases actively contributes to its perpetuation.” 
(Warshak, 2015, p. 243)



“Traditional Therapy” Fallacy
How to Resolve:

 “Therapists should not prolong therapy with alienated 

children in circumstances where the therapy has little 

chance of success”  

 “Effective interventions provide transformative 

experiences that help children relinquish negative 

attitudes.” 

 “The poor track record of traditional psychotherapy 

with alienated children who live predominately with 

their favored parent should inform evaluators’ 

recommendations of interventions.”
(Warshak, 2015, p. 245)



What Treatments Work?
Interventions that Work:

 “Family Bridges: A Workshop for Troubled and Alienated 

Parent-Child Relationships”

◦ Family Bridges should be considered for a family in which: 

1. “a child's view of a parent and other relatives is 

unrealistic,” 

2. “the child refuses contact with a parent or shows extreme 

reluctance to spend time with that parent,” and 

3. “the family needs help adjusting to court orders that place 

the child in the care of the rejected parent and suspend 

contact between the child and the other parent until 

specified conditions are met.” (Warshak, 2010, p. 56)



Interventions that Work:

◦ Family Bridges goals are to: 

1. “facilitate, repair, and strengthen the children’s ability to maintain 

healthy relationships with both parents,” 

2. “strengthen children’s critical thinking skills” 

3. “protect children from unreasonably rejecting a parent in the future”

4. “help children maintain balanced views and a more realistic 

perspective of each parent as well as themselves”

5. “help family members develop compassionate views of each 

other’s actions rather than excessively harsh or critical views”

6. “strengthen the family’s ability to communicate effectively with each 

other and to manage conflicts in a productive manner” (Warshak, 

2010, p. 58)

What Treatments Work?



What Treatments Work?
Interventions that Work:

◦ The most recent study of the Family Bridges program published in 

the Journal of Divorce and Remarriage found that: 

 “A significant number of intractable and severely alienated 

children and adolescents who participated in the Family Bridges 

workshop repaired their damaged relationship with a parent 

whom they had rejected for many years.” 

 “The children’s contact refusal with the rejected parent dropped 

from a pre-workshop rate of 85% to a post-workshop rate of 6%.”

 “…Between 75% and 96% of the children overcame their 

alienation.”

 “The parents and children credited the workshop with improving 

their relationships and teaching them better relationship skills.” 

(Warshak, 2018)



What Have We Learned?



We’ve learned that: 

 Fictitious allegations of abuse 

frequently develop when alienating 

parents engage an unwarranted 

campaign of denigration against the 

target parent.

 Fictitious allegations of abuse can 

induce in alienated children false 

memories for events that never 

happened resulting in an inability to 



We’ve also learned that: 

When courts do not resolve allegations 

of abuse in a timely manner, alienated 

children are exposed to an 

unreasonably high risk of psychological 

harm

When Courts do resolve allegations of 

abuse in a timely manner, children are 

protected from psychological harm 
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