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Blog by Dr. Heitler 

 

Recently, in my clinical practice, I’ve seen a huge uptick in cases of parental alienation. Instead 

of talking cooperatively in the manner I teach in my book The Power of Two, these spouses and 

ex-spouses are interacting as adversaries. Worse, they’ve developed an exaggeratedly negative 

view, more fiction than reality, of the other partner. So what is parental alienation (sometimes 

referred to as parental alienation syndrome)? And who does it? 

 

Parental Alienation Syndrome 

 

Parental alienation syndrome, a term coined in the 1980s by child psychiatrist Dr. Richard A. 

Gardner, occurs when one parent attempts to turn the couple’s children against the other parent. 

A parent who is angry at the spouse or ex-spouse accomplishes this estrangement by painting a 

negative picture of the other parent via deprecating comments, blame, and false accusations 

shared with the children. They may also “hoard” the kids, doing all they can to thwart the other 

parent from spending time with them. 

 

In my clinical practice, the alienating parent has most often been a mother who is turning the 

children against their dad. At the same time, I have also had multiple families in which Dad is 

the alienating parent, turning the children against their mother. In general, the alienating parent is 

the least emotionally healthy of the two; they’re often more wealthy, as well, and are better able 

to afford legal challenges. 

 

The sad reality is that parents who damage their children’s natural affection for the other parent 

are doing serious—and even abusive—damage. PT blogger Edward Kruk, Ph.D., also writes 

about parental alienation. In one of his posts, he shares this important piece of research: 

 

A survey taken at the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts’ annual (2014) con-

ference reported 98 percent agreement “in support of the basic tenet of parental aliena-

tion: children can be manipulated by one parent to reject the other parent who does not 

deserve to be rejected.” 

 

For the child, the biopsychosocial-spiritual effects of parental alienation are devastating. 

For both the alienated parent and child, the removal and denial of contact in the absence 

of neglect or abuse constitute cruel and unusual treatment... As a form of child maltreat-
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ment, parental alienation is a serious child protection matter as it undermines a basic 

principle of social justice for children: the right to know and be cared for by both of one’s 

parents. 

 

Who Does Parental Alienation? 

 

An alienating parent often shows either narcissistic or borderline tendencies.  

 

Narcissistic individuals tend to be self-absorbed, and most centrally, they show deficits in their 

ability to listen to others’ differing perspectives. Instead, they hyper-focus on what they them-

selves want, think, feel, and believe—without taking others’ desires and ideas into considera-

tion.  

 

An alienating parent who is higher in narcissism may aim to use the children as weapons or 

pawns in his/her battle to “destroy” the other parent. These individuals often claim to be protect-

ing the children against the “evil” other. However, by using the children in their perpetual fight 

to hurt the other parent, they often show little consideration for what is in the best interests of the 

child.  

 

Typically, kids benefit by the presence of both parents. They do not benefit—and indeed can be 

harmed—when one of their parents portrays the other in a relentlessly negative light. Similarly, 

they are often harmed by parents who fight their way through divorce and post-divorce. They are 

harmed when parents put them in the middle of their power battles. They are harmed when a par-

ent uses them to accomplish their own angry agenda, ignoring the needs of the children. 

 

The central element in borderline personality disorder, on the other hand, is emotional hyper-

reactivity. These excessively intense emotions often get expressed as anger. 

 

In addition to getting emotionally aroused too often, and too intensely, people with this disorder 

often have difficulty self-soothing. As a result, their distress tends to be longer-lasting than the 

distress that most people experience. In this regard, they have deficits in emotional resilience, or 

the ability to recover after feeling frustrated or disappointed. They may become at risk, therefore, 

for developing a victim self-image, blaming others for whatever goes wrong—which, in turn, 

may enable them to victimize others: “I’m a victim; therefore, I have a right to victimize you.” 

 

Some elements of borderline disorders may become evident in the way that certain alienating 

parents twist reality. When these individuals are higher in borderline tendencies, they often offer 

exaggerated accusations against the other parent—accusations that may, in fact, be projections of 

their own negative attributes (calling the other parent “selfish,” for instance, when they them-

selves actually demonstrate more selfish behavior).  

 

Some alienating parents may also engage in another quintessential borderline pattern, a habit that 

therapists refer to as splitting. This occurs when the alienating parent enlists others to join their 

side in fighting against the supposedly “evil” other, splitting the family into us against them. 
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Individuals with borderline personality features may become mad when someone of import to 

them won’t give them what they want—e.g., a spouse who has decided to leave the marriage, 

perhaps because the alienating partner was not capable of forming a healthy, loving, and collabo-

rative partnership. Their goal, then, becomes the destruction of the other parent’s relationship 

with the children. They may encourage their children to join them in this battle. They do all they 

can to deprive the other parent—their enemy—of the ability to continue being a parent. 

 

Lastly, those who engage in severe alienation often also have habits similar to those present in 

antisocial personality disorder. That is, they lie, and are good at it. They also carry out actions 

that harm others, including their child, without feeling guilt.  

 

What Drives Parental Alienation Behaviors? 

 

Usually, the alienator’s motive is to “get back” at their spouse, who they may see as having hurt 

them by divorcing them—even if, in fact, the alienator was the one who initiated the divorce. 

Another motive can be jealousy, especially when the ex-spouse remarries. 

 

Some alienators seek to extort money from their ex. If the child lives primarily with them, they 

may hope that the ex can be compelled to provide additional child support. Other alienators, and 

especially those who start alienating the child early on, during the marriage, may be motivated 

by the desire to have the child for themselves alone. 

 

There’s no doubt other motives as well, but these seem to be the primary ones. 

 

In Sum 

 

If you’ve been feeling perpetually angry at your spouse or ex-spouse, anxious about your co-

parenting relationship, or depressed about the situation, it may be time to take action—both for 

your sake and for your children’s. As a first step, learn where you can get more information 

about parental alienation. 

 

Virtually no parent wants to sit passively, locked up in distress, while the other parent causes ma-

jor psychological damage to their offspring. If you are struggling with a situation of parental al-

ienation, change is possible. Go for it—starting today. 

 

https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fpersonality&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117384553&sdata=rygqO9c2GFMG9M2Z29rHFgqZUJRYyBaaSOHrQddkqUE%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fmarriage&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117394546&sdata=4b2jXgQisDL%2FXjR%2F4LIQ25IJwzmBz4dOUTxDkQd1Kmc%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fconditions%2Fantisocial-personality-disorder&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117394546&sdata=ILy%2Ffn56CzL6iOv9g4EGHwwiWBrMxxQQgj1ikU1tb7A%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fguilt&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117404545&sdata=mEdPjXJb4w6cnUhPp35h7cnrtUrydZHuv961mPPGPFI%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fdivorce&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117404545&sdata=PlfnrI6zQol1DR9A4717lilTHlW8PjGvfrBJGwqt0%2B0%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fjealousy&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117414538&sdata=lZwx31rZBKBoY0Nl4yl4N4U9xcU8CB%2BUZflIvH1dGZs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fanxiety&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117414538&sdata=OZnRHLrvieh%2FpQcLbxwj4ii6MkKhjPJuURvdlIogBG8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fparenting&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117424534&sdata=EJUa9Oo5Ht2Vn73QFViniKHLC1UTT%2FmTlb%2Fmn0aF%2FZg%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fbasics%2Fdepression&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117424534&sdata=SlizFi9IfexN6%2B1eXcAVkBv%2BAPADg7u4RnkgHWfxm%2FA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fblog%2Fresolution-not-conflict%2F201802%2Fparental-alienation-what-can-alienated-parent-do&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117434523&sdata=Suv2BXj4L%2BejYn8NeuoAQYfVtW9Fdaq6doRAHNNVu7Q%3D&reserved=0
https://nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.psychologytoday.com%2Fintl%2Fblog%2Fresolution-not-conflict%2F201802%2Fparental-alienation-what-can-alienated-parent-do&data=02%7C01%7Cwilliam.bernet%40vumc.org%7Cb1c2729a7da44ba0492508d7dee563b8%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C637222949117434523&sdata=Suv2BXj4L%2BejYn8NeuoAQYfVtW9Fdaq6doRAHNNVu7Q%3D&reserved=0

