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The Induced Parent/Child Alienation and Its Consequences (Parental Alienation Syndrome - PAS) in the Context of Separation and Divorce
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Before the backdrop of international research concerning the consequences of separation and divorce, the author discusses the problems attendant upon induced parent/child alienation (parental alienation syndrome - PAS) and the repercussions on the affected child's mental development, as well as intervention possibilities. The results of father deprivation are focused upon in particular.


Since the end of the nineties, increasingly more attention has been paid in Europe - above all in Germany - to PAS in the psychological scientific discussion and in family court decisions.
In the last few years, I have been seeing increasingly more of two groups of patients in my psychiatric-psychotherapeutic practice:

Adult children of divorced parents with, in part, considerable psychic and psychosomatic disturbances. As the background to these difficulties, there are frequently massive self-esteem, identity and relationship problems, which are to be causally attributed to the loss of one parent after separation/divorce when the patient was still a child or youth.

Parents, mothers as well as fathers - however, predominantly fathers - who after separation/divorce lose partial or total contact to their child/children for months or even years. The reasons for this vary.

These people experience a severe psychic, psychosomatic and not rarely suicidal crisis.

Breaking off the relationship and contact between the children and one of the parents subsequent to separation or divorce is not only traumatic for the children concerned, but also for the parents. In this context, I would refer to the work recently published in German by Kolk, B.A. van der/McFarlane, A.C./Weisaeth, L. (ed.): "Traumatic Stress, Grundlagen und Behandlungsansaetze - Theorie, Praxis und Forschung zu posttraumatischem Stress sowie Traumatherapie", Paderborn [2000]. P. 477 ff. (the original American title of this work is: "Traumatic Stress - The effects of overwhelming experience on mind, body and society", New York, 1996) (cf. Kodjoe, U., DA 8/2000, P. 641 ff.; cf. Gardner, R. A. [1998], P. 441; cf. Suren A., 2001). 

This fact was once again brought to public awareness by the European Court of Justice for Human Rights' judgement in the case Elsholz ./. Federal Republic of Germany (13th July 2000 - 25725/94).

I am becoming increasingly more interested in the type, effect and consequences of intervention or non-intervention from the professions involved in divorce proceedings, such as family courts, youth welfare services, experts, counselling centres and doctors, particularly paediatricians and child psychiatrists, since decisive courses are frequently initiated here for the further lives of both the children and the parents (cf. also Baeuerle, S./Pawlowski, H. M., 1996).

Some years ago, I became more aware of the syndrome of induced parental alienation - in the meanwhile known by the English term Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS). The standard work concerning PAS is a book by Richard Gardner, professor for child psychiatry and psychoanalyst at Columbia University in New York: "The Parental Alienation Syndrome, a guide for mental health and legal professionals", first published in 1992, second edition in 1998. In Germany, PAS was mentioned for the first time by W. Klenner in 1995 (see Klenner, W., FamRZ, Volume 42, No. 24, 15th Dec. 1995, Pp. 1529 - 1535), and described in detail by U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel in 1998 (cf. Kodjoe, U./Koeppel, P., DA, 1/98). Since then, this syndrome has been discussed - with some contradictions - in various scientific and non-scientific publications (cf., for example, Leitner, W/Schoeler, R., in: DA Nov./Dec./1998, Pp. 850 – 866; cf. Salzgeber, J. et al., in: KindPrax 4/99, Pp. 107 - 111; cf. Lehmkuhl, U./Lehmkuhl, G., in: Kindprax 5/99, Pp. 159 – 161;cf.Weidenbach, J., in: Psychologie Heute, 2/200, Pp. 40 – 45; cf. Fegert, J.M., in: KindPrax 1/01, Pp. 3-7; cf. Buete, D. (2001(, Pp. 100 – 105; cf. Baeuerle, S./Moll-Strobel, H. (2001(; cf. Jopt, U./Behrend, K. in ZfJ 87 (6) 2000, Pp. 223 – 258; ZfJ 87 (7) 2000, Pp. 258 – 271; Jopt, U./Zuetphen, J., 2002; cf. Klenner, W. in: ZfJ 89 (2) 2002, Pp. 48 - 57). The subject of PAS has become established in specialist scientific literature of the Czech Republic since 1996 (cf. Bakalar, E., ZfJ, 85, (6) 1998, P. 268). In the meanwhile, PAS has become a justiciable fact in Canadian and American divorce law.

The term Parental Alienation Syndrome was mentioned in the last edition of the official commentary concerning BGB [BGB =-German Civil Code] "Palandt" for the first time (cf. edition 58, 1999, P. 1732, § 1626, Rd. No. 29).

For further details concerning Parental Alienation Syndrome, re-integration concepts and practical therapeutic assistance in USA, please contact the Addresses: Creative Therapeutics, Inc., P.O. Box 522, Cresskill, NJ 07626-0522, phone 001-800-544-6162, website: www.rgardner.com/refs; or The Rachel Foundation, P.O. Box 368, Damascus, MD 20872, phone 001-202-320-0848, website: www.rachelfoundation.org.

Developments and findings with regard to separation 

and divorce concerning children

An increasing number of people are dissolving their matrimonial relationships and getting divorced. This trend appears inexorable in Western industrial countries. Approximately every third marriage entered into in France (cf. Urmann, V./Th(bault, C. [2001, P. 2]) and Germany today ends in divorce, statistics rising to approximately every second marriage in cities in Germany, the USA as well as Scandinavia (see A. Napp-Peters [1995]).

According to data from the Central German Statistical Office, the number of divorces is constantly rising, reaching the highest quota of all divorces in the former federal territory including Berlin since the war in 1996 with 152,800 cases (+ 3.3 % compared to 1995). Some 22,800 marriages were dissolved in the new federal states in 1996 (+ 5.9 % compared to the previous year). In 1996, 148,800 minor children were affected by their parents getting a divorce. That is the highest number since the middle of the eighties. A study carried out within the framework of a school aptitude test in Duesseldorf in 1997 showed that approx. 17 % of the children in one age group were growing up in one-parent families. In Germany, approximately 1.8 million children were living in one-parent families in 1996 (with the mother in approx. 85 % of the cases) (cf. Franz, M. et al. [1999] P. 261).

These are unbelievable findings which represent enormous potential suffering for the families involved, usually for both partners - the one who leaves and the one who is left behind - and particularly for the children concerned. In my opinion, we seem to be sitting on a smoking powder-keg with regard to the development of the individual and society as a whole.

According to a paper by W. Fthenakis (1995) - Ms Napp-Peters coming to similar results (1995) - a large proportion of children manage to cope with the situation fairly well and initiate normal mental development about two years after their parents' divorce. Nevertheless, about a third of the children concerned must simply accept considerable prejudice and handicaps to their development in the medium and long-term. Research results from the Anglo-American language area, above all, but also from the German language area indicate long-term negative effects on children's development arising from separation and divorce (cf. Wallerstein, J., Lewis, J., Blakeslee, S. [2000].

These negative consequences are:

a)
an increased risk of psychological and psychosomatic illnesses (Kalter [1977]; Kalter and Rembar [1981]; Zill [1983]; Hetherington [1991]; Gardner [1978]; Wallerstein and Kelly, [1980]; Napp-Peters [1995]; Franz et al. [1999])

b)
subsequent difficulties in relationships and partnerships (Wallerstein and Kelly, [1980]; Anderson and Anderson, [1981]; Kalter et al., [1985]; Slater et al., [1983]).

The results from Hetherington (1972), Fthenakis (1988) and Franz et al. (1999) once again especially point to negative effects caused by the premature absence of the father on boys as well as girls. This concerns, above all, problems in how they perceive their role, identity and selves as well as in their behaviour concerning bonding and relationships.

c)
an increase in delinquent behaviour (Wallerstein and Kelly [1980]; Wallerstein, [1985]; Hetherington [1972]; Kalter et al. [1985]; Fthenakis [1988])

d)
an increased suicide risk (Tousignant, M. et al. [1993]; Adam et al. [1973]; Bron, B. et al. [1991]).

The experiences associated with divorce have different effects on children of different ages. Here, the loss of family relationships is not only the most severe consequence of divorce, but in the short and long term also the most frequent cause of developmental and personality disorders in children (cf. also Figdor, H. [1998]).

In line with the tenor of the above-mentioned American investigations, A. Napp-Peters' representative long-term study of 150 divorced families over 12 years (cf. A. Napp-Peters: "Familien nach der Scheidung", (Families after divorce), Munich, 1995), showed that obtrusive behaviour and psycho-social disorders were most apparent in children who had lost contact with the parent living separately after divorce. In contrast, the children whose parents had managed - jointly or after discussion - to continue their parental role subsequent to divorce had the fewest difficulties in adjusting to the changed family situation.

According to this study, boys and girls react differently to the changed family situation to start with. Whereas Ms Napp-Peters' first survey showed that it was primarily the boys who reacted not only more intensively, but who also had more persistent problematic behaviour than the girls, a second survey after twelve years indicated that it was, above all, the young women who had frequent psychological disorders involving problems with identity, self-esteem, relationships and psychosomatic disturbances (cf. A. Napp-Peters [1995]). This also corresponds to the results from W. Fthenakis in his work "Kindliche Reaktionen auf Trennung und Scheidung" (Children's reactions to separation and divorce) (1995, P. 129 ff.)

The special question of premature deprivation of the father for mental health in later life was pursued by a representative study conducted by M. Franz et al. in the Clinic for Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy at Duesseldorf University (cf. M. Franz et al.: "Wenn der Vater fehlt; Epidemiologische Befunde zur Bedeutung frueher Abwesenheit des Vaters fuer die psychische Gesundheit im spaeteren Leben" [When father is not there; Epidemiological findings to identify the significance of premature absence of the father for mental health in later life] Journal for Psychosomatic Medicine 45 [1999], Pp. 260 - 278). This study examined the course and causes of psychosomatic illnesses, such as anxiety, depression, self-esteem and relationship disorders on 301 representatively selected people over a period of 11 years. Particularly involved here were people born in 1935 and 1945. The adult persons examined, whose fathers had been absent for longer periods during the first six years of their children's lives, displayed a significantly higher rate of disorders. Some 50 to 70 % of the men and women examined still suffered as adults from considerable problems if they grew up without a father. These findings are supported by results from a study in Mannheim concerning epidemiology and the long-term course of psychogenic illnesses (cf. Franz, M./Haefner, S./Lieberz, K./Reister, G./Tress, W., in: Psychotherapeut 45/2000, Pp. 99 - 107).

Examinations made at the University Psychiatric Clinic in Goettingen by B. Bron et al. 1991) on 328 patients over the age of 45 who had lost their father by the age of 15 due to separation or divorce found a significantly increased tendency towards suicide (cf. Bron, B. et al., in: Journal of Affective Disorders 23 [1991], Pp. 165 - 172).

In his latest book "Das Drama der Vaterentbehrung" (The drama of father deprivation) (1999), the well-known psychotherapist Horst Petri impressively delves into the grave consequences and upshots of father deprivation for those concerned and for the social structure as a whole.

Four fundamental conclusions are drawn in practice from these insights and similar findings from more recent divorce and relationship research which may be considered scientifically sound today. These conclusions find expression in the new Children's Reform Law in Germany dated 1st July 1998 (cf. Muehlens, E./Kirchmeier, K.H./Gressmann, M. 1998), in several OLG [German Appellate Court] decisions and most recently in the above-mentioned judgement of the European Court of Justice for Human Rights (Elsholz ./. FRG) as well (cf. also Liermann, S. in: DA 8/2000, Pp. 629 - 638).

These four conclusions are:

(
From the bonding and relationship level, family life between parents and their children does not end with divorce. Once the parents and child have lived together as a family, the mutual relationship enjoys the special protection of family life arising from Art. 8 of the European Human Rights Convention (cf. EMRK concerning Elsholz ./. FRG, judgement dated 13th July 2000 - 25725/94; cf. also Wittinger, M. [1999], Page 72 ff.)

(
Maintaining or, if necessary, restoring the relationship and respecting the bonds made between a child and both its parents and relatives is meaningful for healthy development.

(
Contact (i.e. the opportunity to have an active relationship) with both parents as well as with persons the child has ties with strengthen the child's well-being (cf. § 1626 Para. 3 BGB), and:

(
The child has the right to a relationship with both parents. Both parents have a right to and are obligated to this relationship (cf. § 1684 Para. 1 BGB).

Maintaining relationships and bonds is today considered an essential criterion for a child's well-being. There are several OLG [Appellate Court] rulings (e.g. OLG Munich 1991, OLG Frankfurt (Main) 1992, OLG Celle 1993, OLG Frankfurt (Main) 1998, OLG Nuremburg 1998, OLG Cologne 1998, OLG Frankfurt (Main) 2000) which make tolerance of a relationship - i.e. respecting the child's relationships and ties to both parents and the readiness to maintain contact with the other parent - an essential criterion in assessing the ability to raise children and awarding custody (see also Weisbrodt, F., DA 8/2000, Pp. 617 - 630).

The new Swiss divorce laws dated 1st January 2000 also obligate both parents to maintain the relationship to the child subsequent to separation or divorce (cf. Metzger E., [1999], P. 17).

Before this background, the French divorce law may prosecute any parent who will not let their child see the other parent using the instruments of criminal law (Art. 227-5, Code pénal) (cf. Bauknecht, G./Lüdicke, L. [1999] P. 158).

In some American states (e.g. California and Pennsylvania), large fines or long prison sentences are imposed on parents who prevent contact between their child and the other partner (cf. Gardner, R. A. [1998], P. 445).

It can be maintained that the child is in best hands with the parent who respects the child's relationship to the other parent and actively encourages it - providing both the parents otherwise display similar behaviour and attitudes (cf. also W. Fischer [1997] P. 240).

Why are both parents so important to the child?
The mother and father, with their different gender roles, genes, personalities, talents and weaknesses, are represented in the child they have together from the moment the ovum and sperm fuse together. The child carries, so to speak, the parts of both parents. The child's self (being) obtains its structure and substance - I would like to say its "essence" - from both parents. Findings from adoption research are also very interesting in this matter (cf., for example, B. Ebertz [1987]; cg. A. Schuett-Baeschlin [1992]; cf. Berna, D. [1999]).

The twosome relationship (dyad) between mother and child used to be considered of prime importance. Today, from prenatal and infancy research, it is known that the child is a pole in a threesome relationship (triad) from the moment of conception on. Paternal research has proven the significance of the father in the development of the child (cf. W. E. Fthenakis: "Vaeter" (Fathers); Volumes I and II; Munich [1988]; cf. W. E. Fthenakis [1999]).

Even during pregnancy, i.e. intra-uterine, the child perceives its father (e.g. by prompts from the mother or by the father's voice) and feels itself within the interplay between mother and father. The mother/child symbiosis has a special intensity and function during the child's first year. At the beginning of its life, the child depends on its mother in a special way for a loving and nurturing relationship providing security and support. Loss would be very threatening (cf. D. W. Winnicott [1990], cf. A. Duehrssen/Lieberz, K. [1999]). The more secure and well-adjusted a mother feels in contact with the father, the better she may fulfil this function. The child begins to develop and break away from the mother - which is, so to speak, the normal course of events - as of its second year and particularly as of the age three and four, and it needs its father to do this. The child fundamentally needs its father for individuation, detachment and autonomy (cf. M. Mahler et al. [1989]; cf. H. Petri [1999]; cf. F. Dolto [1996]).

When - for whatever reason - the father is absent, the child very frequently remains literally "tied" to the mother inwardly and outwardly with corresponding consequences for its personal development. Unsolved symbiosis complexes play a considerable role in many psychic syndromes in adult life, e.g. anxiety neuroses, addictions, eating and psychosomatic disorders (cf. also S. Mentzos [1998]). If the child only has an exclusive twosome relationship - child/mother or child/father, the child cannot sufficiently learn the contact with the "triangle" between itself, its father and mother. When such children later become married and have children of their own, they often withdraw from the role of parent or partner, leaving their child to their partner or sinking themselves into a kind of "child role", which may lead to serious partner conflicts. Perhaps you know these painful phenomena yourself. Too little experience in the "triangle" (mother/father/child) can also lead to problems in forming subsequent relationships in groups (e.g. symbiotic relationship patterns, too close or too distanced relationships, isolation).

Boys and girls also need experience with their mother and father to create their own identity. Girls learn from their mothers how to become women, and boys learn from their fathers how to become men. Uncertainties in the development of gender roles due to one of the parents being absent may lead to subsequent problems in dealing with the same or other sex (see Fischer, W., [1999], Pp. 172 - 186).

Summarising, it can be said that girls and boys need the interested and loving attention as well as role models of their mother and father to be able to develop a masculine or feminine identity, a healthy self-image/self-esteem and stable behaviour in relationships (see M. Mahler et al. [1989]; see D. W. Winnicott [1990]).

When a child loses one of its parents, its self, structure and core are shaken to the roots. The child feels shattered and thinks the loss of the parent is directed against it: "It's my fault" or "I can't be worth much if mum/dad has left". If - as in the PA syndrome - the loss of a relationship is actively caused by programming from one of the parents, the child has a negative side, a part of its being is psychologically literally amputated with correspondingly serious consequences for personal development, particularly with regard to long-term prospects.

The loss of the relationship is bound up with unbelievable pain for the child, being expressed in very different manners (including abnormalities in behaviour, depression, anxiety, psychosomatic symptoms, for example). Such signals are frequently not noticed or properly registered by those around, and appropriate help is not provided. To cope with the situation in some way, the child suppresses or splits the pain. Outwardly, there is apparently nothing more to be noticed. Such children frequently turn up at psychiatric and psychotherapeutic practices and clinics with physical or psychological symptoms and behavioural problems or later as adults with serious psychological and/or psychosomatic problems.

Children who outwardly appear to show perfectly unobtrusive behaviour must be considered in particular danger. They adjust to the situation, are quiet and "cry inwardly", no longer being able to express their anguish, with the effect that they are no longer heard. The book "Kinder aus geschiedenen Ehen: Zwischen Trauma und Hoffnung" (Children of divorce: Between trauma and hope), Mainz, 1992, by the Viennese child psychoanalyst H. Figdor is well worth a read on this matter.

In practice, this naturally presents an enormous challenge to separated couples. They must succeed in splitting the role of partner and parent in a situation rife with the most diverse emotions (fury, anxiety, annoyance, offence, vengeance). Yet this is exactly what has to be achieved, if the former couple has their children's well-being at heart and not their own self-interests - however understandable that may be. My ex-husband or ex-wife may be perfectly repugnant to me as a partner, but as a father or mother to our child - from the child's point of view - they are unique and irreplaceable along with all their differences. The child needs both parents and deep down wants to be able to love both and maintain the bonds nurtured even after the parents are no longer a couple.

Each mother and each father is usually equipped with the natural ability to be a mother or father to their child - some needing to work more on this ability than others - yet this is something that cannot be replaced by anyone else (a second partner, for instance). Seen from the level of relationships, separation and divorce change the form of family life, for instance, when the whole family no longer lives together, but - particularly from the child's point of view - the family does indeed remain - even though changed (cf. Kraehenbuehl, V./Jellouschek, H. et al. [1991] and Keyserlingk, L. v. [1994]).

Note: If you are particularly interested in these interrelations, I would recommend the comprehensive textbook by Thure von Uexkuell: "Psychosomatic Medicine" (1996) as well as Francoise Dolto's excellent book: "How a child experiences divorce" (1996). Dolto, the French child analyst and child psychotherapist who died in 1988, was respected throughout the world due to the outstanding findings and experiences she made in over 40 years working with children and families of divorce.

What happens in PA syndrome?
PAS means "parent/child alienation syndrome" or "parent-as-an-enemy syndrome", caused by manipulation or programming from one or both parents. PAS is the term for a state when a child focuses its attention, without reason or compromise, on the "good and loved parent" who it lives with, and averts its attention in a hostile manner, likewise without compromise, from the other, supposedly "wicked and hated" parent who it no longer lives with; this is in the context of contact and custody conflicts between separated or divorced parents. Significant devices used here are interrupting contact with and belittling the parent no longer living with the child.

The phenomenon of "alienation" is registered in the "International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems" (ICD 10[1994]) under "family break-up due to separation or divorce" with the diagnosis number Z 63.5. According to Pamela Stuart, former head of the PAS Research Foundation in Washington, the psychological process of alienation in PAS is similar to that in sects or even in hostage situations, known as "Stockholm syndrome". Victims identify with their aggressors so radically due to anxiety and dependence that they may reject any influence or help from outside.

A well-known, recent example of this was the situation with the young Cuban refugee Elian Gonzales, which you will certainly have followed in the press (see the PAS Research Foundation's statement concerning the Elian Gonzales case, 27th April 2000).

There are naturally other reasons why a child may reject contact with a parent subsequent to separation and divorce. Such cases, for example, when a child has, in fact, been badly treated or even abused, must be individually examined in great detail, identified and cared for. PAS does not apply in such instances.

In PAS, the parent causing alienation specifically influences the child, consciously or subconsciously, abusing their usually unrestricted power of influence and control (termed "brainwashing" by Gardner [1998], P. 73 ff.). This influence generates disrespect and an inaccurately negative and distorted picture of the other parent, which clearly represents abuse and serious psychological consequences for the child as well as for the alienated parent and his/her relatives (see Kodjoe, U. [2000]). This fact is not taken into sufficient consideration by critics of the PAS concept.

Note: An American study involving 700 PAS families over a period of 12 years thoroughly examined and described the process of programming with its backgrounds, motives and techniques, giving pointers to when intervention is necessary (see Clawar, S. S./Rivlin, B. V. "Children held hostage: Dealing with programmed and brainwashed children", Chicago, 1991).

A child can only orient itself according to extremes due to an undeveloped sense of differentiation. This propensity along with an incorrectly negative picture of the "other parent" provokes a psychodynamic process which eventually no longer requires any further impetus and "runs under its own steam". In the end, the child contributes to this by turning away from the alienated parent with such abhorrence that it will refuse to have any contact without someone else intervening. The child will reject the parent no longer living "with the family" due to what it has heard and adopted, and not due to what it has experienced. This is easy to recognise when talking to such children. PAS families very quickly succumb to what the child wants. Important is not what the child needs, but what it wants. In such a family, a three or five-year-old, for instance, is left to decide whether it wants to see its mother or father or not. Even perfectly normal, frequently very competent parents who love their children and whose children love or loved them are rejected, parents who in no way neglect or abuse their children.

The well-known child psychologist J. Prekop refers to the negative consequences of poor parental counselling and to parents inappropriately shifting responsibility onto their child (parentification) in her book: "Der kleine Tyrann - Welchen Halt brauchen Kinder?" (The little tyrant - what support do children need?) (1999).

Summarising, there are three basic factors in PAS which cause the child to aggressively reject one of the parents, while adopting the negative emotions of the parent with custody (see U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel: "The Parental Alienation Syndrome", DA 1/98):

(
Partially conscious, partially subconscious programming and manipulation of the child by the parent with custody - with the objective of destroying the child's love for the other parent and excluding this parent from the child's life.

The child is caught in a serious conflict of loyalty and takes the side of the parent it lives with and depends on ("I won't bite the hand that feeds me"). The other parent is emotionally cut off.

(
Taking the fact into consideration that the parent with custody belittles the other parent by promulgating, for the most part, considerably distorted, negative images, the child adopts these images and negative emotions and makes them its own, sometimes even making up their own stories and scenarios which go far beyond what they have been told by the parent doing the manipulation. Statements are frequently made about events which verifiably never took place.

(
External living conditions, financial opportunities, moving away to another town or abroad, systematic alienation by preventing contact, and relatives reinforcing the "brainwashing" can all support parent/child alienation, fixing the child's concept of the parent as an enemy.

A stable coalition is created between the child and the parent with custody, with the effect that this parent no longer needs to be active. Rejection is sometimes expressed in the form of rituals, as is well-described in the above-mentioned article by W. Klenner (1995):

Many of you know this development to be more or less intensive and painful. Both men and women are affected - but primarily men/fathers, (cf. Gardner [1998] Pp. 127/128; cf. Clawar, S.S./Rivlin, B.V. [1991] P. 170). This has to do with women/mothers usually being awarded custody. Yet I also know of serious cases where fathers with custody were responsible for negative programming.

At first, post-divorce contact works relatively well. Suddenly, obstacles of lesser or greater intensity crop up, getting in the way of the relationship. The child is frequently ill on the weekends planned with the parent without custody, cannot or does not want to visit for whatever reason, increasingly more dates are completely cancelled and not just postponed. The arguments here are "give the child its peace", "the child can go at any time, but it does not want to and you cannot force it" (who would, for example, allow a child unwilling to attend school or school-phobic to simply stay at home without corresponding therapeutic assistance (cf. Warshak, R.A. (2000(, P. 235(). Outwardly, the child - possibly - seems to "have its peace". What really happens within the child due to the relationship being broken off, however, has been examined by J. Bowlby [1961], R. Spitz [1996] and Robertson, J./Robertson, J. [1979] and described as the phases of rebellion, desperation and disownment/detachment. Detachment is a form of resignation in the sense of reactive depression which, in turn, belongs to the syndrome of long-term developmental and relationship disorders in the sense of "psychological deprivation" in childhood (cf. Klenner, W. [1995] P. 1531; cf. Endres, M./Moisl, S. [1998] P. 11 ff.). This is a thing of the past in paediatrics (e.g. parent/child units, rooming in), but unfortunately not yet in family law proceedings.

Sometimes, if one of the parties intends to end contact for certain, they will not even stop at making false accusations of sexual abuse. When suspicion of sexual abuse is raised in custody and contact disputes, it is proven unfounded in more than 90 % of the cases (cf. B. Schade, in: Conference Documentation epd. Doc.No. 40/95, P. 36). 

The calamitous consequences such an accusation has on the child - and, of course, on the falsely accused party - are usually not heeded, sometimes, however, even reckoned with (cf. the deeply distressing accounts by Thomas Alteck: "Missbrauch des Missbrauchs, ein Vater wehrt sich gegen den Verdacht der sexuellen Kindesmisshandlung" (Abuse of abuse, a father defends himself against the accusation of sexual child abuse); Herder/Spektrum vl. 4299, Freiburg [1994] and Bernd Herbort: "Bis zur letzen Instanz" (Up to final appeal), Bergisch Gladbach, [1996]).

Note: I cannot go into closer detail here on the topics of "real sexual abuse", "abuse of abuse" as a strategy or pathology, "false accusations of abuse in PAS" or differential diagnostic considerations. I would like to refer you here to Chapter 9 in Gardner [1998] "Differentiating between the parental alienation syndrome and bona fide abuse/neglect", his article on the same theme in the American Journal of Fam. Therapy 27, No. 2 (1999), Pp. 97 - 107 and to a French book by P. Bensussan "Inceste le piège du soupcon" (Incest: The trap of suspicion )[1999]. Important differential-diagnostic indicators are also to be found in the two books by R.A. Gardner: "Protocols for the Sex-Abuse Evaluation" [1995], and "Psychotherapy with Sex-Abuse Victims - True, False and Hysterical" [1996]).

In any case, the alienation process between the child and the parent without custody continues, the relationship is endangered and is eventually broken off. U. J. Jopt compares this situation to a "nuclear meltdown" (cf. U. J. Jopt "Jugendschutz und Trennungsberatung" (Child protection and separation counselling), a lecture held at a further training event by the Rhineland-Palatinate State Youth Welfare Service in Mainz on 12th November 1997).

Statistical examinations prove that some 50 % of Federal German fathers no longer have any contact with their children after just one year after  their divorce (cf. A. Napp-Peters: "Ein-Elternteil-Familien" (one-parent families); Weinheim, 1985). What lies behind these catastrophic results for parents and children are painful twists of fate and frequently psychological disasters. The reasons are very diverse indeed; the problematic nature of PAS, however, plays a great role. The repercussions of such a trauma may plague a child even into late adulthood (cf. here also S. S. Clawar/Rivlin, B. V., [1991]; cf. A. Duehrssen/Lieberz, K. [1999]; cf. G. Fischer/Riedesser, P. [1998]; cf. Gardner, R. A. [1998]); cf. Kolk, B.A. van der/McFarlane, A.C./Weisaeth, L. (ed.) [2000], e.g. P. 287 ff.)  and the parent affected frequently also suffers for life (cf. Kodjoe, U. [2000], P. 641f.; cf.  e.g. Kolk, B.A. van der/McFarlane, A.C./Weisaeth, L. (ed.) [2000]. P. 294 ff.).

How can you tell whether a child has been 

harmed by PAS?
Professor Gardner describes eight main manifestations which indicate PAS. They may vary in intensity and form. Not all children will display all the symptoms listed - especially not those with a mild form of PAS. Differentiation is made between PAS of a

( mild form

( moderate form and 
( severe form
which is of significance for defining the kind of any judicial and psychological intervention required.

(cf. Gardner, R. A. [1998], Pp. 119 - 125; cf. U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel [1998] and W. Leitner/G. Schoeler [1998]).

1. Rejection and denigration campaigns
Almost no account whatsoever is taken of former, happy experiences with the rejected parent. The rejected parent is belittled without any great embarrassment or guilt, is described as bad and dangerous - made into a "non-person" so to speak. When describing the situation, these children end up under great inner tension and cannot usually put anything into concrete terms when asked more closely. They then often say: "That's how it is, I know it is".

2. Absurd rationalisations
These children justify their hostile attitude by making up irrational and absurd excuses which have no real contiguity to actual experiences. Everyday events are given as reasons - "he often talked so loudly", "she didn't dress me warm enough" or "she always wants us to say what we want to do" and the like.

3. Lack of normal ambivalence
Relationships between people are invariably ambivalent. I like this about a person, but not that. For PAS children, one parent is only good, and the other only bad. Unrealistically, the one is only painted in white and the other only in black. We call this phenomenon splitting the "personal schemata" or "inner picture" of the father and mother (object representation) which greatly characterises a person's identity (cf. G. Fischer/Riedesser, P., 1998, P. 256).

This splitting is particularly typical of PAS and should definitely make the interviewer sit up and take notice. It plays a characteristic role as a defence mechanism in subsequent borderline personality disorders - serious mental impairment in adulthood (cf. O. F. Kernberg [1978]; cf. O. F. Kernberg et al. (ed.) [1998]; see O. F. Kernberg/Dulz, B./Sachsse, U. (ed.) [2000]; see Chr. Rohde-Dachser [1989]; cf. B. Dulz/Schneider, A. [1999]), which is why I would particularly like to refer to this phenomenon at this point (cf. also W. v. Boch-Galhau/Madert, K.: "PAS und Borderline-Persoenlichkeitsstoerung - Eine Hypothese" (PAS and borderline personality disorder - a hypothesis) [1999]).

4. Automatically taking the side of the programming parent
During family meetings, the child will automatically take the side of the parent with custody without hesitation and without any doubt at all, frequently even before this parent has said anything at all. When asked pertinent questions, the child frequently cannot put its accusations into concrete terms here either.

5. Extending hostility to the whole of the rejected parent's family and friends
The rejected parent's grandparents, friends and relatives who hitherto had warm and loving relationships with the child are suddenly rejected without any plausible reason with just as much hostility as the actual parent no longer living with the child. This is justified with similar absurd and distorted reasoning. The child frequently finds itself on profound inner anxiety and turmoil.

6. The phenomenon of the "own opinion"
In PAS families, the child's "own will" and "own opinion" is particularly emphasised by the parent with custody. PAS children already know at the age of three or four that anything they say is their own opinion. "Programming" parents appear particularly proud of how independently and bravely their children dare to say what they think. These children are frequently called upon to tell "the truth" come what may. The anticipated answer is, of course, given, since the child cannot risk disappointing the parent with custody whom it is naturally dependent on.

This is the point at which programming shows its disastrous repercussions: These children have forgotten how to trust and call upon their own perceptive faculties. They cannot recognise or solve the double, contradictory messages (double-bind messages) they receive: "Go with your father/mother (verbal), but woe if you do (non-verbal)" - this irritates children no end.

7. Absence of guilt about being cruel to the alienated parent
The PAS children concerned do not feel guilty, they insinuate that the rejected parent is unfeeling, does not suffer from the loss of contact with the child and that the rejected parent is happy not to have any more contact. At the same time, the children make financial demands without any scruples - they see it as "their just right". They do not show any gratitude.

8. Adoption of "borrowed scenarios"
PAS children describe in some instances grotesque scenarios and accusations that they have heard and adopted from the adult with custody, but have not experienced themselves with the other parent. Asking "what do you mean?" is usually sufficient to determine that the child is not even aware of what it is talking about. For example, after a trip to the swimming pool, a father is falsely accused of having almost let his child drown and therefore of being a completely irresponsible and unsuitable father.

What repercussions does programming/

manipulation have on the affected child's 

personal development?
According to Gardner ([1998] P.441), the initiation of PAS is to be considered an "emotional abuse", and its - possibly life-long - destructive repercussions on the child's personality are to be judged just as seriously as sexual abuse (cf. also Jopt, U. J. [1999]). Other specialists in the field also term the generation of PAS by programming/manipulation "emotional/psychological child abuse" (W. Fischer [1998], U. J. Jopt [1998]) or "narcissistic child abuse" (C. Heyne [1996]; cf. B. Dulz/Schneider A. [1999], P. 55 ff.).

"Psychological abuse" is recorded in ICD 10 under the diagnosis number T 74.3. From a legal point of view according to U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel (1998), PAS is to be classified as a psychological endangerment to a child's well-being caused by the parent with custody misusing and exploiting the child's dependent relationship in the sense of § 1666 BGB (cf. also OLG Frankfurt (Main) 6WF168/00 dated 26th October 2000).

From my experience in my psychiatric-psychotherapeutic practice, I can only confirm this. In my opinion, the extent to which a child is endangered is greatly underestimated, if, for example, a ruling is made to solve the problem by excluding contact to the alienated parent and transferring sole custody to the parent exercising alienation.

PAS leads to the child being systematically confused in its perception of itself and others and to profound self-alienation. A PAS child forgets to trust its own emotions and perception. It is completely and utterly dependent on the programming and heteronomous parent's goodwill. The child loses its sense of reality and of its own self, its identity becoming undermined, faded and cracked. Negative self-assessment, a lack of self-esteem and deep insecurity are the consequences. When talking to such people, you frequently have the feeling that they behave like a "chameleon" - they say "yes" when they mean "no".

Subjected to such pressure to fit in and be loyal, the child learns to adjust itself to other people's expectations; clear individuality and autonomy cannot be developed. The upshot is serious personality disorders that often can hardly be solved - the phenomenon of the "false self" (cf. D. W. Winnicott [1990]). We recognise this phenomenon, for example, in eating disorders and addictions, etc. "Who am I?", "What do I think?", "What do I really feel?" - questions frequently presenting a torment and uncertainty for the whole lives of those affected. Such personalities are subsequently often prone to radical ideologies, dividing the world into "black" and "white".

PAS children learn a pattern of extremes - subjugation and total control in relationship behaviour (bow to superiors and kick underlings). Since - in their experience - love and ties can be misused to control and manipulate, subsequent intimacy and affection are only permitted with difficulty in many instances due to fear of renewed identity-destroying monopolisation. The repercussions are difficulties in forming appropriate closeness and distance in relationships.

You are all aware of the problems that may result from either excessive clinging, monopolising behaviour or inappropriately distanced, unapproachable behaviour. Depending on the degree of PAS, the child's personality is at very least seriously damaged, and in the worst case even destroyed. Unresolved symbiosis complexes as present in PAS are the core of so-called "ego illnesses" which range from psychiatric illnesses to the borderline syndrome, depression, anxiety conditions, sexual disorders and deviations right up to addiction and psychosomatic diseases. In less severe cases, the obvious consequences are rather unassuming, yet they still considerably impair the quality of the affected person's life (cf. Th. V. Uexkuell [1996]; cf. S. Mentzos [1998]; cf. F. C. Redlich/Freedman, D. X. [1976]; cf. B. Dulz/Schneider, A. [1999]).

The affected child's self and core is even more harmed by the heteronomous, active rejection, denial and negative casting of an originally loved parent than by the actual loss itself (as, for example, with death). Both - considerable guilt and the part of that parent in the self - have to be greatly suppressed or split, i.e. "amputated" metaphorically speaking. This hinders or may even prevent the child from detaching itself in puberty from the idealised parent with custody as well as from the belittled second parent. An upshot of this may also be further long-term developmental problems.

Note: For more detailed information on the problems described above, I would refer to the work by O. F. Kernberg (1978), Chr. Rohde-Dachser (1989), B. Dulz/Schneider, A. (1999), G. Fischer/Riedesser, P. (1998), O. F. Kernberg et al. (ed., 1998), O. F. Kernberg/Dulz, B./Sachsse, U. (2000).

Psychological/emotional or narcissistic abuse is frequently so difficult to identify because it is not done with the intention to harm, but comes under the guise of love.

Yet considering its disastrous and lasting effects, it is no more to be tolerated than other forms of abuse. Children must be protected from it (cf. Clawar, S. S./Rivlin, B. V. [1991]; cf. Fischer, G./Riedesser, P. [1998]).

When assessing the child's supposed will, it must be precisely observed whether what is said pertains to the child's actual will or whether it comes from manipulation, and also whether actions, e.g. preventing contact, are actually necessary and beneficial for the child or whether they are totally detrimental.

In general, maintaining or restoring the child's ties to its mother and father is a central aspect of the child's well-being, and tolerating these ties is a fundamental criterion in awarding custody (cf. for example, judgements No. 544 of the OLG [Appellate Court] Celle 19UF208/93 dated 25th October 1993 and of the OLG [Appellate Court] Frankfurt/M. 6 UF 18/98 dated 18th May 1998 and 6WF 168/00 dated 26th October 2000, OLG [Appellate Court] Hamm 8UF339/00 dated 19th March 2001).

Relationship dynamics and 

psychodynamic backgrounds of PAS

Following U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel: "Das Parental Alienation Syndrom" in "Der Amtsvormund" 1/1998, Pp. 14 and 15 (cf. also Johnston, J.R./Roseby, V. [1997], Pp. 73-218).

1. Programming parents
As with any crisis in life, divorce also stirs up unresolved emotions (anxiety, anger, grief, threat) and themes from the life of the person concerned (e.g. traumatic childhood experiences). These old feelings are mobilised by the pain of separation and add to the present emotions. This explains the intensity and sometimes irrationality of one or both partners' emotional perceptions and behaviour. Old wounds that have nothing to do with the actual partner at all are projected on to this partner nevertheless and attached to him/her (cf. also Reich, G. [1994]; cf. Warshak, R.A., [2000]).

Programming parents have not sufficiently and constructively come to terms with the painful experience of separation, the grief, fear of loss and desolation, disillusions and unfulfilled expectations. Due to the change in their situation, such parents are unable to see the new opportunities for their own lives in an appropriate way and cannot approach them constructively in the sense of organising family relationships anew. The ex-partner remains the villain, the one to blame for all misfortunes, while the programming parent hardly accepts any blame whatsoever.

Parents who programme their children against the other parent frequently do so because they are frantically afraid of losing their child after their partner, or because they want revenge - to hit upon or torment their partner. They form a close coalition with the child which no-one else can access: "It's us against the rest of the world". This results in a pathogenic fear relationship which - so to speak - inescapably holds the child prisoner. Such a relationship based on fear may sometimes involve paranoid features in the sense of a "folie ( deux", a psychiatrically relevant situation.

Note: I cannot go into more depth here on the problems of "children of mentally ill parents". I do, however, think that research into this subject in relation to PAS is advisable. I would like to refer to the essay overview by Mattejat, F./Wuethrich, C./Remschmidt, H. (Marburg University Clinic for Child and Adolescent Psychiatry): "Kinder psychisch kranker Eltern, Forschungsperspektiven am Beispiel depressiver Eltern" (Children of mentally ill parents, research prospects taking depressive parents as an example); in: Nervenarzt 71(2000) Pp. 164 - 172.

In my opinion, some unfounded accusations of sexual abuse should be seen in this light. In such situations, programming parents believe they have to protect their children from the other parent - at the same time, grossly overestimating themselves.

In the end, however, the dependent child is monopolised and instrumentalised, so to speak, to protect the particular programming parent concerned. This may sometimes be comprehensible to a certain degree in the eyes of the parent affected, but it is disastrous for the pertinent child.

2. Programmed children
Children cannot reliably differentiate between their own perception and fantasies and stories told to them until they are about ten years old. The developmental process of deciding what is reality is disturbed for the long term when discrepancies between what the child perceives and what the child is told are not noticed and cannot be resolved. Fictional dangers and false assertions about the other parent destroy the child's trust in its own perceptions which are, or were, totally different.

The child is forced to accept the false reality, so it does not have to put its relationship with the parent with custody on the line. When contact with the other parent is broken off, the child has to give up trying to decide what is reality and makes the distorted, manipulative stories of the parent with custody its own. Splitting mechanisms, or dissociation, as we psychiatrists say, come into play within the child's mind. Children who live in an atmosphere that indeed vibrates with fury and rejection adopt that mood very quickly.

The child identifies with the programming parent and radically takes this parent's side because it needs security, is dependent, grieving and angry and is afraid of losing the parent it lives with as well. The younger the child, the quicker this disastrous process is completed. This releases the child at least temporarily and superficially from the unbearable conflict of loyalty between the two parents, but he or she has to pay a high price. "Traumas based on real events can be therapeutically resolved by remembering and reliving the experience. With programmed traumas, however, which mix real fictional and events, this therapeutic approach has little success." (U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel [1998] P. 16), cf. also G. Fischer/Riedesser, P. [1998]; cf. also B. Dulz/Schneider, A. [1999]).

What psychological/therapeutic and legal measures 

are possible and necessary in the sense of 

protecting the PAS-affected child's 

and representing its interests?

Considering what PAS involves as explained above, it is essential that the condition is recognised at an early stage and that all the people and professionals involved in the divorce process and responsible for the child's well-being work together (parents, family judges, social welfare, counsellors, experts, attorneys).

Should appropriate "first aid" not be given in time - legally as well as out of court, it will become increasingly more difficult to interrupt the deplorable development for the PAS-affected child. There is a considerable need to catch up here. It is crucial that the primary awareness and attention of parental law fulfils the rights and needs of the child to a greater degree - as already expressed in the new Childhood Reform Law in Germany dated 1st July 1998.

Two central points apply here
a)
A child needs attention, care and encouragement from both parents to have optimum conditions for development - especially also subsequent to separation or divorce.

b)
The primary task for the parents, psychosocial services and family courts is to safeguard or restore the maximum degree of real contact and ties possible between the child and both its parents. Children are best off in the custody of the parent most willing and able to co-operate with and include the other parent actively and responsibly in the development and upbringing of their children even after separation/divorce.

1.
General aspects
(Fundamentally based on the article by U. Kodjoe/P. Koeppel: "Frueherkennung von PAS - Moeglichkeiten psychologischer und rechtlicher Interventionen" (Early recognition of PAS - possibilities of psychological and legal intervention), in: Kind-Prax 5/98, P. 141 ff. and on the excellent work conducted by Johnston, J.R./Roseby, V.: "In the name of the child, a developmental approach to understanding and helping children of conflicted and violent divorce" [1997])

a)
Prevention programmes
Presentations, discussions at nursery schools, schools and universities, further training courses for parents and all professions involved with divorce with the objective of imparting knowledge and information.

b)
Counselling/therapy
for parents in the middle of custody and contact right disputes. Individual and family counselling/therapy with social workers, mediators and/or therapists. Working on grief, anxiety, anger and projections that originate from the individual's own past experiences plays an important role here (cf. Reich, G. [1994], cf. Kast, V. [1994]) Involving co-operative lawyers may be meaningful, if necessary.

Group intervention programmes - such as are already implemented at many family counselling centres today (e.g. W. E. Fthenakis inter alia: "Gruppeninterventionsprogramm fuer Kinder mit getrennt lebenden oder geschiedenen Eltern/Trennungs- und Scheidungskinder" (Group intervention programme for children with separated or divorced parents/children of separation and divorce), ed. LBS-Initiative Junge Familie, Beltz Verlag [1995]).

The objective of these measures - which, of course, require understanding and the willingness to co-operate - is to overcome the antagonism and speechlessness between the parents, to correct distorted perceptions of reality, to restore parental autonomy, to solve or reduce conflict, to work out a joint parental plan and to make parents more sensitive to the needs of their children and their future prospects, i.e. a change of paradigms away from one-sided interests and over to parental responsibility in the sense of the children's needs and interest.

c)
Psychological therapeutic intervention for highly contentious families
Firstly, analysis, diagnosis and evaluation oriented on family diagnostics(cf., for example, Remschmidt, H./Mattejat, F. [1998]). Psycho-educational training for the parents and clarifying the significance of both parents' relationships with the child, as well as child-oriented parental work. Modified systemic family therapy (cf., for example, Gardner [1998 and 1999], cf. also Johnston, J.R./Roseby, V. [1997] Pp. 221-314, cf. Klenner, W. [2002]; cf. Jopt, U./Behrend, K. [2002]; cf. Bergmann/Jopt/Rexilius [2002]). Outpatient offers for aid and crisis intervention at systemically-operating institutions (e.g. "Kreidekreis" in Munich, Marburg University Clinic's Outpatient Unit for Child and Adolescent Psychiatry inter alia, marriage and family counselling centres, mediators, therapists experienced in PAS and systemic concepts).

Inpatient treatment, care and rehabilitation measures involving both parents for children displaying obtrusive behaviour and development in institutes with experience in psychosomatic disorders and family therapy, where necessary (in accordance with § 23 GRG [Gesundheitsreformgesetz - Health Reform Act], § 40 GRG, § 1305 RVO [Reichsversicherungsordnung - Imperial Insurance Ordinance], § 39 BSHG [Bundessozialhilfegesetz - Federal Social Assistance Act], §§ 5 and 6 JWG [Jugendwohlfahrtsgesetz - Youth Welfare Act],e.g. Murnau-Hochried Youth Clinic, Tiefenbrunn Psychotherapeutic Clinic in Goettingen, inter alia). This may be requisite particularly with problems concerning abuse, violence, drugs and alcohol, serious psychosomatic disorders and with severe PAS. The "Norderney model" (cf. U. J. Jopt/Behrend, K. [2000]) and the reintegration concepts of the "Rachel Foundation" in USA (see P. 2) are also to be mentioned here.

Implemented when contact has been broken off, the objective of these measures is to build up the contact and relationship between the child and alienated parent again, to restore reality, to correct the child's and parents' distorted perceptions of themselves and others, to recreate the destroyed emotional relationship, to renew active communication, as well as to begin reorganising family relationships and, where necessary, to work on individual problems relating to past experience, prophylactic measures and - depending on the severity of the situation - therapy for disturbed children with the insights of modern psycho-traumatology being taken into account (cf. G. Fischer/Riedesser, P. [1998]; cf. Endres, M./Biermann, G. [1998]; cf. Kolk, B.A. van der/McFarlane, A.C./Weisaeth, L. (ed.) [2000]; cf. Streeck-Fischer, A. in: Endres, M./Biermann, G. [1998]; cf. Teegen, F. [2000]). I would especially refer to the books "Therapeutic Interventions for Children with Parental Alienation Syndrome" (2001( by R. A. Gardner and "Children held hostage, dealing with programmed and brainwashed children" [1991] by S. S. Clawar and B. V. Rivlin. What is described in these books is the specific therapeutic interventions for children with PAS, and the principles and factors to be observed in the therapeutic deprogramming process in detail. What is also of interest in this context is the work by W. Klenner [2002] and U. Jopt/K. Behrend [2000]. I would refer to this literature.
d)
Psychological intervention by legal order
Experts' reports (not pure diagnostics, but process-oriented, child-centred, gradual procedure). The objective is to restore communication, find a mutually-beneficial solution and to co-operate with the court and lawyers responsible who have their eye on the child's well-being before the interests of the other parties. I consider the role and responsibility of lawyers to be particularly significant. A trial phase may be meaningful. An expert, procedure/contact care worker or therapist may be involved(in accordance with § 50 FGG [Gesetz (eber Angelegenheiten der freiwilligen Gerichtsbarkeit - Act about Matters of Voluntary Jurisdiction]), where necessary, to act as an escort and contact person for both parents and children when problems arise (cf., for example, OLG [Appellate Court] Frankfurt (Main) 5WF112 dated 13th July 2000, OLG [Appellate Court] Hamm 8UF339/00 dated 19th March 2001; cf. also Buete, D. (2001( P. 104). The expert's report - with recommendations to the court including assessment of the parents' bonding tolerance, ability to raise their children and co-operation in possible solution approaches - should only be drawn up after this phase.

e)
More extensive accompaniment
For highly contentious families in recurring crisis situations over a protracted period of time with the aim of achieving long-term peace, re-organisation of the changed family situation, long-term protection for the children and "inner peace" for the family members involved.

2. Special aspects
(Summarising, I refer here to Gardner's observations in his books "Parental Alienation Syndrome" [1998] and "Therapeutic Interventions for Children with Parental Alienation Syndrome" [2001], as well as to his article "Family therapy of the moderate type of PAS" [1999]. I would further refer to the work by W. Leitner/R. Schoeler: "Massnahmen und Empfehlungen fuer das Umgangsverfahren im Blickfeld einer Differentialdiagnose bei Parental Alienation Syndrom (PAS) unterschiedlicher Auspraegung in Anlehnung an Gardner, 1992/1997" (Measures and recommendations for contact procedure focusing on differential diagnosis with Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) of differing degrees, following Gardner, 1992/1997), in: "Der Amtsvormund" Nov./Dec./1998).

The authors, Leitner and Schoeler, went into great detail in the article mentioned on the recommendations made by Prof. Gardner for the differing degrees of severity in PAS. Legal and psychological intervention here presupposes a comprehensive and detailed diagnosis and flexible, inter-professional co-operation.

1.
In mild cases of PAS, (not all the symptoms are necessarily manifest, and if so, in moderate form, contact still works) it is recommended that parental custody remains with the parent looking after the children, but with strict, court-controlled trial conditions with regard to court-ruled contact rights for the parent without custody. Gardner considers these structuring measures sufficient and does not think therapy is requisite.

2.
In moderate cases of PAS with considerable intensity of the symptoms and substantial existing contact and transfer problems (when the children are actually with the other parent, they calm down very quickly and enjoy the time with the other parent), it is recommended - on the legal level - to firstly keep custody with the parent looking after the children, and - on the psychological level - to involve a procedure/contact care worker or therapist trained in therapy to arrange visits and act as an escort, who informs the court if contact does not work out. Different levels of legal sanctions are to be threatened with, if need be (e.g. fines, withdrawal of custody, arrest). If contact with the other parent has been ordered by the court and is carried out, it can frequently relieve the child of the continuing loyalty conflict, since it has to go, so to speak, and is not responsible for any possible offence taken on the part of the parent with custody. Gardner underscores that any therapist or care worker implemented by the court should be well-acquainted with the phenomenon of PAS and systemic views. Limit-setting, compelling and direct intervention, where necessary (comparable to the approach in addiction therapy) backed up by the court are indispensable to successfully confront the specific strategies used in PAS families to deviate, avoid or split up contact. Gardner does not consider classical individual therapeutic procedures based solely on understanding and willingness to be promising. He also refers to work carried out with patients from sect systems, hostages and former prisoners of the Korea and Vietnam wars, who were subjected to continuous and consistent indoctrination (cf. Gardner, R. A. [1999], P. 11, and cf. Gardner, R. A. (2001( Pp. 1 - 16).

3. In severe cases of PAS when the programming parent displays no understanding whatsoever (some 5 to 10 % of PAS cases according to Gardner, R. A. [1998], P. 355), i.e. when a relationship is threatened with being finally and radically broken off or this has already occurred, it is recommended to transfer custody to the parent not looking after the children (cf. Gardner, R. A. [1998; 1999; 2001]; cf. Clawar, S. S./Rivlin, B. V. [1991], P. 168; cf. Dunne, J./Hedrick, M [1994], where reversing custody is described as being the most effective method). The results of a follow-up study by Gardner with 99 PAS children confirm this in an impressive manner: "Should courts order PAS children to visit/reside with the alienated parent?" (published in the American Journal of Forensic Psychology (2001); 19 (3): 61-106).

It may be necessary to firstly put the child into temporary accommodation elsewhere (foster family, home, clinic) - depending on the given situation and the alienating parent's behaviour. Here, the child is gradually prepared for contact with the alienated parent by therapeutic assistance. The objective is for the child to move in with the alienated parent. Where possible, and depending on any change in attitude on the part of the alienating parent, it should be gradually attempted to develop contact "rules" for the alienating parent. If need be, this can be tried with supervised contact - as is usual today with problem fathers. "Children can, as a rule, cope with the change from one parent to the other. If the child remains subjected to the manipulative behaviour of one parent, the quality of the child's life is considerably impaired and that forever." (cf. Fischer, W. [1998]; cf. also S. S. Clawar/Rivlin, B. V. [1991]).

Table 1

Differential diagnosis of the three types of Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS)

	Primary

symptomatic manifestation
	MILD
	MODERATE
	SEVERE

	The campaign of denigration
	Minimal
	Moderate
	Formidable

	Weak, frivolous or absurd rationalisations for the depreciation
	Minimal
	Moderate
	Multiple absurd rationalisations

	Lack of ambivalence
	Normal ambivalence
	No ambivalence
	No ambivalence

	The "independent-thinker" phenomenon
	Usually absent
	Present
	Present

	Reflexive support of the alienating parent in the parental conflict
	Minimal
	Present
	Present

	Absence of guilt
	Normal guilt
	Minimal to no guilt
	No guilt

	"Borrowed scenarios"
	Minimal
	Present
	Present

	Spread of the animosity to the extended family of the alienated parent
	Minimal
	Present
	Formidable, often fanatic

	Additional differential diagnostic considerations
	
	
	

	Transitional difficulties at the time of visitation
	Usually absent
	Moderate
	Formidable or visit not possible

	Behaviour during visitation
	Good
	Intermittently antagonistic and provocative
	No visit, or destructive and continually provocative behaviour throughout visit

	Bonding with the alienator
	Strong, healthy
	Strong, mildly to moderately pathological
	Severely pathological, often paranoid bonding

	Bonding with the alienated parent
	Strong, healthy, or minimally pathological
	Strong, healthy, or minimally pathological
	Strong, healthy, or minimally pathological


Gardner, R.A. (1998) The Parental Alienation Syndrome, Second Edition, Cresskill, NJ: Creative Therapeutics, Inc.

Gardner, R.A. (2001) Therapeutic Interventions for Children with Parental Alienation Syndrome, Cresskill, NJ: Creative Therapeutics, Inc.

Table 2

Differential treatment of the three types of Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS)
	
	MILD
	MODERATE
	SEVERE

	Legal approaches
	Court ruling that primary custody shall remain with the alienating parent.
	Plan A

(most common)

1. Court ruling that primary custody shall remain with the alienating parent.

2. Court appointment of PAS therapist.

3. Sanctions:

a. Post a bond

b. Fines

c. Community service

d. Probation

e. House arrest

f. Incarceration

Plan B
(occasionally necessary)

1. Court ruling that primary custody shall be transferred to the alienated parent.

2. Court appointment of PAS therapist.

3. Extremely restricted visitation by the alienating parent, monitored to prevent indoctrination.
	1. Court ruling that primary custody shall be transferred to the alienated parent.

2. Court-ordered transitional site programme.

	Psychotherapeutic approaches
	None usually necessary


	Plans A and B
Treatment by a court-appointed PAS therapist.


	Transitional site programme monitored by court-appointed PAS therapist


Gardner, R.A. (1998) The Parental Alienation Syndrome, Second Edition, Cresskill, NJ: Creative Therapeutics, Inc.

Gardner, R.A. (2001) Therapeutic Interventions for Children with Parental Alienation Syndrome, Cresskill, NJ: Creative Therapeutics, Inc.

I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Gardner for his kind permission to reproduce these two tables.
Conclusion
As a societal mass phenomenon, separation and divorce, and above all the consequences of divorce, are no longer a private problem. Families of divorce are dependent on competent and expert support - particularly considering the aspect of - partially traumatic - long-term consequences for the children as discussed here, since children are the next generation of society. Here I would plead, where necessary, for compulsory counselling as well as a compulsory lawyer in divorce proceedings, in the same manner as women wanting an abortion have to have counselling and drivers who abuse alcohol have to take a psychological training course.

Considering the complex psycho-dynamics of divorce as a whole, it is essential that everyone involved in divorce proceedings works together, i.e. parents, counselling centres, social workers, therapists, psychological experts, family judges and lawyers. In my opinion, as far as those with power of attorney are concerned, they should be summarily or legally obliged to prioritise the interests of the child (also by a quick decision) over the interests of their client in divorce proceedings. There are individual cases of lawyers refusing to represent anyone in contentious contact disputes, thereby giving parents who take their conflicts out on their children significant impetus (cf. E. Metzger [1999], P. 17). They are, however, exceptions. All too frequently, fuel is used to put out the fire, and the children have to take the consequences.

Youth welfare services and family courts should unequivocally and consistently intervene - where need be referring to § 171 StGB [Strafgesetzbuch - Penal Code] (concerning infringement of compulsory care and upbringing) - to protect the child, if one or both parents use the child against the other, threatening to destroy the relationship by programming or preventing contact and thereby inducing considerable developmental risks for the child. It must be made absolutely clear to both parents that such behaviour will not be tolerated by the state to protect the children, and that there will be consequences to take (cf. also OLG [Appellate Court] Frankfurt (Main) 6WF168/00 dated 26th October 2000; cf. KG Berlin 17 UF 1413/99, dated 30th May 2000; cf. AG Rinteln 2XV 178, dated 27th April 1998; cf. AG Fuerstenfeldbruck 1F138/01, dated 14th March 2001). I consider it important that youth welfare services and courts do not permit at any time that contact between the child and the parent living separately is broken off unilaterally and without cogent reason. Anyone capitulating in particularly difficult cases - I would include here, for example, continuous systematic prevention of contact and/or severe PAS - is acting to the child's detriment. The trauma caused by forced loss of a relationship with a parent is far-reaching, extending right into adulthood (cf. G. Fischer/Riedesser, P. [1998]; cf. A. Duehrssen/Lieberz, K. [1999]; cf. Gardner, R.A. [1998, 2001]).

Generating PAS in a child by programming and manipulation is - considering the resulting grave personality disorders - no "trifling offence".

In cases of severe PAS, Prof. Gardner writes:

"Doing nothing dooms both the victimised parent and the child to lifelong alienation from one another. There is absolutely no reason to believe that when such children grow up they will then realise what has happened to them and become reconciled with the alienated parent. Even if there is an attempt at such reconciliation, it is not likely to prove successful. By that time, the child's delusion that the victimised parent is loathsome is so deeply entrenched in his/her brain circuitry that nothing is going to change it. Furthermore, because there have been many years in which there has been absolutely no contact with one another, the foundation upon which relationships grow will have been eroded, if not destroyed completely."

(From a letter from Prof. Gardner to the authors W. Leitner and R. Schoeler, printed in their article: "Massnahmen und Empfehlungen fuer das Umgangsverfahren im Blickfeld einer Differentialdiagnose bei Parental Alienation Syndrom (PAS) unterschiedlicher Auspraegung in Anlehnung an Gardner, (1992/1997)" (Measures and recommendations for contact procedure focusing on differential diagnosis with Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) of differing degrees, following Gardner, (1992/1997), in: "Der Amtsvormund" Nov./Dec./1998, P. 862f.)

Concerning traumatisation of the parents left behind of children with severe PAS, Gardner writes at the conclusion of his follow-up study “Should courts order PAS-children to visit/reside with the alienated parent?” (in 19 (3) 2001: American Journal Forensic Psychology, P. 104): “What I did not expect was the high rate of completely destroyed relationships and the enormous grief suffered by the alienated parents….. I did not expect such a degree of grief…..  I consider losing a child because of PAS to be more painful and psychologically devastating than the death of a child.  Death is final and there is absolutely no hope for reconciliation.  Most bereaved parents ultimately resign themselves to this painful reality.  The PAS child is still alive and may even be in the vicinity.  Yet, there is little if any contact, when contact is feasible. Therefore, resignation to the loss is much more difficult for the PAS alienated parent than for the parent whose child has died. For some alienated parents the continuous heartache is similar to living death.”

There have been cases in my own practice where the situation changed - sometimes radically - during the child's adolescence or after their 18th year, the child once again turning to the parent who had been rejected up until that point. Now and then, adolescence brings about dramatic personality changes that seem as strange as metamorphoses (caterpillar ( pupa ( butterfly).

This may be poor consolation for those affected by PAS. I am likewise, however, acquainted with examples where no contact was made right into advanced adulthood - and in some cases even lifelong - with all the suffering associated with such a situation. Gardner's advice can therefore not be taken seriously enough by all parents and professionals involved in divorce proceedings. What we are talking about is the fundamental development and life prospects of children affected by divorce, their parents and the society of tomorrow altogether.
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