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5.11.2002

Ladies and gentlemen,

The appended press release provides you with a summary of the international conference

The Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) –

An Interdisciplinary Challenge for Professionals Involved in Divorce

The backdrop to this conference with some 300 participants from 16 nations:

With increasing numbers of divorces, there is a rise in high-conflict cases with one parent’s attempt to alienate the joint child from the other parent and to frustrate visitations.  The concomitant destruction of grown relationships leads to considerable traumatisation of the children thus affected and the alienated parents.  The break-up of family relations is one root of growing societal destruction phenomena (e.g. youth violence, addiction and performance disorders).

This causes challenges to intensify for family judges, lawyers, social workers, evaluators, paediatricians, child and adult psychiatrists, therapists and guardians ad litem.
Yours sincerely,

Wilfrid von Boch-Galhau M.D.

Press  Release

Final report on the international conference on:

“The Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) –

An Interdisciplinary Challenge for Professionals Involved in Divorce”

held in Frankfurt am Main, Germany on the 18th and 19th October 2002.

Impulses for Research

You can buy everything except for a mother and father (Tamil proverb)

In a time of free relationship structuring, of feminism, single ideals and of the unmarried cult, the above saying gained a new topicality within the framework of the first international conference on the Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) in Germany.  Held in the Frankfurt Maritim Hotel under the chairmanship of the Wuerzburg psychiatrist Wilfrid von Boch-Galhau, this conference, which with 300 participants was well attended, was concerned with the phenomenon of parental alienation after separation and divorce in children.

Coming from USA was Richard Gardner, the founder of the new disorder category that might be accepted in the DSM-V (the American Diagnosis Manual) in 2010, accompanied by the two clinical psychologists and PAS specialists Richard Warshak and Christopher Barden. Their presentations were based on case studies and long-years’ experience with members of families with PAS victims.

Different professional groups arrived from 16 countries, indicating, on the one hand, the explosive nature as well as, on the other, the wide spectrum of the problems involved.  Both psychologists, psychotherapists, (children) psychiatrists, as well as judges, court experts, social workers right up to educationalists, family and children doctors developed an exciting exchange in these two days, in which they generally focussed on the competence of the individual specialists, yet also on the interdisciplinary aspect of the theme “children of separation”.  What was extraordinary for a specialist conference was the participation of affected mothers, fathers, grandparents and adult children of divorce, who in their commitment gave the talks vitality and significance as well as shifting the theoretical aspects of the PAS into a real world of anguish with youth offices, courts and human dramas.  The upshot of those directly affected participating and the problem being reviewed objectively was lively, concentrated talks and encounters appropriate to provide research into the problems PAS poses with new impulses and the daily rounds at family courts with significant motivation.

Alienation and emotional abuse

In his introductory review, Gardner referred to his fundamental work “Parental Alienation Syndrome.  A Guide for Mental Health and Legal Professionals”.  For him, the PAS is a subtype of parental alienation characterised by a child being specifically influenced – occasionally unconsciously – against the other parent.  Typical of PAS children is the irrational rejection of one parent with partly absurd arguments, a lack of natural ambivalence towards both parents and partly literal assumption of the wording and attitudes of the alienating parent without negative experience actually having being made.  Warshak, too, spoke of brainwashing, programming and stereotyping of a child.  It was constantly pointed out that this is a form of emotional abuse.  Christopher Barden, Lena Hellblom-Sjoegren and Astrid Camps underscored the conflict-aggravating role of (obliging) certificates being furnished – particularly from children doctors and psychiatrists – which certify, for example, for alienating parents that the children’s aggressiveness or psychosomatic reactions before and after visitations are to be attributed to the effects of the visitation parent.

Help for alienated children

Pamela Stuart-Mills-Hoch, the founder of the Rachel Foundation, made a lasting impression with her personal fate as a victim of the problematic nature of PAS.  She lost her four children and had to bear the life of parental alienation suffering to begin with helplessly, subsequently being able, with Gardner’s and Warshak’s support, to re-establish contact with her children.  Initially, she had lost all parental authority over her children.  At the first meeting, she was thrashed and called a ‘whore’ and ‘rat’ by her children.  Together with her husband Robert Hoch, she later developed aggressive commitment to re-integrate high-grade alienated children.  Case presentations from adult children of divorce, affected parents and grandparents underscored the difficulties.  The Bielefeld psychologist Uwe Jopt pointed out that PAS is not a temporary phenomenon, but that frequently still no change is to be determined in alienated children’s aggressiveness and rejection of a parent even after 10 to 15 years.  As long as these people do not receive any professional psychological support, satisfactory loving relationships often remain denied.  Breaking off relationships becomes the way to solve conflicts.  One’s own fate can be passed on to the next generation.

Wrong legal decisions

Scandalous wrong decisions by national and international courts of law due to a lack of knowledge about the PAS phenomenon were sketched out by the jurisprudence specialist Kurt Ebert from Innsbruck.  He reported of parents only allowed to visit with their children once a quarter under the supervision of social workers without any comprehensible reason.  Furthermore, Ebert said that while there are rights for women, rights for men and rights for children, there are no rights for families, although recognised on the level of international law.  He quoted from international law:  “The family is the core cell of national society”.  This should be essentially protected – even under aspects of human rights.

The judges Harald Schuetz and Franz Weisbrodt pointed out that the child’s welfare should not be confused with what the child alone wants, but what is for the child’s welfare.  For example, nobody would spare a child necessary attendance at school or a visit to the doctor, if the child simply did not feel like going at that particular moment.  It is precisely here that PAS critics intervene who would like to see the psychodynamics of the child’s developing his or her informed opinion more greatly taken into consideration, even if specific alienation is thus initiated in the child.  The psychoanalyst Helmuth Figdor presented several models along these lines, with which psychosomatic symptoms and visitation denial are to be explained in children of separation.

Interdisciplinary teams

It became apparent from the contributions of the plenary speakers and participants that development of an alienation syndrome in children of separated parents can only be prevented by the professional groups mentioned at the outset co-operating.  Due to the fact that a child’s feeling of time – particularly that of babies – plays an outstanding role, immediate intervention by youth offices and family courts is decisive in cases of obstruction to or sabotage of visitation.  Moreover, escalating legal disputes can be more easily avoided by forbidding the child to be taken from the parents’ house without prior parental agreement concerning future visitation.
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