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Introductory Review: Das Parental Alienation Syndrome –

Past, Present and Future

How Denying and Discrediting the Parental Alienation Syndrome Harms Women

R. A. Gardner M.D.

For his keynote presentation, professor Gardner will review the evolution of his experiences with PAS from the time he first began seeing the disorder in the early 1980s to the present. He will then talk about the work that still has to be done in the future, especially with regard to what we can do to help PAS children and the parents who have been victimized by a spouse's PAS indoctrinations.

In his second presentation, he will talk about how PAS should not be a gender issue because, with increasing frequency, women are also becoming its victims. In spite of this, many feminists are turning their backs on these women and continuing to deny--even to them--that PAS exists.


At every opportunity, he will ask this question: PAS is a widespread phenomenon. Every divorce lawyer and every mental health professional who works with people involved in litigated custody disputes sees it.  Why are so many denying it so vehemently and even viciously? To deny PAS is like denying the existence of AIDS. Of course, Dr Gardner has some ideas of his own on this important question, but he still feels that there is more he can learn regarding this amazing denial of PAS, a denial that is so destructive to so many thousands of people.
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The legal situation in cases of child alienation –

a comparison of different European countries

Kurt Ebert

As a sign of a social political "fixation on the women’s emancipatory element", family law and the Children’s Reform Act have been profoundly remodelled in Europe since the seventies.  Here, children have been, as it were, poured out with the emancipation bath, have been instrumentalised to become the defenceless objects of so-called “single parentage” in the course of more or less dramatically increasing divorce figures and consequently have been in many ways de facto robbed of their basic natural claim and human right to both their parents.

Serving as the legal instrument to this abortive development was, above all, mandatory sole custody, which, for example, in Germany while being declared as being incompatible with parents’ rights in accordance with Article 6 of the Constitution by the Federal Constitutional Court as early as in 1982 , was only abolished in the positive legal sense 16 years later with the Amendment to the Children’s Reform Act coming into force.  The most important legal impulses for thinking back to the child’s priority of well-being and the child’s interests in life in the future were triggered, on a global level, by the Children’s Rights Convention of the United Nations of 1989 and, on the European scene, by progressive reform laws, above all, in Scandinavia and France.

In this connection, the European Commission for Human Rights acting in Strassburg until the end of October 1998 must be blamed for a great deal of passivity and accordingly for regrettable failure.  What must be very positively underscored here is that progress in the pertinent scientific research has been reflected in several national amendments to the Children’s Reform Act in the last few years and the phenomenon of parental alienation (PAS) has also been able to gain secure status in Federal German dispensation of justice. However, what will probably turn out to be of even greater significance is the fact that, in two very recent cases leading to condemnation of Germany by the European Court for Human Rights, specific reference has been made to the Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) by the appealing party, which means that this has at least been placed on record once for the time being on the highest European level of judicature, even if the Court has clad itself in silence with regard to this argument hitherto.
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Current Controversy Regarding PAS

Richard A. Warshak, Ph.D.

Dr. Warshak will draw on a wide body of scientific literature to examine disputes about the existence, conceptualisation, and treatment of pathological alienation. He will address such issues as the denial of pathological alienation, the belief that it is a natural by-product of divorce, the relative influence of the favoured parent, and the appropriateness of court-enforced contact between children and the alienated parent. Also, he will discuss controversies relevant to the scientific status of expert testimony on PAS including the reliability and validity of the diagnosis and the designation of pathological alienation as a "syndrome."
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Working Strategies with PAS Cases for Social Workers

Christine Knappert/Michael Blank

We shall be referring to the fundamental brief of the Youth Office and the necessity of its role as a state watchman in high-conflict families being separated, in which children and adolescents reject one parent in an extreme  manner, for which there are no obvious reasons.  Here, it is a question of clarifying that the Youth Office has the duty and the possibilities to model proceedings in these cases in such a way that children and adolescents are protected against (further) physical, mental and psychic perils.  What is of importance here is to recognise early on behaviour by the adults, which point to, for example, exclusion, denigration, denial of existence, questionable accusations towards the other parent in order for us to work out an appropriate concept for action.

We shall point out basic structures that are responsible for the conspicuously rejecting and hostile behaviour in children and adolescents.  Preventive measures, necessary interventions and intrusions of the Youth Office and the entire support system will be presented.
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Working Strategies with PAS Cases for Guardians Ad Litem

Wera Fischer/Jan Strohe

With the Children’s Reform Act, the possibility was created in 1998 to appoint a guardian ad litem for a child in proceedings concerning his or her person. The point behind this was to ensure for the child an independent representative only committed to the child’s interests.

These two presentations are concerned with the possibilities which guardians ad litem have within the framework of visitation or custody proceedings, if the child threatens to lose or has already lost contact with the other parent due to one parent’s attitude. To be gone into in some detail is both what basic conditions are necessary so that determining the child’s interests can succeed, as well as in what manner the guardian ad litem can ensure that the child’s interests are borne adequately in mind once the relations to both parents are maintained within the scope of the proceedings as well as in the pending court decision. Here, the speakers will refer to corresponding case examples.

Summary

Successful Reintegration Programmes for Severely Alienated Children

Pamela Stuart Mills-Hoch, Robert Hoch

The Rachel Foundation for Family Reintegration provides reintegration programs and services for children and families whose bonds have been broken or damaged by abduction and alienation. 
The Foundation has developed and successfully implemented its four-step reintegration program called "Bridges". Working with such agencies as the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, law enforcement, social services and federal and domestic U.S. courts, the Foundation has successfully reunited families who have been severely alienated for periods up to 10 years or more. Since its inception in 2000, it has served more than 220 families in 21 countries.

Co-founders Pamela Stuart-Mills-Hoch and Bob Hoch draw on a rich tapestry of real life examples to show that severe PAS can be overcome and loving bonds rebuilt between parent and child. 
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PAS in Sweden and Norway

Lena Hellblom Sjögren, Ph.D.

Investigated authentic cases are presented. Three different types of parent alienators are identified:

· a mother or a father,

· one or several professionals who identify with the parent seeking their help,

· authority figures in the social welfare system when the children are in forced custody.

It has been argued in Swedish and Norwegian courts that the children in severe child-custody disputes have been harmed in ongoing indoctrination processes, and fit in with the criteria for PAS. It has also been argued that on long-term the prognosis concerning injurious effects is better if the children in the severe cases are transferred to the alienated parent. This has not been accepted so far. 
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Building Multi-Disciplinary Legal-Scientific Teams in PAS Cases


R. Christopher Barden, Ph.D., J.D.

Science and Law are powerful methods for ascertaining truth. Until quite recently, attempts to include scientific evidence in legal processes have been confused, inefficient or worse. This seminar will discuss effective methods of building legal-science teams of professionals to assist courts in a more effective search for truth. Specifically, our discussion will focus upon a growing threat to the well being of children - Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS). Largely the result of improper legal incentives and custody evaluation procedures, PAS produces grave harm to thousands of families in many countries. Appropriate use of scientific methodology together with rational legal incentives may dramatically reduce this serious social problem. Powerful science-intensive-litigation courtroom strategies will be discussed.
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Psychodynamic Aspects in Alienation Processes as Experienced by Children

Helmuth Figdor, Vienna

The speaker shares the fundamental conviction with the representatives of the PAS concept that after parental separation the children’s healthy psychic development presumes that they will then also continue to be able to maintain an intensive relationship with both parents.

In the opinion of this psychoanalyst, the theoretical simplifying behaviouristic-psychiatric approach of the PAS concept, however, involves the danger of doing additional traumatogenic violence to the already severely distressed children, and he warns against understanding the “successes” of Gardner et al. – the outwardly ascertainable improvement or normalisation of the relationship to the alienated parent (mostly the fathers) - as a real success in the educational and development-psychological sense of the term.

Using some example vignettes, Figdor will endeavour to show what different perceptions and psychodynamic constellations may be concealed in the child behind the so-called "alienation syndrome", said perceptions and constellations necessitating just as many interventions from courts and psychosocial institutions.

Summary

Enforcement of Visitation and Protection of Family Relationships

for Children of Divorce by the Court

Franz Weisbrodt

Even after the Children’s Reform Act and the unmistakable trend to maintain joint parental custody, the visitation right of the parent not living with the child has remained the most important instrument and therefore particularly in need of protection in order to uphold the bond and relationship to the child.  Confirmation of the visitation right in the form of making such a demand has actually altered nothing to the disputes about granting and executing visitation being conducted unabatedly hard.

In such disputes, family judges seem to have strayed between the fronts. The parent entitled to visitation complains of the typical judge’s inaction and demands quick action and decisions of the family judge. He arrives at the conclusion: “With PAS, we have – to be precise – a family judge problem”. The parent with whom the child lives misses understanding for him or herself and for the child who according to this parent invariably behaves untoward after each visitation.

Example: It is often said: Will the Family Court accept responsibility should anything happen?

Yet: “Are the judges to blame for everything?” Is there really “force feeding ordained by a family court?”, i.e. can a judge really pacify?

What is more: What effect can be produced by force, can this prove convincing, can the children – the object of these so-called high-conflict cases (they make up, it is estimated, 5 % of those affected) – be helped?  Are we at “war that all lose” asks “der Spiegel” magazine in an article on this topic? What can parents expect from family judges?

A great deal, particularly sensitivity for the threatening alienation through visitation being sabotaged, but family judges will not produce a parent/child relationship through state intervention – they will merely create room for its awareness. Parents and family judges act in a special allocation of roles that is interdependent.

The role of the family judge will be reported on, starting with stocktaking based on current court decisions, followed by considerations concerning regulatory and compulsory procedures and ending with the search for perspectives for increasing the efficacy of such efforts.
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Psychiatric and psychosomatic consequences for PAS children

Astrid Camps

Gardner’s PAS concept proves helpful in child psychiatric practice.  Children affected by PAS are generally introduced by the alienating parent with an implication that is full of conflict for the therapist: “Help my child by accepting my concept of his or her illness”.  Should the conflicting entanglement in the PAS happening the therapeutic or executively active professionals involved in divorce are engaged in not be able to be solved, the result for the child patient is long-sustained and life-enervating psychiatric and psychosomatic consecutive disorders accompanied by great subjective suffering.  PAS induces a dissociation process within the professions accompanying divorce.  For this reason, disclosure of this dissociation process is an absolute must for the joint search of all those involved to find a solution.
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PAS – Long-Term Consequences for the Children of Divorce, 

their Parents and Grandparents – Case Interviews

Wilfrid von Boch-Galhau/Ursula Kodjoe

The Parental Alienation Syndrome is not “sabotage of visitation” or “any kind of refusal to maintain contact” of a child towards the parent living outside in separation/divorce – as many think – but a psychiatrically relevant disturbance of the child.  Distinct from other, for example, psycho-dynamic attempts to explain children’s refusal to maintain contact, in the case of PAS there is recurrently a massive visitation obstruction/sabotage and/or manipulation/indoctrination.

Active manipulation is done – consciously or unconsciously – by the parent bringing up the child and/or other reference persons (non-sex-specific), whom the child is dependent upon.  The child’s attitude of rejection in PAS is not based on negative experience actually made with the rejected parent (otherwise we cannot speak of PAS).  Important vehicles for the PA syndrome to come about are denigration, reality-distorting and distorted presentation of the other parent, interruption in contact, specific disinformation and/or confusing double-bind-messages. The child’s conflict in loyalty which exists anyway is exacerbated. Of paramount significance in emergence of the child’s symptoms is fear, dependence and identification with the alienator.  Kindred psychodynamics is to be found, for example, in the Stockholm Syndrome.

Generation of PAS is to be considered as psycho-emotional and/or narcissist child abuse. Most unfortunately, this is played down or denied by numerous critics of the PAS concept (most recently, for example, by Carol Bruch inter alia in the renowned Journal of Family Law [FamRZ 49 (19) 2002, 1304 – 1315/1317 et.sequ./1320]) and the problem reduced to the parents’ conflict during separation and divorce. The necessary determined psychological and legal interventions are therefore frequently hindered or delayed. In very severe PAS cases, this often results in long-term and not rarely in definitive rupture of contact and of the relationship between the child and the once loved parent, sometimes the bonds are even broken between brothers and sisters.

The extremely grave traumatisation of the PAS child, of the left-behind parent and other close relatives (e.g. grandparents) is seldom taken into adequate consideration.  Such traumatised people are frequently to be found later in psychiatric and/or psychotherapeutic surgeries and clinics with considerable psychic, psychosomatic and psychiatric problems.

In the limited time at our disposal, we shall endeavour to throw light on these problems basing our observations on specific individual fates and constellations and from various viewpoints.
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