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Abstract
The term parental alienation refers to the negative influence of one parent over a child’s perception of the other parent
(targeted parent). The aim of this research was to gain further understanding of targeted parents’ experience of parental
alienation from their own perspectives. For this qualitative study, a thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with eight
participants aged between 33 and 51 years was conducted. The data from individual semi-structured interviews enabled the
identification of four main themes: perception of personal impact, coping strategies, family relationships and support
network. Parents identified a serious impairment of their physical and emotional well-being and mainly identified emotion-
focused coping strategies to deal with this adverse ongoing situation. Furthermore, they reported changes in key
relationships, with emphasis on difficulties in family and social contexts. The contribution of the findings to research and
interventions with parents and families experiencing parental alienation are discussed.
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Highlights
● Targeted parents report negative mental health outcomes.
● In terms of coping, targeted parents report more emotional-focused than problem-focused strategies.
● Changes in family and social support in the context of parental alienation can be detrimental to targeted parents’ well-

being.
● Multi-systemic interventions can be beneficial for improving targeted parents’ well-being and family relationships.

Parental alienation is the process by which one parent
negatively influences a child’s perception of the other par-
ent, identified as the targeted parent (Baker 2009; Balmer
et al. 2018). While parental alienation has been the object of
much discussion in the literature, there is still controversy
regarding its definition and whether it ought to be con-
ceptualized as a syndrome (Warshak 2001). However, it is
consensual that alienation is a real problem (e.g., Meier
2013) and that this area of family relationships warrants
more empirical research (Maturana et al. 2018). According
to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of human

development, there is a mutual influence between indivi-
duals and the contexts in which they are embedded. As
such, this paper acknowledges the importance of focusing
on parents’ individual and family experiences, as well as
their perceptions of a wider support network.

Cases of parental alienation have been associated with a
high-conflict separation or divorce (Baker and Verrocchio
2015; Sher 2015), however they may also occur in intact
families (Baker 2006; Turkart 2002). In addition, alienation
may be carried out by both mothers and fathers, although
this practice has been more commonly associated with
mothers since they are more frequently given custody of the
children than fathers (Lowenstein 2013).

Family systems perspective has been a useful in under-
standing parental alienation, namely through the related
concepts of triangulation and coalition in families (Baker
2009). Triangulation occurs when the child is requested by
a parent to take sides against the other parent (Minuchin
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1974). This situation contributes significantly to lower
levels of satisfaction with life in targeted parents (Tavares
et al. 2020). In a parent–child coalition, the child tends to
move into a stable coalition with one parent against the
other who becomes excluded (Minuchin 1974). In parental
alienation, in addition to the conflict between the parents,
the child is also placed in the middle of the conflict, through
insulting comments about the other parent and the fact that
the child is forced to take a position (Baker and Darnall
2006). In a study with alienated parents, they identified that
their children took the side of one of the parents in inter-
parental conflicts (Baker and Darnall 2007). Thus, all family
members participate and contribute to a situation of parental
alienation and can determine the interaction between the
child and the alienated parent given that these parent
exercises less power and control over the situation (Vassi-
liou and Cartwright 2001).

Difficulties in co-parenting are important in order to
understand parental alienation. Such difficulties may
emerge in a situation of interparental conflict when the
children are involved (Feinberg 2003; Moné et al. 2011).
In fact, authors have pointed to how a high-conflict
separation and divorce separation may intensify the
occurrence of parental alienation (e.g., Gardner 2002;
Vassiliou and Cartwright 2001). A set of background
factors which may affect the child during a separation or
divorce constitute a risk for alienation in the future. The
most common risk factors for alienation consist of a his-
tory of intense marital conflict, a humiliating separation,
the characteristics of the child and the personality of each
parent, in addition to parenting beliefs (e.g., the alienating
parent’s belief that the child does not need the other parent
or targeted parent’s belief that the services, such as ther-
apy or the legal system are impotent to implement changes
in their relationship with the child) and behaviors (e.g.,
the alienating parent holding back information from the
other parent regarding the child’s school, health or special
events and the targeted parent adopting critical behavior)
(Kelly and Johnston 2001).

Previous research has identified negative consequences
of parental alienation for children. In one study, greater
exposure to parental alienation strategies was associated
with lower children’s self-esteem (e.g., Baker and Ben-Ami
2011; Baker and Brassard 2013). Additionally, through
retrospective studies with adults who experienced parental
alienation, exposure to parental alienation behaviors was
associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms and
lower quality of life (Verrocchio et al. 2019). Also, parental
alienation was positively associated with difficulties in
parent–child communication in adulthood, and this asso-
ciation was greater for participants with low self-esteem
(Aloia and Strutzenberg 2018).

Targeted Parents’ Individual and Family
Characteristics

The literature in this field has shown that targeted parents
report negative adaptation outcomes, such as depression,
stress, frustration, loss, fear, helplessness and feelings of
despair (Baker and Andre 2008; Baker and Darnall 2006;
Vassiliou and Cartwright 2001; Poustie et al. 2018). In a
recent study, the more parents perceived parental alienation
tactics, the more they reported stress associated with the
threat of alienation to their current and/or future wellbeing
(Balmer et al. 2018). Targeted parents often experience a
loss of parental role and power (Vassiliou and Cartwright
2001). They wish to maintain a relationship with their child
and to seek involvement in the child’s life. The difficulties
encountered by targeted parents in fulfilling their parental
role in addition to the concerns regarding their child’s
current and future mental health (Poustie et al. 2018) may
contribute to the experience of a loss of control and psy-
chological maladjustment (Balmer et al. 2018). A qualita-
tive study showed that even when the targeted parent tries to
partake with appropriate behavior, to remain neutral and not
involve the child in the parental conflict, such behavior may
have adverse consequences, such as this parent’s increased
vulnerability due to the alienating parent’s hostile approach
(Godbout and Parent 2012).

Targeted parents identify unfounded reasons for depre-
ciation and children’s rejection as a result of the other
parent’s manipulation (Baker and Damall 2007). Targeted
parents specifically identify alienating behaviors as emo-
tional manipulation, encouragement of the child’s defiance
and of an alliance between the alienating parent and the
child, perception of being blocked from information, being
the target of a denigration campaign and an overall sense of
being eradicated from their child’s life (Poustie et al. 2018).
In fact, targeted parents perceive their relationship with their
child as restricted by the other parent’s behaviors, such as
intercepting calls or messages when they try to make con-
tact (Baker and Darnall 2006; Harman et al. 2016). One of
the indicators of parental alienation is the decrease of con-
tact between the targeted parent and the child, which may
have a significant impact on their relationship (Vassiliou
and Cartwright 2001). In parental alienation situations it is
common for children to state that their thoughts are not
influenced by the alienating parent, to not express guilt or
remorse for having taken the side of other parent during an
interparental conflict, to adopt the language of the alienating
parent and to also reject the extended family of the targeted
parent (Baker and Damall 2007). The children may act as
secondary alienators and the alienator’s extended family
members also tend to follow suit and alienate (Vassiliou and
Cartwright 2001). Thus, besides the impact on the targeted
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parent at an individual level, parental alienation also affects
family relationships.

Nevertheless, despite feelings of despair, frustration and
isolation, targeted parents appear to be resilient and seek out
coping strategies (Maturana et al. 2018). Coping strategies
refer to how people respond to stressful events in order to
minimize the perceived threat and reduce stress. These
strategies may be problem-focused (attempts to directly
modify or eliminate the sources of stress) or emotion-
focused (attempts to reduce or manage the emotional dis-
tress associated with the situation; Lazarus and Folkman
1984). To date, there is a scarcity of research on the coping
strategies of targeted parents. One exception is the quali-
tative data provided by an online survey with 126 targeted
parents residing in several countries (Australia, Belgium,
Canada, India, Ireland, New Zealand, United Kingdom and
the United States; Poustie et al. 2018). Despite the negative
emotions emerging from a situation of parental alienation,
the above-mentioned parents identified active coping stra-
tegies and reported having a positive attitude when dealing
with parental alienation. One example of the positive atti-
tude was hope of reunification, which appeared to be a
protective factor against mental health problems (Poustie
et al. 2018). In this study, parents opted to engage in ther-
apy, to find social support and invest in self-education,
acquiring knowledge as a coping strategy as they strove to
raise awareness for others in the community (Poustie et al.
2018).

Targeted Parents and the Wider Systems

When a situation of parental alienation occurs, it is common
for targeted parents to seek the help of mental health and
legal professionals (Baker 2010). A recent systematic
review found that targeted parents were dissatisfied with
these types of formal support (Maturana et al. 2018). Indi-
viduals who self-identified as targeted parents reported
dissatisfaction with most of their attorneys and identified
suffering with anxiety and depression during the legal
proceedings involving a legal episode regarding visitation,
access to the child, custody decision or parenting time, and
also high levels of dissatisfaction with the final decision
(Baker 2010). Moreover, parents indicated dissatisfaction
with health services as they perceived a lack of information
in the mental health care system with regard to parental
alienation cases; this promoted a sense of helplessness and
hopelessness in these parents (Poustie et al. 2018). The
intersection between the legal and mental health aspects of
parents in a situation of parent alienation is important given
that anxiety and depression are counter-productive during
the legal process, impairing the perception of self-control,
among other factors (Baker 2010).

This Study

Targeted parents are exposed to high levels of stress and
experience psychological symptoms in a context of family
adversity. However, studies addressing these parents’
experiences are still surprisingly scarce (Balmer et al. 2018;
Maturana et al. 2018). This research sought to address this
gap by examining the experiences of eight self-identified
targeted parents, based on their own perspectives, via an in-
depth semi-structured interview. More specifically, the
meanings taken from targeted parents’ individual, family
and support network experiences of living a situation of
parental alienation were explored.

Method

The data of this study was collected by means of semi-
structured interviews (Kvale 2007). Data analysis was car-
ried out by means of a thematic analysis that organizes,
describes and enables themes to be reported (Braun and
Clarke 2006). The recommendations for designing and
reporting qualitative research were taken into account
(Levitt et al. 2017). In order to guarantee the integrity of the
data, during the process of analysis particular attention was
paid to the data emerging from participants’ narratives and
only afterwards were the theoretical frameworks used to
reflect upon the results (Levitt et al. 2017). Furthermore, the
RATS guidelines for qualitative research (meaning the
Relevance of study question; appropriateness of qualitative
method; transparency of procedure and soundness of
interpretive approach) were taken into consideration, by
presenting the purpose of the research, the appropriateness
of the qualitative method, the procedures used to recruit and
select participants, the ethical procedures and the soundness
of the interpretive approach during the analysis (Clark
2003). The ethical principles of psychologists and the code
of conduct of the American Psychological Association
(2016) were duly considered for this study, which was
approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Psy-
chology of the University of Lisbon.

Procedure

Participants were recruited online through social media
advertising a research project on parental alienation and via
associations working directly with such cases. Ethics
guidelines for online data collection (Barchard 2003) were
taken into account and brief information on the aims of the
research and the role of the participants and researchers was
provided. The inclusion criteria for participation in this
study were (1) being a parent with a child under the age of
18 years, (2) being a parent who identified him/herself as
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experiencing a situation where the other progenitor took
physical or psychological action to promote a distance
between him/her and the child, also known as alienation.

Participants completed an online survey including a
sociodemographic information sheet and self-report ques-
tionnaires, a protocol designed for another quantitative study
which was part of a wider research project. At the end of the
protocol, parents were invited to provide their email addresses
if they wished to continue participating in the second part of
the study which comprised individual interviews. All the
participants who had provided their email addresses were
contacted by the main researcher and interviewed individu-
ally. Prior to the interview, we informed consent was obtained
from all the participants to record the audio interviews. The
latter were held at the Faculty of Psychology, University of
Lisbon and lasted on average 1 h and 25min, ranging from
between 1 and 1 h and 59min. At the end of the interview,
participants were encouraged to use the main researcher’s
email in case they required further clarification on the study.
Participants were also informed about the available counsel-
ing/therapeutic options at the Community Clinic at the
Faculty.

Participants

The participants consisted of 5 males and 3 females (N= 8)
aged between 33 and 51 years (M= 42.5; SD= 6.91). Half
had completed high school, one had completed middle
school, and three held university degrees. All but one par-
ticipant were employed at the time of the study. With regard
to socioeconomic status (SES), five were from medium, two
from low and one from high SES families. The majority of
participants (n= 5) had only one child, two had two chil-
dren and one had four children. The ages of the children
ranged from 2 to 20 years (M= 11.92; SD= 5.33). Four
participants were divorced, three were single and one par-
ticipant had remarried. At the time of the study, three par-
ticipants were receiving mental health support, while the
remaining five were not. The sociodemographic data of the
sample are presented in Table 1.

Measures

A semi-structured interview was selected as the most
appropriate instrument for collecting data for this study. We
aimed at conducting interviews that would allow simulta-
neously for a structure and purpose determined by the
interviewer and for an understanding of the patterns and
themes emerging from the participants’ own perspective
when describing their experience of parental alienation
(Kvale 2007). An interview script with eight thematic
blocks was constructed. This research focuses on the ana-
lysis of three of these thematic blocks: Individual and
family experiences (e.g., How have you been dealing with
this issue in your family?; How have you been able to
overcome the difficulties you have been dealing with?)
Sources of support (e.g., Has anyone been helping you deal
with this situation?; Who is this person and how has he/she
helped you/ who are these people and how have they helped
you?) and Adaptation processes (e.g., What factors have
been important for you to be able to adapt to this
situation?).

Additionally, parents also completed a sociodemographic
form and provided information on their age, marital status,
schooling and current job status. On the basis of a well-
established classification for Portugal (Simões 1994),
information on the latter two factors (schooling and current
job status) enabled a calculation of the family’s SES.

Data Analysis

All the interviews were fully transcribed, and the data
analysis was supported by QSR NVIVO 10 software. A
thematic analysis was conducted and followed the steps
recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis
was carried out by the first author, who regularly discussed
the reflections and analysis process with the research team.
Firstly, the main researcher’s familiarization with the data
was prioritized by actively and repeatedly reading the
transcribed interviews in search of meanings and thoughts.
The next step involved generating initial codes extracted

Table 1 Participants’ sociodemographic characteristics (N= 8)

Sex Age School degree Work SES Marital status Mental health support Number of children Children ages (years)

Female 51 University Employed Medium Remaride No 4 20, 18, 16, 12

Female 48 High school Employed Medium Divorce Yes 1 6

Male 38 High school Employed Medium Single No 1 8

Male 33 Middle school Employed Low Single No 1 13

Male 51 High school Unemployed Medium Divorce No 2 13, 18

Male 40 University Employed High Single No 1 7

Female 43 University Employed Medium Divorce Yes 2 9, 13

Male 36 High school Employed Low Divorce Yes 1 2
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directly from the data when searching for themes. Upon
emergence of potential main themes, they were constantly
reviewed and subthemes were also created. During the
analysis process, some themes were excluded while others
emerged as a result of permanent comparison of the data.
One example may be observed in the changes concerning
the coping strategies theme. While coping strategies had
initially been identified individually, they were later
grouped into problem-focused and emotion-focused coping
subthemes, an option derived from the literature on coping
(Lazarus and Folkman 1984). Themes were derived from
data through inductive analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006).

Throughout the analyses, the main researcher carried out
memoing (written records of the process of analysis) that
helped clarify the essential ideas and patterns for discussion
of the data. Moreover, these records proved to be helpful in
the process of ascertaining whether the researcher’s per-
spectives in any way limited the analyses and also in the
discussion of the data with the team (Levitt et al. 2017).

The next step consisted of providing labels for the
identified themes and generating clear definitions for each
of them. The main researcher frequently returned to the
initial interviews to better understand participants’ voices.
Additionally, a final check was performed to examine
whether the themes were coherent with the data. Inductive
thematic saturation, i.e., the (non)emergence of new codes
or themes (Saunders et al. 2017), was deemed to have been
achieved when no more themes and subthemes emerged,

and at that point the process of discussion and writing up
the results according to Braun and Clarke (2006) was
carried out.

Results

The data analysis of the qualitative data resulted in four
main themes related to parents’ experience of living a
situation of parental alienation: (1) perception of personal
impact; (2) coping strategies; (3) family relationships and
(4) support network.

The working definitions for the themes and a selection of
quotes to illustrate participants’ perceptions of their
experiences as targeted parents are presented below. Fol-
lowing the quotes, the number of sources (N= number of
participants) and number of references (R) for each theme
and subtheme are presented in brackets. A map of the stu-
dies’ results is depicted in Fig. 1.

Perception of Personal Impact

Perception of personal impact (N= 8, R= 152) encom-
passed the reactions experienced by targeted parents,
including emotional reactions (N= 8, R= 143) and physi-
cal reactions (N= 4, R= 9). Examples of the eleven emo-
tional reactions are fears underlying uncertainty “I’m really
scared of the future. I’m really scared, really, really, really
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scared of being away from my children, away from their
friends, their children, scared of not being able to build any
love bonds” (Claire, 51) and sadness “It’s sad, I feel sad. I
feel sad but I can’t show it. I must look strong. (…) but I feel
sad because of people’s attitudes” (Richard, 33). Partici-
pants identified mainly negative emotions related to their
current situation of parental alienation, experiencing nega-
tivity, guilt and injustice. However, they were still able to
identify a positive emotion related to their child: uncondi-
tional love for the child, which underlined the importance of
the child for parents’ wellbeing.

With regard to physical reactions, we found four second-
level subthemes, of which an illustrative example is illness
“I can tell you that not long after, I was diagnosed with a
chronic disease (…), all this built up stress” (Kristen, 43).
In addition to the negative emotions experienced by the
participants, they also felt the impact of the situation phy-
sically, reporting illnesses, physical strain, nightmares and
weight loss due to the difficulties of dealing with parental
alienation.

Coping Strategies

Another theme to emerge was coping strategies (N= 8,
R= 89), referring to parents’ strategies created in response
to the stress brought by parental alienation. Parents’ coping
strategies were organized in two first-level subthemes,
namely emotion-focused (N= 8, R= 63), including efforts
to reduce or eliminate the emotional impact of parental
alienation and problem-focused (N= 7, R= 26), including
efforts to reduce or eliminate the stress event of parental
alienation, as represented in Fig. 2.

Some illustrative examples of second-level subthemes of
emotion-focused coping are distractions with friends,
including social activities to move the focus away from the
problem “some friends, when I’d say I wouldn’t go, they’d
go to my house and ring the doorbell and say: we’re here!”
(Kristen, 43) and proactivity, involving actions for dealing
with parental alienation difficulties “I want to fight so that
the situation is viable in the near future. I hope the other
side will unbar access to our child because I wasn’t born to
be a part-time father” (Carl, 36). In total, the participants
were able to identify nine coping strategies linked to their
emotions. This may be due to the emotional burden caused
by parental alienation as parents appeared to adopt strate-
gies to minimize the emotional impact.

With regard to problem-focused coping, five second-
level subthemes were found, such as writing journals “I
have a journal where I write the most relevant things.
Because in the end I want to say… this is what it is (…) the
goal is to turn this into a book and at the right moment try
to document this with factual evidence” (Louis, 51) and
looking for information “and it’s my patience, my

perseverance that have got me to where I am today, and
also the fact that I have all the information on this subject.”
(Carl, 36). Participants found it more difficult to find coping
strategies focusing on the problem; this may happen due to
the difficulty of knowing how to act and what to do to solve
their current problem. However, the strategies reported by
these parents enabled them to find resources to deal with the
perceived alienation and to take action to increase their
personal well-being.

Family Relationships

The theme family relationships encompassed challenges
experienced in relationships with family members (N= 8,
R= 339). This theme included three first-level subthemes:
family of origin, including relationships with the targeted
parent’s family of origin, such as parents and siblings
(N= 6, R= 24); relationship with the child, referring to
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how the parent related to the child and how he/she was
able/unable to participate in the child’s life (N= 7, R= 96)
and ex-partner and their family (N= 8, R= 219).

Family of origin encompassed four second-level sub-
themes, such as child’s alienation from family “I can’t
even be with my child and I’m the father. Not even her
grandmother, uncle, aunt or cousins can. It’s total dis-
tance” (Louis, 51) and family suffering, one example
being: “my mother suffers a lot because of this. She’s 88
years old and she has accepted it…I know it hurts her
deeply, it messes with her head because they had an
amazing relationship” (Louis, 51). Parents reported dif-
ficulties in parenting as a result of the ex-partner’s beha-
viors, as well as the child’s distance from the targeted
parent’s family of origin as the ex-partner behaved in a
way that distanced the child from the side of the family
that was subject to parental alienation. This sequence of
events created pain, not only to the parent, but to the
entire family that had lived through a non-normative
adverse situation which had brought about major changes
in their web of relationships.

Within relationship with the child, five second-level
subthemes were found such as loss of rituals, namely the
difficulty in participating or sharing moments expected to be
family-time events, such as Christmas or birthdays “There
isn’t a Christmas, a New Year, there aren’t any birthdays,
no Mother’s Day, no Father’s Day…. I don’t know what
Father’s Day is anymore. On Father’s Day in 2014, March
19th, her mother took her phone off here.” (Louis, 51) and
ambiguity, in relation to who was currently part of the
family. For instance, in response to the question “Do you
feel like your child is present in your life?” Stephen (40)
replied: “In my thoughts, yes. In my physical life, no. In
thought and not much else, just in my head”. Changes in the
parental bond were marked by distance and loss of contact,
which unsettled the relationship. Family moments like
birthdays were questioned, giving rise to a sense of absence
of family. This absence, coupled with the parental aliena-
tion, also fostered ambiguity due to the uncertainty of the
child’s role and presence in the family. Despite wishing for
the child’s presence in the family, the loss of contact made it
difficult for the participants to refer to the child as being
actually present in the family.

Finally, the subtheme ex-partner and their family inclu-
ded three second-level subthemes: personal characteristics,
focusing on the personal characteristics of the ex-partner;
difficulties in parenting, referring to challenges related to
the parenting role and relationship difficulties, namely
challenges related to the ex-partner or his/ her family.

Within personal characteristics of ex-partner, participants
identified facts in their ex-partners’ background, such as
family patterns “the father left when the eldest, my ex-wife,
was 12. So, she never knew what it’s like to have a father

and so, maybe it’s not a surprise that history is repeating
itself.” (Louis, 51). Furthermore, criticism of the ex-partner
was identified as a focus “I don’t understand what is going
on in her head. I think it’s ignorance on her part and lack of
love for the child, lack of respect for the kid and also for
herself” (Richard, 33). In the participants’ narrative about
the ex-partner, there were high levels of criticism regarding
their behavior and personality or their family patterns. The
participants expressed anger and appeared to focus pri-
marily on the ex-partner’s faults.

With regard to difficulties in parenting, participants
referred to difficulties in co-parenting, namely the alienating
parent’s attempts to push them away “Because if she meant
well for her children, even if they didn’t want to be with me,
she’d be the first to suggest they spent time with me, and
this doesn’t happen, it’s never happened! Ever!” (Louis,
51); “I see more alienation from the mother than I do from
the child. As I usually say, we give a child a candy and they
forget their problems, but it’s different for the mother. Her
mother is constantly bugging her” (Richard, 33). Difficul-
ties with the ex-partner were manifested through parenting,
affecting the participants’ parental decisions and commu-
nication with all those involved.

Finally, within relationship difficulties (with the ex-
partner or his/her family) participants identified formal
complaints filed against them, “I was accused of mistreating
them, mistreating the minor, mistreating the mother, I was
accused of everything and I was innocent. And what hap-
pened to the mother? Nothing. What happened to the
father? A year without seeing his child.” (Braden, 38) and
the difficulty in contacting the child due to the ex-partner
not answering phone calls, “that week between her birthday
and mine… the phones were off, the phone calls went
unanswered, messenger was offline… but this had hap-
pened before.” (Louis, 51). The difficulties experienced by
the participants appeared to reflect their relationship with
the ex-partner, who compromised not only communication,
but also promoted conflicts and accusations, making the
experience painful for the targeted parents.

Support Network

The support network theme included parents’ perceptions of
support at different contextual levels: friends and family;
health and legal services and society (N= 8, R= 131), and
included two first-level subthemes lack of support (N= 7,
R= 107) and perception of support (N= 8, R= 24).

In lack of support two second-level subthemes were
included: dissatisfaction with formal support and lack of
informal support. Dissatisfaction with formal support
included four third-level subthemes: delays, slow processes
“They take a long time to solve things (…) because the child
is 13 and this has dragged on for 10 years and in the blink
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of an eye he’s going to be an adult.” (Richard, 33) and
dissatisfaction with processes, referring to disagreement
with the procedures for parental alienation-related cases

“and what does the police do? Sends everything to
court. Until proven otherwise, the father is guilty. And
what happens? The minor is taken away just in case.
The father is acquitted, and what happens to the
mother? Nothing. Not even a fine, not a warning,
nothing. And what does she do? She files another
violence complaint. And what does the court do? Just
in case, they take the child away again, just in case.”
(Braden, 38).

Participants identified several difficulties in contacting
institutions to receive formal support. This may have
accentuated parents’ already negative perceptions of these
institutions due to the system’s slowness in promoting
contact with the child. These difficulties, taken together,
may have led to decreasing levels of satisfaction with these
services.

Some examples of the second-level subtheme lack of
informal support are absence of proximal network relations
“my mother and my sisters support me as much as they can,
but it’s not enough” (Richard, 33) and overall society’s
disinterest:

“We live in a society that… it’s my problem so I have
to be the one to deal with it, period. No one cares, no
one cares. No one cares! People see it but they don’t
want to get involved in it, they carry on with their
lives and that’s it.” (Louis, 51).

In addition to feeling dissatisfied with the formal support
offered by institutions, participants also identified incompre-
hension and disinterest on the part of society, within which
parental alienation was not discussed, which may explain why
this situation was perceived with prejudice. Additionally,
participants identified the absence of proximal network rela-
tions, which may be another area of vulnerability in terms of
these parents’ health and well-being.

In the subtheme perception of support, two second-level
subthemes were found, namely the presence of friends “(…)
has helped me get through this in a more peaceful way. My
partner… and two or three friends… two” (Claire, 51)
and family:

“I always have my family’s support. Basically, they
make sure that whenever things are more aggressive,
I go and have dinner at their house, or they come to
mine. My mother sometimes comes to my house mid-
week and sleeps there so that my child can feel the
presence of family” (Phoebe, 48).

While participants felt that sufficient support was not
available to them, they were still able to recognize help
from specific friends and family members, which was
beneficial for dealing with the emotional challenges of
parental alienation.

Discussion

This qualitative research focused on the individual, family and
support network experiences of eight targeted parents living a
situation of parental alienation. Using semi-structured inter-
views, this study identified these parents’ own perspectives on
parental alienation, contributing to filling a major gap in the
current literature (for a review, see Maturana et al. 2018). The
analysis of parents’ narratives enabled the identification of
four main themes: perception of personal impact, coping
strategies, family relations and support network.

With regard to perception of personal impact, parents
who experienced parental alienation were found to identify
mainly negative emotions, such as feelings of injustice or
guilt, and physical consequences, such as weight loss or
physical fatigue. These findings corroborate prior literature
pointing to the negative implications of alienation for the
targeted parent’s mental health (Baker and Andre 2008;
Baker and Darnall 2006; Poustie et al. 2018; Vassiliou and
Cartwright 2001). The only one positive subtheme related to
emotions was unconditional love for the child. However,
even this positive feeling was able to accentuate the nega-
tive emotions since the targeted parents experienced diffi-
culties in expressing their love for the child as contact was
denied or hard to maintain. This is in line with the finding
that severity of exposure to parental alienation tactics is
positively correlated with stress appraisal for such parents
(Balmer et al. 2018). Moreover, targeted parents encoun-
tered barriers to the expression of their unconditional love
for the child given that the triangulation which occurs in
these situations is detrimental to a significant relationship
between two people in a family, due to the powerful
influence of a third family member. The negative relation-
ship between parents can also shape the child’s attachment
to both of them (Dallos and Vetere 2012). Targeted parents’
perception of lack of control and powerlessness may affect
their expression of love towards the child over time.

To date, research on targeted parents has not reported on
their coping strategies within this adverse life situation. In
this study, they were able to identify coping strategies to
deal with this stressful situation. Using Lazarus and Folk-
man’s framework (1984), we found that participants iden-
tified more emotional-focused than problem-focused coping
strategies. Reflecting on the data, parents may have placed
more emphasis on strategies to maintain an emotional
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equilibrium and regulate their distress due to the pervasive
negative emotions they felt, such as injustice, sadness and
despair. Furthermore, these parents appeared to have great
difficulty in identifying and following an effective course of
action to deal with the problem directly. This may be par-
tially due to their perceptions of a lack of formal support on
the part of institutions and society.

This study also suggests that targeted parents report
significant changes in key relationships. According to the
Family relationships theme, parents identified changes in
family relations with different members, which compro-
mised the relationship with the child marked by distance
and loss of contact. New data emerged from the partici-
pants with regard to their relationship with the child, such
as, for example, the ambiguity expressed by parents in
relation to the sense of family membership. This is related
to the concept of ambiguous boundaries, i.e., the lack of a
definition of the role and participation of family members
in a family system as a risk factor for health and
well-being (Boss 2006). The difficulty of having the child
present in the family’s daily life and in key family events
caused suffering not only to the targeted parents, but also
to their families of origin.

Parents specifically worried about their lack of partici-
pation in their child’s daily routines and in meaningful
moments of life such as birthdays and annual celebrations.
Both routines and rituals are woven in the fabric of
families’ lives and family rituals, and both reflect and
contribute to a family’s identity and cohesion (Crespo
et al. 2011; Fiese 2006). The lack of these family moments
(as the parent was unable to participate in the child’s
important moments, and likewise the child could not join
the parent for his/hers) may contribute to a sense of family
loss and fragmentation.

In this study, parental alienation was also found to have
an influence on the Support network of targeted parents. In
our data, the support of specific friends and family members
contrasted with the perception of a lack of formal support
from institutions and society at large. This finding is con-
sistent with prior research, indicating that targeted parents
experience dissatisfaction with formal support (Baker 2010;
Maturana et al. 2018). In fact, targeted parents have to deal
with different systems to try and solve a situation of parental
alienation. They manifest difficulties in mental and legal
support (Baker 2010) due to lack of solutions for parental
alienation.

Limitations and Strengths

This study has limitations requiring consideration when
interpreting the current findings. Firstly, the small size of
the sample prevented us from analyzing sex differences
between mothers and fathers experiencing alienation; this

sample limitation also warrants caution in extending the
findings to other cultural backgrounds. The participants’
selection was based on the parents’ own perceptions, i.e.,
individuals who identified who identify as living some of
characteristics of parental alienation as described in our
study info. Other important potentially related experiences
such as intimate partner violence or previous poor rela-
tionship with their children could have been present but
were not assessed in our study.

Secondly, only data from one informant (targeted par-
ent) was collected. Although it is important to have
knowledge of the specific experiences of targeted parents,
from a family systems point of view, capturing the per-
ceptions of other family members may be helpful to better
understand parental alienation. Thirdly, this study only
captured a snapshot in time of the individuals’ experience
of parental alienation. Given its complexity and frequently
prolonged duration, perceptions of parental alienation are
bound to change after conflictual interactions or positive
moments experienced with the child that may either
accentuate or lighten the difficulties experienced. More-
over, considering the qualitative research review guide-
lines used, namely RATS (Clark 2003), we did not have
another independent member to analyze and review the
data. However, the data was systematically discussed
within a team of three researchers.

Despite the aforementioned limitations, the findings of
this qualitative study contribute significantly to new
knowledge on targeted parents whose experiences have not
been sufficiently researched to date. As highlighted by
Templer et al. (2016) in their systematic review, legal and
psychotherapeutic support are needed when parental alie-
nation is evident, and it is important to consider restoring
relationships and resolving psychological symptoms. Our
study highlights these needs, as they are supported by
parents’ reports. Specifically, in terms of coping strategies,
this study allowed for the identification of practical strate-
gies that targeted parents use in response to this adverse
situation. Further understanding of why parents use more
emotional-focused than problem-focused coping strategies
could be helpful, in clinical settings, to better address
parents’ needs.

Implications for Practice and Research

This study’s findings provide relevant clues for interven-
tions with targeted parents who perceive their key
relationships and well-being as being compromised.
Understanding parental alienation using Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) ecological model of human development as a
reference made it possible to identify the difficulties and
resources in different systems and to better provide con-
tributions to multi-systemic interventions.
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In terms of the individual experience of the targeted
parent, the literature on the coping strategies of such
parents is scarce. It may be necessary to work individually
on new ways of dealing with the sources of stress and help
parents find other problem-solving strategies. Further-
more, our findings suggest that the participants perceived
a significant negative impact on family relationships,
particularly parent–child relations. This finding is in
keeping with Baker and Andre’s (2008) recognition that
professionals ought to acknowledge targeted parents’ pain
and loss. The identification of individual and family fra-
gilities, as well as the dissatisfaction with formal services
may provide insights into how professionals can support
targeted parents. The current findings point to the
importance of health services prioritizing family relations,
given that parental alienation changes the dynamics not
only between targeted parents and their child but also
within the extended family. Additionally, considering
interventions beyond the family system appears to be
especially relevant as parents may benefit from receiving
more support from institutions and having their problem
recognized by society at a macrosystemic level.

In terms of research on parental alienation, relevant
number of significant implications have emerged from this
study. Firstly, it is important to map the phenomena in
time in order to understand how the parental alienation
process unfolds and to identify the different stages
experienced by the different family members. It is also
relevant to clearly identify risk and protective factors for
the emergence of parental alienation, as well as its con-
sequences in terms of health and well-being for parents
and children in the short and long term. Secondly, given
the systemic and complex nature of this phenomenon that
involves the whole family, it is paramount that future
research includes other family members besides the
targeted parents, in addition to professionals who deal with
situations of parental alienation. Indeed, the role of the
different family members needs to be clarified; as pre-
viously identified by Vassiliou and Cartwright (2001),
extended family members in a situation of parental
alienation may play a role in regulating the closeness
between the child and the alienating parent, however, their
participation in the alienation remains unclear and war-
rants more empirical investigation.
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