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Abstract
The present study aimed at understanding the personality features of mothers and fathers engaged in parental alienation—a
family dynamic in which one parent behaves in a way that foments a child’s unfounded emotional rejection of the other
parent. The process is considered a complex form of child psychological maltreatment, with significant negative
consequences. In cases of conflictual separation and divorce, parental alienation can be difficult—yet important—to identify.
In this context, use of psychological assessment to understand parents’ personality characteristics may facilitate the early
identification of parental alienation and related abuses. A comparative analysis of the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality
Inventory-2 profiles of 41 couples engaged in parental alienation and 39 control couples (i.e., not involved in parental
alienation) was used to assess the personality characteristics of mothers and fathers engaged in parental alienation. The
results indicated that mothers who were classified as alienating presented a faking-good defensive profile, denied hostile and
negative impulses, blamed others for their problems, and displayed excessive sensitivity. On the other side, fathers who were
classified as targets of alienating behaviors were adapted to chronic depressive states, social isolation, and interpersonal
conflict. The results suggest that the personality profile of parents involved in parental alienation may provide useful insight
for custodial cases, prevent further abuse, and contribute to improving psychological and rehabilitative programs. Clinical
and forensic implications are discussed.
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Highlights
● Parental alienation is a complex form of family violence/maltreatment, with significant negative consequences.
● Mothers classified as alienating showed a faking-good defensive profile, denied negative impulses, and blamed others for

their problems.
● Fathers classified as targeted showed depressive states, social isolation, and interpersonal conflict.

Introduction

Parental alienation is a complex family dynamic in which
one parent (the preferred or alienating parent) engages in
long-term aggressive, coercive, and manipulative behaviors
(alienating behaviors) to negatively influence their child’s
relationship with the other parent (the targeted parent), with
the intention of fomenting the child’s unfounded emotional
rejection of the other parent (Baker, 2007; Harman et al.,
2018). As such, parental alienation represents a multi-
faceted, hostile, and instrumental form of psychological
abuse, resulting in the child’s rejection of the targeted
parent for illogical, false, and exaggerated reasons (Harman
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et al., 2018). The dynamic was first recognized in the late
1980s and, since that time, it has been widely explored
within the psychological and forensic literature (Baker,
2005, 2007; Harman et al., 2019; Lorandos, 2020; Sir-
acusano et al., 2015; Verrocchio et al., 2018). Nonetheless,
parental alienation remains a controversial topic and further
empirical research is required to facilitate its early identifi-
cation (Campbell, 2020; Harman et al., 2020; Johnston &
Sullivan, 2020; Warshak, 2020).

This specific family dynamic mostly occurs during or
after parental separation or divorce (e.g., during child cus-
tody disputes), with the result that the child allies strongly
with the preferred parent and rejects a relationship with the
targeted parent, without legitimate reasons for doing so
(Lorandos et al., 2013). In this situation, the targeted parent
often feels defeated and no longer worthy of the child’s love
and attention; this victimization can even extend to his/her
wider family (Harman et al., 2019). Importantly, parental
alienation occurs in the absence of maltreatment by the
targeted parent and after a positive and caring relationship
has been established between the targeted parent and the
child; the alienating behaviors of the preferred parent then
manifest the child’s rejection of the targeted parent (Baker,
2020). The alienating process includes abusive and
manipulative strategies, such as conditioning, denying, and
influencing communication, as well as forcing the child to
reject the other parent by choosing between the two. The
literature identifies specific alienating behaviors, such as:
criticizing the targeted parent in front of the child, limiting
and obstructing the child’s communication with the targeted
parent, telling the child the targeted parent is dangerous and
does not love him/her, entrusting the child with legal or
private information about the parents’ relationship, asking
the child to keep secrets from and spy on the targeted
parent, referring to the targeted parent using his/her personal
name (rather than “daddy”/“mommy”), and undermining
the targeted parent’s authority by cultivating and promoting
child independency (Baker & Darnall, 2006). These beha-
viors, repeated over time, aim at distancing the child from
the targeted parent, increasing the targeted parent’s anger
and hurt, and provoking conflict between the child and the
targeted parent. Alienation from one’s child may be trau-
matic, and indeed targeted parents often experience frus-
tration, stress, helplessness, loss, and suicidal ideation (Lee-
Maturana et al., 2019; Poustie et al., 2018). However, the
consequences of parental alienation not only impact the
targeted parent and his/her relationship with the child, but
they also have significant repercussions for the child’s
mental health and wellbeing.

Recent studies have identified parental alienation as a
form of family violence that can result in traumatized
children being located with an abusive parent who is
likely to eventually re-traumatize them (Harman et al.,

2018; Johnston & Sullivan, 2020). In this perspective, it is
fundamental to discriminate between family violence and
alienation. Research has revealed that it is unnatural for a
child to refuse a parent; thus, when a child resolutely
spurns a parent outside of a context of confirmed violence,
neglect, or poor parenting, it may be assumed that the
other parent is practicing alienating behaviors (Harman
et al., 2018; Kruk, 2018). Of note, the literature attests that
alienating behaviors, in the absence of other forms of
parental abuse (e.g., sexual or physical abuse), are more
common among maternal research samples than paternal
research samples (Austin et al., 2013; Poustie et al.,
2018). Although there are several potential explanations
for this, cultural context may be particularly relevant. For
example, in some cultures (e.g., the Italian culture),
mothers involved in child custody disputes are assumed to
be the primary parent and the gatekeeper of their child’s
relationships with others, including the father. Therefore,
mothers are more frequently awarded child custody, with
the result that their children spend more time with them,
with the potential for nurturing a deeper, closer, and more
dependent relationship. Within this relational context,
alienating behaviors may occur. This may go some way to
explaining why alienating behaviors have been observed
more frequently in female samples, even though parental
roles (alongside legal and social frameworks) have
undergone significant structural change, resulting in a
more equal power dynamic between parents, encouraging
split custody agreements. In fact, research has shown that
the more time that both conflictual parents spend with
their children, the more likely it is that both will engage in
alienating behaviors (Johnston & Sullivan, 2020).

The literature on parental alienation suggests that it is a
serious form of child emotional abuse associated with
physical abuse and neglect. Children who adopt the hatred
of the alienating parent tend to hate themselves, feel less
happy, and feel helpless and unwanted by the targeted
parent (Kruk, 2018). In particular, the negative outcomes of
alienating behaviors on children range from depression to
anxiety, externalizing behaviors, substance use/abuse, low
self-esteem, and poor academic performance (Baker & Ben-
Ami, 2011; Verrocchio et al., 2019; von Boch-Galhau,
2018).

The severity of these outcomes on targeted parents and
children—particularly within the context of conflictual
separation and divorce—call for the early identification of
parents carrying out alienating behaviors. Researchers have
proposed several variables as contributing factors to par-
ental alienation, including: the personality characteristics of
family members, the nature of the parental relationship, the
nature of the parent–child relationship, parents’ links with
their family of origin, and environmental and social factors
(Birgden & Cucolo, 2011; Fidler et al., 2012; Gennari &
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Tamanza, 2017; Harman et al., 2016; Saini et al., 2016;
Verrocchio et al., 2018). Studies have also shown that
parents who are classified as alienating tend to implement
primitive defense mechanisms, such as projection, denial,
splitting, idealization, and devaluation (Bernet et al., 2018;
Gordon et al., 2008); they also demonstrate maladaptive
personality traits (e.g., histrionic, paranoid, borderline, and
narcissistic traits) and higher levels of psychopathology
(e.g., substance abuse, psychosis, and suicidal ideation), and
they tend to respond to the parental separation with anger
and hatred, rather than sadness or loss (Demby, 2009; Fidler
& Bala, 2010; Johnston et al., 2005; Verrocchio et al.,
2018). Preferred parents have also been found to be typi-
cally jealous, angry, emotionally vulnerable, and dependent
on others (in some cases, even their children) for the con-
solidation of their self-esteem (Harman et al., 2016).
Finally, they have been shown to act impulsively, with poor
management of personal boundaries and relations, and to
dichotomize the world around them and refuse to accept
responsibility for their involvement in relational and family
problems, showing a lack of remorse or guilt for their
behaviors (Harman et al., 2018).

Some studies have investigated the personality traits of
child custody litigants using Minnesota Multiphasic Person-
ality Inventory-2 (MMPI-2) scales, which are frequently
applied in forensic contexts to provide a reliable measurement
of personality characteristics (Burla et al., 2019; Mazza et al.,
2019; Mazza et al., 2020; Roma et al., 2020a, b). Roma et al.
(2014) considered 509 Italian parents (247 couples) under-
going a court-ordered MMPI-2 assessment in the context of a
child custody dispute between 2006–2010. The authors found
that the child custody litigant mothers appeared deeply moti-
vated to display a faking-good defensive profile. Compared to
the child custody litigant men, they also demonstrated lower
levels of cynicism and antisocial behaviors, describing them-
selves as socially desirable, conventional, conformist, loyal,
and fair (L scale). Furthermore, they had a greater tendency to
deny faults and complaints (K scale), and they were more
likely to exaggerate their benevolence and morality (S scale).
These results were recently confirmed by research on mothers’
MMPI-2 personality traits in 58 parental alienation cases
(Roma et al., 2020a).

Most studies on the personality characteristics of parents
carrying out alienating behaviors have found significant dif-
ferences between men and women (Carr et al., 2005; Fariña
et al., 2017; Harman et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2019). Ver-
rocchio et al. (2018) assessed 160 families in child custody
disputes to gather knowledge about the psychological features
of parents engaged in parental alienation and to detect other
significant factors linked to this specific family dynamic. The
authors found that a significant percentage of parents classified
as alienating presented a dysfunctional personality profile with
the potential to develop into a personality disorder involving

significant psychological suffering. In more detail, fathers were
the most frequently rejected by children. Mothers tended to be
more anxious and depressed—as found in previous studies
(Baker, 2010; Johnston et al., 2005; Warshak, 2010)—and
characterized by histrionic, dependent, and passive-aggressive
personality traits. Fathers (who have been less studied in the
literature) tended to present mostly paranoid, narcissistic, and
impulsive personality traits (Verrocchio et al., 2018). The
importance of personality assessment in parental alienation
cases is twofold. On the one hand, while it is true that per-
sonality disorders do not necessarily represent a risk factor for
parental alienation, the identification of psychological vulner-
abilities within the context of conflictual separation or divorce
is fundamental for preventing the onset of this family dynamic,
which would negatively impact the child. On the other hand, it
is essential to improve our understanding of the personality
traits and personality disorders of parents involved in parental
alienation dynamics undergoing conflictual separation or
divorce, in order to develop effective interventions (e.g., for
individual and family therapy, parental alienation–specific
treatment, and child therapy) to improve family functioning,
reduce alienating behaviors, enhance personal coping strate-
gies, and treat psychological symptoms (Mercer, 2019b, a;
Poustie et al., 2018; Templer et al., 2017).

Starting from the results of Roma et al. (2020a) study,
which analyzed 58 mothers classified as alienating according
to the MMPI-2 dimensions of self-representation and narcis-
sism, the present study aimed at improving our knowledge of
the self-reported psychological and personality characteristics
of parents involved in parental alienation dynamics. To the
best of our knowledge, no other study has analyzed the
MMPI-2 personality characteristics of preferred and targeted
child custody litigant parents. Specifically, the study aimed at
examining potential differences in MMPI-2 profiles between
(a) divorced mothers carrying out alienating behaviors and
divorced mothers with no involvement in parental alienation;
and (b) targeted divorced fathers and non-targeted divorced
fathers.

Methods

Participants

Ninety-five case files were collected from five custody
evaluators. The evaluators were not members of the
research team, but psychologists who had been identified
from the professional registers of five of the major Italian
courts (i.e., Milan, Turin, Rome, Naples, Palermo;
https://www.istat.it/it/files//2016/11/matrimoni-separazioni-
divorzi-2015.pdf). Each had more than 10 years’ experience
evaluating child custody agreements. The evaluators pro-
vided written informed consent to participate, and the
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research team agreed to inform them of the results of the
study, in order to improve their knowledge and expertise.
Each evaluator provided 10 consecutive parental alienation
(PA) case files and 10 consecutive control (No-PA) case
files of mothers and fathers who had been evaluated in the
context of a child custody case during the period January
2017–May 2019. Two of the five evaluators had fewer than
10 PA case files (i.e., 7 and 8, respectively). The final set of
95 anonymous case files was examined by the research team
according to the following criteria. The inclusion criteria for
PA cases were: (a) parents aged 18 years or older; and (b)
mothers who explicitly or implicitly supported the child’s
refusal of their father, had at least one child who refused
their father (for a duration of at least 1 year), had a mini-
mum reading level of a 6th grade equivalent, and had a
valid MMPI-2 profile. The exclusion criteria were: (a)
mothers and fathers who had not been born and raised in
Italy; (b) cases with allegations of violence (also ongoing)
that could potentially explain the child’s refusal of the tar-
geted parent; (c) cases relating to child protection, as dif-
ferences have been found between child protection and
child custody disputes (Resendes & Lecci, 2012); and (d)
cases in which informed consent was not provided for
future research purposes. Accordingly, six cases were
excluded. The complete PA case files (proceedings and
expert opinions) were evaluated by two of the authors, who
confirmed that the inclusion criteria were met in all cases.
Inclusion criteria for the control group were as follows:
parents aged 18 years or older, with no prior display or
accusation of PA, a minimum reading level of a 6th grade
equivalent, and a valid MMPI-2 profile. The test exclusion
criteria (see “Materials and Methods” section) led to the
elimination of nine protocols, due to a Cannot Say Scale >
30 or a VRIN or TRIN T-score > 80.

In total, 80 case files of parents involved in custody dis-
putes were included in the study. Of these, 39 consisted of
divorced mothers classified as alienating (PA/m) and fathers
classified as targeted (PA/f), while 41 consisted of divorced
mothers classified as non-alienating (No-PA/m) and fathers
classified as non-targeted (No-PA/f). Table 1 presents the
descriptive statistics for each of the four groups.

In accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, the study
was conducted following the written informed consent of all
subjects, who were asked to participate in research on
“assessment tools in forensic evaluation.” The study was
approved by the local ethics committee (Board of the
Department of Human Neuroscience, Sapienza University
of Rome).

Materials

The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2 (MMPI-2;
Butcher, 2001) was employed as the single measure. The

MMPI-2 is the most widely used personality measure in
clinical and forensic settings (Archer et al., 2006; Otto, 2002;
Siegel & Langford, 1998; Siegel, 1996). In the present study,
the full version of the MMPI-2 was administered individually
to all participants, according to standard instructions. The
Italian version of the inventory consists of 567 items (Pancheri
& Sirigatti, 1995). According to the technical manual
(Butcher, 2001), protocols with a Cannot Say Scale > 30 or a
VRIN or TRIN T-score > 80 were excluded. Exclusions were
not made on the basis of other validity scales, ensuring a full
range of validity scale scores for the analysis (nevertheless, in
accordance with the technical manual, no exclusions would
have been made). According to the clinical meaning of the
scales, previous studies using the MMPI and MMPI-2, and
other research on child custody litigant personality character-
istics (Roma et al., 2014), the following MMPI-2 scales were
selected for the analysis: (a) 3 principal validity scales (F, L,
K), (b) 10 standard clinical scales, and (c) 31 Harris and
Lingoes subscales. MMPI-2 scale scores were calculated
according to the traditional method, using standard T scores
(M= 50, SD= 10) (Tellegen & Ben-Porath, 1992). The
MMPI-2 T score classification is: 55–60=moderately high;
60–65= high; and 65–70= very high (Butcher, 2001).

Statistical Analysis

Multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were run
using the two maternal behaviors (alienation vs. non-aliena-
tion) and paternal attitudes (targeted vs. non-targeted) as
independent variables. T scores of the selected MMPI-2 scales
were used as dependent measures. Bonferroni correction was
applied for multiple comparisons and the effect sizes of score
differences between groups were examined. A non-parametric
chi-square test was used to compare the elevation percentages
on the validity and clinical scale T scores (>65) between PA/m
and No-PA/m, and between PA/f and No-PA/f, respectively.
For each test, the effect size was also inspected. Finally, to

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of mothers (PA/m and No-PA/m) and
fathers (PA/f and No-PA/f).

PA/m No-PA/m PA/f No-PA/f

N= 39 N= 41 N= 39 N= 41

Age years

M (SD) 40.05 (5.8) 40.85 (5.7) 44.85 (9.4) 42.39 (9.0)

Min–Max 25–50 31–54 25–60 25–59

Education

M (SD) 14.29 (2.7) 14.54 (3.9) 11.77 (4) 12.93 (3.9)

Min–Max 8–19 8–22 Aug-23 8–23

PA/m: mothers classified as alienating; No-PA/m: mothers classified
as non-alienating; PA/f: fathers classified as targeted; No-PA/f: fathers
classified as non-targeted. No statistically significant differences were
observed between mothers (PA/m vs. No-PA/m) and between fathers
(PA/f vs. No-PA/f), on age and education.
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investigate any self-reported personality characteristics that
might identify mothers as more likely to engage in alienating
behaviors and fathers as more likely to become targeted, a
logistic regression was run using variables found to differ
between the two groups of mothers (PA/m and No-PA/m) and
the two groups of fathers (PA/f and No-PA/f) in the previous
MANOVAs, as predictors. All analyses were performed using
SPSS for Windows, version 25.0 (IBM Inc., Armonk, New
York, USA).

Results

Comparisons Between Mothers Classified as
Alienating (PA/m) and Mothers Classified as Non-
Alienating (No-PA/m)

A 2 × 13 MANOVA (groups x validity and clinical MMPI-
2 scales) showed a significant effect of alienation status on
the MMPI-2 validity and clinical scales, V= 0.480, F (13,
66)= 4.684, p < 0.001, parη2= 0.480. Separate univariate
ANOVAs on the outcome variables revealed a significant
effect of the grouping variable on: (a) the L and K validity
scales and (b) the 6-Pa and 7-Pt clinical scales (see Table 2).

The PA/m group scored higher on the L and K validity
scales, as well as the 6-Pa clinical scale than the No-PA/m
group. Mothers classified as alienating tended to show more
underreporting profiles, characterized by virtuous and
socially desirable behaviors, together with a high level of
interpersonal suspiciousness. In contrast, mothers in the
control group scored higher on the 7-Pt scale, demonstrating
greater anxiety, fear, and worry.

A 2 × 3 MANOVA (groups x three Harris-Lingoes
MMPI-2 Paranoia subscales) showed a significant effect

of alienation status on the MMPI-2 scales, V= .513 F (3,
76)= 26.724, p < 0.001, parη2= 0.513. In more detail,
separate univariate ANOVAs on the outcome variables
revealed a significant effect of parental alienation on Pa3 [F
(1, 78)= 76.352, p= p < 0.001, parη2= 0.495]. No sig-
nificant effects were found for Pa1 [F (1, 78)= 0.046, p=
0.813, parη2= 0.001] or Pa2 [F (1, 78)= 0.039, p= 0.845,
parη2= 0.000] (see Table 3).

Compared to controls, mothers who were classified as
alienating scored significantly higher on Pa3, describing
themselves as naïve about others and seeing their self and
others as trustworthy and honest with high moral standards,
often denying hostility.

Table 4 shows the non-parametric chi-square tests used to
compare elevation percentages on the validity and clinical
scale T scores (>65) between these two groups of mothers.

Twenty-one (out of 39) participants in the PA/m group
demonstrated clinical elevation (T > 65) on the L and K
scales and 20 showed clinically elevated T scores on the
6-Pa scale. Four (out of 41) mothers in the control group
demonstrated clinical elevation on the 9-Ma scale.

A multiple logistic regression analysis was performed
using the enter method. Alienating status was set as the
dependent variable while the MMPI-2 scales were used as
predictors. The inserted variables were those showing a
statistical difference in the previous MANOVA comparing
the two groups of mothers (i.e., L, K, Pa3, 7-Pt). The 6-Pa
clinical scale was not included because its subscale (Pa3)
was instead considered; this subscale was found to differ
between the PA/m and No-PA/m groups. The Wald test was
used to evaluate the contribution of each predictor to the
model. A predictor was entered into the regression equation
when the probability (p) was 0.05. Overall prediction suc-
cess was 90% (92.3% for PA/m; 87.8% for No-PA/m). The

Table 2 Differences in MMPI-2
validity and clinical scale T
scores between PA/m and No-
PA/m.

MMPI-2 PA/m
N= 39
M(SD)

No-PA/m
N= 41
M(SD)

F p parη2

Validity
scales

L 65.10 (9.1) 59 (7.7) 10.50 0.002 0.119

F 45.56 (6.4) 45.95 (5.9) 0.08 0.779 0.001

K 65.41 (7.9) 59.12 (6.1) 15.98 <0.001 0.170

Clinical
scales

1-Hs 49.72 (9.5) 48.44 (9.9) 0.34 0.558 0.004

2-D 48.15 (7.9) 50.12 (7.1) 1.37 0.245 0.017

3-Hy
4-Pd

53.49 (7.1)
54.46 (4.7)

52.34 (7.5)
52.46 (5.9)

0.49
2.74

0.484
0.102

0.006
0.034

5-Mf
6-Pa

52.74 (8.2)
62.64 (10.2)

52.85 (6.9)
51.95 (9.3)

0.00
24.18

0.949
<0.001

0.000
0.237

7-Pt 47.54 (8.9) 51.88 (6.9) 5.97 0.017 0.071

8-Sc 52.08 (8.9) 48.59 (10.1) 2.65 0.107 0.033

9-Ma 46.10 (5.7) 47.32 (9.8) 0.45 0.502 0.006

0-Si 44.87 (9.0) 50 (14.2) 3.68 0.058 0.045

PA/m: mothers classified as alienating; No-PA/m: mothers classified as non-alienating.
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prediction model showed goodness-of-fit to the observed
data (χ2 [4]= 59.350, p < 0.001). Nagelkerke’s R of 0.699
indicated a moderately strong relationship between the
predictors and the dependent variable. The final prediction
model was comprised of the L scale and the Pa3 subscale.
The K and 7-Pt scales were excluded (see Table 5).

Comparisons Between Fathers Classified as Targeted
(PA/f) and Fathers Classified as Non-Targeted (No-
PA/f)

A 2 × 13 MANOVA (groups x validity and clinical MMPI-
2 scales) showed a significant effect of alienation status on
the MMPI-2 validity and clinical scales, V= .380, F (13,
66)= 4.684, p= 0.001, parη2= 0.380. Separate univariate
ANOVAs on the outcome variables revealed a significant
effect of the grouping variable on the 2-D, 8-Sc, and 0-Si
clinical scales (see Table 6).

Fathers classified as targeted scored higher on the 2-D, 8-
Sc, and 0-Si clinical scales compared to fathers in the non-
targeted group. Overall, PA/f seemed to be more depressive,
showing limited interest in other people and feelings of
inadequacy, insecurity, and low self-confidence.

A 2 × 14 MANOVA (groups x 14 Harris-Lingoes
MMPI-2 subscales) showed a significant effect of

alienation status on the MMPI-2 scales, V= 0.722 F (14,
65)= 12.066, p < 0.001, parη2= 0.722. In more detail,
separate univariate ANOVAs on the outcome variables
revealed a significant effect of parental alienation on: (a) the
D1 and D5 Harris-Lingoes MMPI-2 Depression (2-D)
subscales, and (b) all Harris-Lingoes MMPI-2 Social
Introversion (0-Si) subscales (see Table 7).

Fathers classified as targeted scored higher on all sig-
nificant subscales, showing a more problematic profile.
They were more introverted, easily influenced by the opi-
nions of others, and often in denial of their impatience.

Table 8 shows the non-parametric chi-square tests used to
compare elevation percentages on the validity and clinical
scale T scores (>65) between PA/f and No-PA/f.

Table 5 Logistic regression model predicting group membership of
PA/m vs. No-PA/m.

B S.E. Wald df Sign. Exp (B)

L 0.080 0.041 3.843 1 0.050 1.084

K −0.048 0.066 0.522 1 0.470 0.954

Pa3 0.295 0.070 17.629 1 <0.001 1.343

7-Pt −0.061 0.048 1.616 1 0.204 0.941

PA/m: mothers classified as alienating; No-PA/m: mothers classified
as non-alienating.

Table 4 Differences in T score
frequencies > 65 on the MMPI-2
validity and clinical scales
between PA/m and No-PA/m.

MMPI-2 T > 65 PA/m
(N= 39)

No-PA/m
(N= 41)

X2 p V

Validity
scales

L 21 (70%) 9 (30%) 8.68 0.003 0.329

F 1 (50%) 1 (50%) 0.001 0.971 0.004

K 21 (72.4%) 8 (27.6%) 10.20 0.001 0.357

Clinical
scales

1-Hs 3 (50%) 3 (50%) 004 0.949 0.007

2-D 3 (60%) 2 (40%) 0.27 0.603 0.058

3-Hy
4-Pd

3 (60%)
1 (33.3%)

2 (40%)
2 (66.7%)

0.27
0.30

0.603
0.586

0.058
0.061

6-Pa 20 (83.3%) 4 (16.7%) 16.41 <0.001 0.453

7-Pt 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 1.16 0.281 0.120

8-Sc 5 (71.4%) 2 (28.6%) 1.58 0.209 0.140

9-Ma 0 (0%) 4 (100%) 4.01 0.045 0.224

0-Si 1 (14.3%) 6 (85.7%) 3.65 0.056 0.214

PA/m: mothers classified as alienating; No-PA/m: mothers classified as non-alienating.

Table 3 Differences in MMPI-2
6-Pa Harris-Lingoes subscales
between PA/m and No-PA/m.

MMPI-2 PA/m
N= 39
M (SD)

No-PA/m
N= 41
M (SD)

F p parη2

Harris- Lingoes Pa subscale PA1 54.51 (9.8) 54.05 (9.5) 0.04 0.831 0.001

PA2 46.69 (8.5) 46.27 (10.6) 0.04 0.845 0.000

PA3 65.44 (7.7) 51.76 (6.3) 76.35 <0.001 0.495

PA/m: mothers classified as alienating; No-PA/m: mothers classified as non-alienating.
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Fourteen (out of 39) participants in the PA/f group
demonstrated clinical elevation (T score > 65) on the
2-D scale.

A multiple logistic regression analysis was performed using
the enter method. Alienated status was set as the dependent
variable while MMPI-2 scales were used as predictors. The
inserted variables were those showing a statistical difference in
the previous multivariate ANOVA comparing fathers classi-
fied as targeted and those classified as non-targeted (i.e., D1,
D5, Si1, Si2, Si3). The Wald test was used to evaluate the
contribution of each predictor to the model. A predictor was
entered into the regression equation when the probability (p)
was 0.05. Overall prediction success was 85% (87.8% for PA/
f; 82.1% for No-PA/f). The prediction model showed

goodness-of-fit to the observed data (χ2 [5]= 55.283, p <
0.001). Nagelkerke’s R of 0.665 indicated a moderately strong
relationship between the predictors and the dependent variable.
The final prediction model was comprised of the D1 and
D5 subscales. The 0-Si Harris-Lingoes subscales were exclu-
ded (see Table 9).

Discussion

The main purpose of the present research was to improve
our understanding of the psychological and personality
characteristics of parents involved in parental alienation
dynamics. The study assessed 80 couples: 39 composed of

Table 6 Differences in the
MMPI-2 validity and clinical
scales between PA/f and No-PA/
f.

MMPI-2 PA/f
N= 39
M (SD)

No-PA/f
N= 41
M (SD)

F p parη2

Validity
scales

L 47.03 (8.8) 49.95 (9, 7) 1.99 0.163 0.025

F 55.10 (9.7) 54.59 (10, 3) 0.05 0.817 0.001

K 39.77 (7.9) 43.22 (9, 9) 2.95 0.090 0.036

Clinical
scales

1-Hs 56.38 (13.3) 57.66 (12, 8) 0.19 0.664 0.002

2-D 62.08 (10.6) 54.15 (10, 9) 10.79 0.002 0.122

3-Hy 53.95 (12.5) 53.90 (11.5) 0.00 0.986 0.000

4-Pd 61.82 (11.3) 62.32 (12, 7) 0.34 0.855 0.000

5-Mf 53.92 (7) 52.44 (6) 1.03 0.313 0.013

6-Pa 61.62 (11.5) 61.56 (13, 3) 0.00 0.985 0.000

7-Pt 56 (12.9) 53.56 (14, 4) 0.64 0.427 0.008

8-Sc 59.18 (8.4) 52.73 (12, 6) 7.15 0.009 0.084

9-Ma 51.51 (10.5) 52 (10, 1) 0.05 0.838 0.001

0-Si 62.36 (11.4) 54.66 (12], 9) 7.90 0.006 0.092

PA/f: fathers classified as targeted; No-PA/f: fathers classified as non-targeted.

Table 7 Differences in the
MMPI-2 2-D, 8-Sc, and 0-Si
Harris-Lingoes Subscales
Between PA/f and No-PA/f.

MMPI-2 PA/f
N= 39
M (SD)

No-PA/f
N= 41
M (SD)

F p parη2

Harris Lingoes Scales D1 58 (8.1) 46.05 (6.1) 55.89 <0.001 0.417

D2 49.74 (9.6) 51.17 (8.9) 0.47 0.492 0.006

D3 48.54 (10.1) 48.51 (8.9) 0.00 0.990 0.000

D4 46.74 (7.5) 44.85 (5.2) 1.72 0.193 0.022

D5 51.72 (7.9) 45.46 (7.5) 13.04 0.001 0.143

SC1 48.46 (11.6) 46.68 (7.9) 0.65 0.424 0.008

SC2 47.15 (9.4) 46.32 (9.4) 0.18 0.671 0.002

SC3 48.23 (8.7) 45.78 (4.9) 2.50 0.117 0.031

SC4 45.33 (8.1) 44.63 (5.8) 0.20 0.657 0.003

SC5 47.67 (10.9) 44.63 (5.8) 2.50 0.118 0.031

SC6 49.72 (11.7) 47.95 (8.2) 0.62 0.435 0.008

SI1 58.21 (9.3) 47.76 (10.1) 22.97 <0.001 0.228

SI2 59.74 (7.6) 52.15 (10.6) 13.47 <0.001 0.147

SI3 56.92 (9.1) 46.78 (8.9) 25.23 <0.001 0.244

PA/f: fathers classified as targeted; No-PA/f: fathers classified as non-targeted.
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mothers and fathers engaged in parental alienation and 41
comprised of control parents undergoing a court-ordered
psychological evaluation of their personality and parenting
ability in the context of a child custody dispute, without
alienation.

The results revealed that mothers who were classified as
alienating endorsed particular MMPI-2 items in an attempt
to present themselves in a favorable light, as overly vir-
tuous. They appeared deeply motivated to display a faking-
good defensive profile, showing few overt signs of emo-
tional disturbance. The underreporting of symptoms on the
MMPI-2 amongst child custody litigants is a well-known
problem (Bagby et al.,1999; Fariña et al., 2017). However,
the most interesting result of the present study concerns the
MMPI-2 psychological profile of mothers classified as
alienating; this profile highlighted a tendency to be exces-
sively sensitive and overly responsive to others’ opinions,
as well as suspicious and guarded; to rationalize and blame
others for one’s own problems; and to be moralistic and
rigid in one’s own opinions and attitudes, emphasizing
rationality (6-Pa and 6-Pa3 scales). Moreover, similar
MMPI-2 personality profiles portrayed a proclivity to pre-
sent oneself as socially and psychologically adapted and

trusting, while simultaneously attempting to deny hostile
and negative impulses, declare high moral standards, and
express extremely naïve and optimistic attitudes about
others, who are perceived as honest and unselfish (L, K,
6-Pa3 scales). Our data suggests that these characteristics
were the strongest predictors of alienating behaviors. These
results are in line with the previous study by Roma et al.
(2020a), which found that mothers classified as alienating
showed psychological profiles characterized by a high self-
favorable bias (i.e., a tendency to present an image of
adequacy and self-control that is incompatible with real
life), rigid moral values, greater sensitivity to criticism,
susceptibility to others’ behaviors, and a tendency to deny
negative dispositions in others.

On the other hand, the MMPI-2 profiles of fathers clas-
sified as targeted suggest that they may have had a
depressed mood and lack of energy to cope with problems,
as well as a proclivity to avoid reality by engaging in fan-
tasy and daydreams (2-D, D1, D5, 8-Sc scales). Compared
to the control group (composed of divorced fathers classi-
fied as non-targeted), fathers classified as targeted disclosed
(in the MMPI-2) that they preferred to be alone or with a
small group of friends, as they tended to feel uneasy and shy
in social settings (0-Si, SI1, SI2, SI3 scales). Furthermore,
due to their persistent dysfunctional relationship with their
child’s mother, many had also adapted to an unusually high
level of interpersonal and social conflict. Research has
shown that targeted parents may experience depression,
anger, withdrawal, passivity, and a sense of disbelief due to
the loss of a relationship with their child (Lee-Maturana
et al., 2020; Lee-Maturana et al., 2019). These parents may
also experience significant emotional distress as a result of
several factors, including their attempts to maintain a rela-
tionship with their child, feelings of grief due to the loss of
this relationship, low expectations of repairing this rela-
tionship, shame and humiliation associated with the fear

Table 8 Differences in T score
frequencies > 65 on the MMPI-2
validity and clinical scales
between PA/f and No-PA/f.

MMPI-2 T > 65 PA/f
(N= 39)

No-PA/f (N= 41) X2 p V

Validity
scales

L 4 (40%) 6 (60%) 0.35 0.554 0.066

F 5 (38.5%) 8 (61.5%) 0.66 0.417 0.091

K 0 (0%) 0 (0%) / / /

Clinical
scales

1-Hs 13 (52%) 12 (48%) 0.154 0.695 0.044

2-D 14 (70%) 6 (30%) 4.82 0.028 0.245

3-Hy
4-Pd

11 (64.7%)
15 (42.9%)

6 (35.7%)
20 (57.1%)

2.2
0.87

0.138
0.352

0.166
0.104

6-Pa 16 (50%) 16 (50%) 0.03 0.855 0.020

7-Pt 8 (47.1%) 9 (52.9%) 0.03 0.875 0.018

8-Sc 9 (60%) 6 (40%) 0.94 0.334 0.108

9-Ma 4 (40%) 6 (60%) 0.35 0.554 0.066

0-Si 12 (54.5%) 10 (45.5%) 0.41 0.523 0.071

PA/f: fathers classified as targeted; No-PA/f: fathers classified as non-targeted.

Table 9 Logistic regression model predicting group membership of
PA/f vs. No-PA/f.

B S.E. Wald df Sign. Exp (B)

D1 0.396 0.104 14.360 1 <0.001 1.485

D5 −0.251 0.096 6.760 1 0.009 0.778

SI1 0.022 0.047 0.231 1 0.631 1.023

SI2 0.008 0.044 0.036 1 0.850 1.008

SI3 0.073 0.052 1.973 1 0.160 1.076

PA/f: fathers classified as targeted; No-PA/f: fathers classified as non-
targeted.
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that their social context will presume that their child’s
rejection is justified, acknowledgement of personal
responsibility in the alienation process, and a lengthy
adversarial litigation process (Baker & Fine, 2014; Darnall
& Steinberg, 2008; Fidler & Bala, 2010; Goldberg &
Goldberg, 2013; Whitcombe, 2017).

Considering the personality profiles found in the present
study, some important clinical reflections may be drawn.
The alienating process has severe consequences for both
parents involved in alienation dynamics, and these con-
sequences are likely to affect their social and personal lives,
in different ways and to different degrees. This calls for the
development of therapeutic interventions to restore parents’
awareness of the conflict and situation and to strengthen
their resilience and personal competencies, with the aim of
re-establishing positive parenting. As suggested by the lit-
erature, empirical analyses of personality characteristics and
individual and family processes that may reinforce parental
alienation and allow it to persist over time are fundamental
to improving court decisions (Johnston, 2003; Saini et al.,
2016). Additionally, such knowledge is important in a
clinical setting to guide and differentiate psychological
interventions. Moreover, in the context of conflictual
separations and child custody disputes, the abovementioned
profiles may account for the frequent difficulties in enga-
ging the parental dyad in post-court decisions. While
MMPI-2 scores should not be interpreted deterministically,
oppositional and rigid maternal behavior and a resigned and
hopeless paternal attitude may represent significant obsta-
cles for psychotherapists and family mediators working to
restore a positive family system and recover an alienated
parent–child relationship. Attorneys, custody child evalua-
tors, and mental health professionals involved in child
custody disputes should seek to recognize alienating
dynamics early, in order to recommend adequate interven-
tions. In this vein, the determination of specific personality
features associated with alienating behaviors may be useful
for preventing further negative outcomes in children.

The present findings contribute to the growing body of
empirical research on parental alienation providing
evidence-based information. Child custody cases require
coordinated and collaborative therapeutic–court interven-
tions involving a variety of professional figures, including
legal professionals, psychologists, and consultants capable
of assessing, evaluating, and determining custody agree-
ments. The present results highlight the different personality
profiles of maternal and paternal figures involved in parental
alienation dynamics and underscore the importance of
assessing the personality characteristics of parents involved
in child custody disputes in order to direct mental health
interventions and achieve better decisions in court. In this
way, the gold standard of the “best interests of the child”
may be maintained.

Despite the relevance of the results, the present study has
some limitations. First, we must acknowledge the small
number of participants; however, it should be noted that the
research was based on child custody litigants, and not the
general population. As the research was an ecological study
based on child custody litigant case files, it was difficult to
achieve a robust representation of the target population,
especially with respect to parents engaged in parental aliena-
tion (also considering reservations linked to the legal context).
Furthermore, the research focused on mothers classified as
alienating and fathers classified as targeted. This focus on
mothers’ alienating behaviors was determined by the results of
a recent study with a “high-conflict” Italian sample (Verroc-
chio et al., 2018), which found that, in 78% of the cases, the
father was the targeted parent. Moreover, despite the given
considerations, future research should address the personality
characteristics of fathers carrying out alienating behaviors,
especially in comparison with mothers, and explore how these
characteristics might contribute to maintaining and establish-
ing a fixed pattern of alienating behaviors. Additionally, we
cannot exclude the possible effect of selection bias in the
present study, as participants were chosen from a set of child
custody cases. However, all parental alienation cases were
classified by independent and expert custody evaluators
according to the most recent criteria in the literature (Baker,
2020). An interesting direction for future research would be to
apply a multidimensional assessment to corroborate expert
evaluations with behavioral, self-referred, or informant inter-
view data. Furthermore, in addition to assessing personality,
future studies should also seek to collect information from
multiple family informants and match this data with person-
ality profiles, in order to generate a broader interpretation of
alienating situations and behaviors.
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