
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Current Psychology (2023) 42:12055–12069 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02537-2

Long‑term emotional consequences of parental alienation exposure 
in children of divorced parents: A systematic review

Paloma Miralles1 · Carmen Godoy2 · María D. Hidalgo3

Accepted: 14 November 2021 / Published online: 25 November 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Although the emotional consequences of childhood exposure to parental alienation behaviors in children and adolescents of 
divorced parents are known, there is scarce evidence on their long-term consequences in adulthood. Therefore, this work aims 
to conduct a systematic review of the state of research in this area and its main conclusions and identify gaps and limitations 
to guide future research. A search of the literature was performed in electronic databases PsycInfo, MEDLINE, SCOPUS, 
Web of Science, PubMed, Cochrane Library, DART-Europe, ProQuest, Wiley, TESEO and Dialnet, and a secondary review 
of the bibliography; in February 2019 updated in December of the same year. Thirteen pieces of research were selected after 
applying inclusion and exclusion criteria; twelve published articles from journals and one doctoral thesis, both with qualita-
tive and quantitative methodology. Children exposed to parental interference and alienation show in adulthood depression 
and anxiety symptoms, a higher risk of psychopathology, lower self-esteem and self-sufficiency. As well as, higher alcohol 
and drug use rates, parental relationship difficulties, insecure attachment, lower life quality, higher divorce rates, feelings of 
loss, abandonment and guilt. They also report repetition of these alienating behaviors on their children by their partner or 
their own children's grandparents. Some limitations of the study are described, and proposals are made for future research.
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Introduction

The family is a system, and its members affect and are 
affected by family processes, as is the case with inter-paren-
tal conflict (Cummings et al., 2016). Such conflicts can 
be constructive with minimal negative effect and fulfill a 
protective role in family functioning; or can be destructive, 
characterized by an unwillingness to resolve conflict, large 
hostility, defensiveness, withdrawal, a threat to family integ-
rity, or violence and physical aggression (Zemp et al., 2016). 

These latter conflicts have significant effects on children´s 
development due to both direct and indirect exposure as 
well, such as changes in parenting and family relationships 
(Cumming and Davies, 2010), divorce (Martínez-Pampliega 
et al., 2015), parental depression (Wishman, 2001), parental 
alcoholism (Cumming & Davies, 2010); or physical, emo-
tional and sexual abuse (Sturge-Apple et al., 2012).

As mentioned above, inter-parental conflict increases 
divorce risk and, therefore, couple dysfunction (Boden-
mann, 2005). A couple's breakup does not mean conflict 
is finished, as a new scenario appears where the dispute is 
perpetuated. Moran et al. (2015) indicate that in 20–25% 
of divorces, parents show a high conflict co-parenting 
relationship, characterized by poor communication, little 
cooperation, large mistrust, and disagreement in decision 
making. In this scenario, receiving child unconditional 
support can become the main aim. Parents can involve 
children in their disputes, using the child as a messenger 
and confidant about problems with the other parent, or 
even as an ally in the conflict (Camisasca et al., 2019). 
In this sense, Borszomengy-Nagy and Spark (1973) coin 
the term conflict of loyalty to describe the family dynamic 
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where loyalty to one parent necessarily implies disloyalty 
to the other. While the child rejects one parent and feels 
devoted to the other (split loyalty). Similarly, Johnston and 
Campbell (1988) describe this loyalty process as align-
ment limiting contact with a parent, but without complete 
rejection and tending to show feelings of ambivalence 
(anger, sadness, love) (Johnston, 2003).

Buchanan and Waizenhofer (2016) report parents can 
use children to feed their tension (triangulation), focusing 
on the child as the source of their problems (scapegoat) 
or implicitly or explicitly pressing the child to take sides 
in the conflict. Children may resist this pressure, either by 
emotional distancing from parents or trying to keep a bal-
anced affective relationship with both. Resulting in children 
feeling trapped in the center of the conflict, which can trig-
ger a conflict of loyalty in them. However, if they yield to 
pressure and take sides, alignment occurs, causing anger, 
disconnection, and rejection toward the other parent. Simi-
larly, Kelly and Johnston (2001) state that after separation 
or divorce, parent–child relationships can be conceptual-
ized along a continuum, from positive to negative: from 
establishing positive relationships with both, followed by 
greater affinity with one parent while maintaining contact 
and a relationship with the other, creating alliances with 
one parent and distancing for justified reasons and, lastly, 
on the extreme negative end of the continuum, alienation of 
the child. According to these authors, alienation commonly 
occurs in high conflict divorces, the child expressing intense 
rejection of and resisting contact with one parent, showing 
no apparent guilt or ambivalence.

Although this phenomenon has been conceptualized in 
different ways throughout the research ("malicious parent 
syndrome associated with divorce,” Turkat, 2002; "threat-
ened mother syndrome,” Klass & Klass, 2005), the best 
known is Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS), coined by 
Gardner in 1992. This author describes the main symptoms 
in children affected by the syndrome: denigration cam-
paign, weak or unjustified reasons to scorn the parent and 
not wishing to be in their presence, “independent thinker” 
phenomenon, unconditional loyalty to the alienating parent, 
indifference to the feelings of the rejected parent, borrowed 
arguments, and extension of animosity towards the rejected 
parent’s extended family and social network. Waldron and 
Joanis (1996) odd contradictions in children’s statements, 
knowledge of inappropriate and unnecessary information of 
the breakup, and the legal procedure or restriction of their 
permission to love or be loved. In Spain, parental inter-
ference is described as behaviors, strategies or actions that 
parents deploy to hinder and damage the relationship with 
the other parent, understanding Parental Alienation (PA) as a 
result of these actions on the minor and in their relationship 
with the parent who is the target of alienation (González, 
2019); i.e., the maximum expression of parental interference 

would be PA, characterized by loss of contact with and rejec-
tion of the parent.

Extensive literature shows parental interference and PA 
can occur both in intact and non-intact families (Baker & 
Chambers, 2011; Baker & Verrocchio, 2013, 2015; Verroc-
chio et al., 2019), triggering inter-parental conflict, divorce 
usually aggravates this situation, presenting a greater 
number of more frequent and intense alienating behaviors 
regardless which parent engages in them (Baker & Verroc-
chio, 2013, 2015). Even when PA does not occur, parental 
interference harms both alienated parent and child (Harman 
et al., 2018), causing negative psychological effects (depres-
sion, anxiety, etc.), educational level (impaired educational 
performance, school dropout), legal (time, cost), and physi-
cal (hypertension, etc.) (Harman & Biringen, 2016). In a 
systematic review of the literature, Maturana et al. (2018) 
report that the target parent, focus of the alienation, suf-
fers emotional, psychological and economic effects. They 
experience dissatisfaction with the legal and mental health 
systems. Depressive and anxiety symptoms and high trauma 
levels have been verified, with parents perceiving a highly 
threatening and stressful situation (Balmer et al., 2017; Har-
man et al., 2019).

Parental alienation can cause permanent psychologi-
cal damage to children and is, therefore, considered emo-
tional abuse (Gardner, 2006; Harman et al., 2018). In adults 
exposed in their childhood to their parents' divorce, in par-
ticular, research shows the linkage between PA exposure to 
and psychological abuse by the alienating parent. This indi-
cates that regardless of parental gender, the greater number 
of strategies deployed, the higher the score on the psycho-
logical abuse scale is (Baker & Ben-Ami, 2011; Baker & 
Verrocchio, 2013, 2015). Another variable related to these 
PA strategies is parental care, parents showing lower care 
rates and increased overprotection, all of which are reflected 
in acts of omission (isolation and denial of emotional 
response capacity) and acts of commission (rejection, ter-
rorize and exploit) (Baker & Verrocchio, 2015). According 
to Verrocchio et al. (2015), this means empirical confirma-
tion of the theoretical definition of parental alienation, lack 
of empathy, and inability to tolerate the child’s needs and 
perceptions different from their own. Encouraging disobedi-
ence in children, blaming the other parent for their behavior 
or belittling the other parent in the child’s presence, sharing 
excessive information with the child, and promoting paren-
tification are all behaviors involving low parental care and 
hyper control over children.

For children exposed to these dysfunctional relational 
dynamics, consequences may manifest in the medium, 
short, or long terms. According to various studies, during 
childhood and adolescence, symptoms linked to PA are 
anger, guilt, hostility, impulse control problems, low self-
confidence and self-esteem, anxiety, depression, phobias, 



12057Current Psychology (2023) 42:12055–12069 

1 3

sleep disorders, suicidal ideation, problems in personal and 
social relationships, identity and image disorders, person-
ality disorders, substance abuse, decreased academic per-
formance (Fidler & Bala, 2010; Gardner, 1992; Johnston, 
2005; Lowenstein, 2007; Sher, 2015; Stoner-Moskowitz, 
1998). Likewise, children can maintain and/or develop con-
sequences throughout adulthood, consolidating long-term 
affectation, with interference in development at work, social 
and psychological levels, hindering the establishment and 
consolidation of partner relationships, and so forth.

Due to the serious life implications of these children, 
several research has been conducted in recent decades on 
the emotional consequences in childhood and adolescence 
of exposure to parental alienation behaviors in children of 
divorced parents. However, there is scarce evidence of the 
implications of such exposure during childhood in adult chil-
dren (long-term consequences). This systematic review of 
the literature was performed seeking evidence on the psy-
chological and emotional consequences in adults who have 
been exposed to parental divorce and parental alienation dur-
ing childhood, as well as identify underexplored variables 
and identify gaps to guide future research.

Method

This systematic review combines information from articles 
that include the study of parental interference in children 
of divorce in adulthood. The PRISMA verification protocol 
is used for correct development and presentation of meta-
analyses and systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2009).

Search Strategy

We performed a search of the literature in the following elec-
tronic databases PsycInfo, MEDLINE, SCOPUS, Web of 
Science, PubMed, Cochrane Library, DART-Europe, Pro-
Quest, Wiley, TESEO and Dialnet, and a bibliographical 
review of articles to select potential studies. The following 
terms are used: [("parental alienation" OR "parental interfer-
ence") AND (divorce OR separation OR "parental separa-
tion" OR "break up") AND (adult OR "adult children" OR 
"young adult”)]. The search was carried out between Febru-
ary 1 and 14, 2019, updated from December 15 to 30. The 
study selection process was carried out by one reviewer.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The studies included in the current review have met the fol-
lowing criteria: (a) published articles or doctoral theses, 
published and unpublished, which include the study of the 
emotional consequences in adults of parental interference 
that occurred during childhood of the children of divorced 

parents (b) the studies must include, as independent variable, 
a measure of parental alienation, c) researches that include, 
as dependent variable, at least, a measure of adult function-
ing or emotional distress (as emotional well-being or psy-
chopathology); and d) participants should be aged between 
18 and 40.

However, books, reviews and literature reviews were 
excluded, and also articles whose title or summary that did 
not include search terms and/or referred to related but not 
directly linked subjects, as well as those not including the 
study of psychological variables associated with parental 
alienation behaviors experienced in childhood. Finally, arti-
cles not written in English or Spanish are not included in 
this review.

Data coding and extraction

A data extraction sheet was prepared to extract and encode 
the most relevant information from each document in 
the review. The most important study characteristics are 
shown in Tables 1 and 2, country, study design, total sam-
ple, the number of participants in the total sample with 
divorced or separated parents, and participant character-
istics. In addition, detailed information on variables con-
sidered in the study and measurement instruments used are 
included. Regarding empirical or quantitative studies, infor-
mation on study aims, measuring instruments for parental 
alienation, instruments for psychological variables studied, 
and main findings are included. As for qualitative studies, 
the subject of interest, focus of qualitative studies, synthe-
sis results, and strategy details are collected. Data extrac-
tion was performed by the first author (PM) confirmed by 
a second (CG) and third rater (MDH). Any discrepancies 
were resolved by consensus. As a final step, a data check 
presented in the review was conducted.

Results

There are 1284 articles, 1274 identified in various databases 
and another 11 results from the cross-reference search. After 
removal of duplicates and application of inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, 24 articles were selected for reading. Of this, 
11 were removed for not adapting content to the aim of the 
review. Thirteen articles were finally selected: 12 published 
in journals and a doctoral thesis. Article selection stages are 
broken down in Fig. 1.

Study characteristics

We summarize the main study characteristics in this review 
(see Tables 1 and 2). As observed, research on the adult 
population, PA’s focus was carried out in the last fifteen 
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years; therefore, we face a problem in an emerging area of 
study. There are variations in sample size among studies, 
between 6 and 739 participants. All had more women than 
men, approximately 65%   of the total sample, with no data on 
participant gender in two studies. The study sample’s mean 
age is between 24 and 40, the mean age of the total research 
sample 29.87, with only one study not including information 
on participant age. Three articles provide data on years since 
divorce at the time of research. Studies were carried out in 
the USA and Italy, except one realized in Canada, finding no 
research with a study population from other countries. The 
study methodology is mainly quantitative in eleven of thir-
teen articles, with another two following qualitative meth-
odology. In nine articles, the sample comprises individuals 
with intact and non-intact families; in two, the number of 
participants from each marital status was not provided. The 
remaining four pieces of research in the sample included 
only those whose parents were divorced.

Regarding measurement instruments for parental aliena-
tion, the Baker Strategies Questionnaire (BSQ; Baker & 
Chambers, 2011) was mainly used, and the Parental Aliena-
tion Syndrome Questionnaire (PASQ; Machuca, 2005) was 
administered in one piece of research and the Parental Deni-
gration Scale (PDS; Rowen & Emery, 2014) in one work 

involving a specific aspect of PA, the denigration campaign. 
Therefore, we considered its inclusion in the systematic 
review of value. The BSQ is developed by Baker and Cham-
bers (2011), comprising 20 Likert-type items on parental 
alienation behaviors displayed by parents during the evalu-
ated subject’s growth and /or development stage. Finally, a 
wide range of questionnaires is found among research for 
studying psychological variables due to the diversity of vari-
ables and the selection of measuring instruments for a given 
variable.

Emotional and psychological consequences

We conducted this systematic review to identify and syn-
thesize information in the literature on parental alienation’s 
emotional and psychological consequences in children of 
divorced parents during adulthood. Thirteen articles were 
selected after applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, with 
twelve offering parental alienation measures and another 
article for a specific phenomenon within the process of 
parental alienation-denigration campaign (Rowen & Emery, 
2019). Two pieces of research used a qualitative methodol-
ogy, where the experience of alienation is described, as well 
as perceptions of the effects of exposure to these behaviors 

Table 2  Characteristics of the qualitative studies included in the systematic review (page 7)

Author(s), year, country Phenomena of interest Sample details Synthesized findings Details of strategies

Baker (2005), USA The long-term effects of 
Parental Alienation on 
adult children of divorce

N = 38, 28 adult children of 
divorce, 40.50 mean age, 
63,16% female

High rates of low self-
esteem and divorce, lack 
of trust in themselves 
and others, significant 
episodes of depres-
sion and problems with 
drugs and/or alcohol at 
some point in their lives, 
problems with identity 
and not having a sense 
of belonging, choose not 
to have children to avoid 
being rejected by them, 
low achievement, and 
anger and bitterness over 
the time lost with the 
alienated parent

Semi-structured interview
Thematic content analysis 

method

Godbout and Parent 
(2012), Canada

Parental alienation 
phenomena through the 
perspectives of adults 
who experienced it as 
children

N = 6, 6 adult children 
of divorce, 30 mean age, 
66.67% female, 22.92 m.a. 
since parents divorce

PA is associated with diffi-
culties in school, internal 
and external behavior 
problems and the search 
for identity after reaching 
adulthood. Overcoming 
the state of alienation 
involves issues related to 
establishing limits with 
the alienating father and 
rebuilding a relationship 
with the alienating father

Semi-structured interviews
Thematic content analysis 

method
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and about divorce (Baker, 2005; Godbout & Parent, 2012); 
while the other articles implement quantitative methodology.

Affective disorders The vast majority of quantitative arti-
cles offer measures related to affective disorders. Eight for 
depression, assessed through the Inventory to Diagnose 
Depression Lifetime Version (IDDL; Zimmerman & Cory-
ell, 1987), Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II; Beck 
et al., 1996) and Center of Epidemiologic Studies Depres-
sion Scale for Adults (CES-D; Radloff, 1977); and three 
for anxiety. Study results generally show a significant link 
between exposure to PA in childhood and higher depression 

levels in adulthood, except for Baker and Chambers (2011), 
which did not find this relationship statistically significant. 
Regarding participant gender and the parent engaging in 
parental alienation, Baker and Verrocchio (2016) found 
higher depression scores in men reporting exposure regard-
less of the gender of the parent who performed these actions. 
In women, PA by mothers increases depression scores, being 
insignificant regarding the father. However, they state these 
results are simply due to exposure to parental alienation 
behaviors and not parents´ marital status, a result shared 
by Verrocchio et al. (2019). Parental denigration is also 
linked to higher levels of depressive symptoms, regardless 

Fig. 1  Flow chart of selec-
tion process of articles of the 
systematic review according to 
PRISMA, 2009 (page 7)
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of parents' marital status (Rowen & Emery, 2019). In spe-
cific samples of subjects with divorced parents, Ben-Ami 
and Baker (2012) find participants exposed to these strate-
gies have more probably to comply DSM criteria for Major 
Depression than those not exposed. In research by Baker 
(2005), most (70%) report significant episodes of depression 
in adulthood, believing symptoms are linked to early feelings 
of being unloved by the target parent of alienation and their 
current separation or lack of relationship.

As for anxiety, there are no studies with an exclusive 
sample of children of divorced parents. Only two articles 
refer to the measurement of anxiety connected to exposure 
to parental alienation behaviors (Baker & Verrocchio, 2016; 
Verrocchio et al., 2016). Both of them report that exposure 
of alienation behaviours (ABs) is associated with anxiety. 
Baker and Verrocchio (2016) report high levels of state and 
trait anxiety in men and women, regardless of the gender 
of the parent engaging in these behaviors (except for state 
anxiety, in the case of women and their exposure to PA by 
the mother), compared to those not exposed. Controlled for 
parental marital status, authors indicate that the rise in state 
and trait anxiety scores in both genders is due to childhood 
exposure to PA. According to Rowen and Emery (2019), 
denigration does not significantly correlate with anxiety 
symptoms assessed through the State-Trait Anxiety Inven-
tory (STAI; Spielberger et al., 1970).

Psychological general distress Three studies offer measures 
for this variable, one through the Symptom Checklist-90 
test (SCL-90; Derogatis et al., 1973), the other based on 
its revised version Symptom Checklist-90 Review (SCL- 
90-R; Derogatis, 1977), and another of its abbreviated 
version Symptom Assessment-45 Questionnaire (SA-45; 
Davison et al., 1997). Research shows that adults exposed to 
parental interference in childhood and experienced parental 
divorce have a greater risk of psychological distress (Bernet 
et al., 2015; Reay, 2007; Verrocchio et al., 2015). Accord-
ing to this, significant differences in SA-45 scores are seen 
among groups of adults from divorced families exposed to 
various degrees of parental interference compared to those 
not exposed (five groups: never, minimally, occasionally, 
often, most of the time) (Reay, 2007). The more often par-
ents engaged in these behaviors, the higher the score on 
scales and, thus, the larger presence of psychopathological 
symptoms. Along the same line, Verrocchio et al. (2015) 
indicate that these behaviors and low self-esteem increase 
probability of psychopathological symptoms. Similarly, 
Bernet et al. (2015) state those whose parents are divorced/
separated and report exposure to parental alienation score 
higher on most SCL-90 scales, with no differences found 
in the intensity of phobic anxiety scale for those who report 
from intact and non-intact families. In both groups, the more 

alienating behaviors suffered, the higher the scores on the 
questionnaire.

Self‑esteem and self‑sufficiency The negative effects of PA 
extend to self-esteem and self-sufficiency. Five studies have 
measures for self-esteem and only one for self-sufficiency. 
Results show low scores on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965) in adults of divorced par-
ents exposed to these behaviors (Baker &Chambers, 2011; 
Baker &Ben-Ami, 2011; Ben-Ami & Baker, 2012; Baker 
& Verrocchio, 2013; Verrocchio et al., 2015). In this sense, 
Baker (2005) indicates that adults reporting low self-esteem 
express this result due to internalized hatred toward the par-
ent and guilt and self-hatred for rejection of them. As for 
self-sufficiency, a higher score in BSQ was linked to a lower 
score in this variable, specifically assessing unemployment 
and educational level (Baker & Ben-Ami, 2011).

Alcohol abuse and drug use Four articles study alcohol con-
sumption in adulthood after parental divorce and PA expo-
sure, using the CAGE questionnaire (Cut-Annoyed-Guilty-
Eye; Ewing, 1984). A single quantitative methodological 
study finds a relationship between these variables. Baker and 
Verrocchio (2013) point out that exposure to PA by either 
parent following divorce correlated with alcohol abuse in 
adulthood, unlike the group not exposed. In this same direc-
tion, Baker (2005) reports a third of participants had alco-
hol problems and/or major drug consumption at some point 
in life, often in late adolescence and early adulthood. All 
this noting as an escape route from feelings of loss of rela-
tionship with the targeted parent and suffering due to low 
self-esteem and inter-parental conflict. In other articles that 
studied this variable, no significant differences were found 
in alcohol consumption between exposed and unexposed 
groups (Baker & Ben-Ami, 2011; Ben-Ami & Baker, 2012).

Attachment and relationship with parents Different stud-
ies report exposure to parental alienation in children of 
divorce can influence the type of attachment these children 
develop in adulthood, as well as negatively affect the rela-
tionship with their parents (Baker & Ben-Ami, 2011; Baker 
& Verrocchio, 2013; Ben-Ami & Baker, 2012; Rowen & 
Emery, 2019). Thus, the negative effects of parental aliena-
tion extend into the type of attachment, different research 
suggesting higher rates of insecure attachment found in 
this type of subject (Baker & Ben-Ami, 2011; Ben-Ami 
& Baker, 2012). However, Baker and Verrocchio (2013) find 
no statistically significant link between exposure to paren-
tal alienation strategies in divorced families and children’s 
attachment style in adulthood. Concerning the relationship 
with parents, a denigration campaign by both parents was 
linked to a poor relationship between parents and child, 
with the latter feeling less emotionally close to the parent 



12064 Current Psychology (2023) 42:12055–12069

1 3

engaging in denigration than to the target parent (Rowen & 
Emery, 2019). Similarly, Godbout and Parent (2012) report 
a worsening relationship between those exposed to PA with 
the alienating parent, either temporarily or over a period of 
time, once there is a greater understanding of the parental 
alienation they have lived through.

Feelings on parental divorce, divorce, and alienating 
behaviors Two studies reference adult children’s feel-
ings and perceptions of parental divorce, their own expe-
rience of divorce, and the extent of parental alienation 
on their own children. In Rowen and Emery's research 
(2019), adult children of divorced families report painful 
feelings about divorce, loss, abandonment, and increased 
propensity to see life through the divorce filter. These 
authors highlight that following a denigration campaign 
against either parent, children blamed the parent engag-
ing in this action for the divorce. Baker (2005) states that 
one of the most tragic consequences of PA is that adults 
alienated in childhood repeat this behavior with their own 
children. He argues that this can be engaged in either by 
the romantic partner (men report marrying women with a 
generally narcissistic personality structure, similar to the 
alienating parent) or by their own parents (two partici-
pants reported that their children had been alienated by 
their mothers-their children´s grandmother). The author 
also reports higher divorce rates among adults exposed to 
PA during childhood, often due to lack of trust and inti-
macy with their partners and their own substance abuse 
problems and depressive symptoms.

Life satisfaction and quality PA exposure causes significant 
impairment in many areas of children's functioning, leading 
to reduced well-being during adulthood. Results by Verroc-
chio et al. (2019) showed this exposure linked to lower life 
quality. In particular, for adults who have suffered the sepa-
ration of their parents, perceiving exposure to ABs during 
childhood increased the odds of decreased social functioning 
(SF) and general health (GH). They reported poor personal 
health that could worsen as well as interference in social 
activities due to physical and emotional problems.

Perception of emotional consequences One qualitative 
study describes adult children’s perceptions of parental 
alienation and its consequences. In this research, Godbout 
and Parent (2012) indicate that these subjects report severe 
school difficulties, as well as internalizing (sadness, low 
self-esteem, anxiety and somatization) and externalizing 
symptoms (substance abuse in adolescence, hyperactivity 
and resistance to authority).

Discussion

According to the results of this systematic review, evidences 
of psychological consequences of exposure to PA during 
childhood in adult children is found. Therefore, it is essential 
that both mental health professionals and legal operators are 
aware of this phenomenon and the severity of its effects in 
order to put in place mechanisms for prevention and protec-
tion of minors against such conduct, as well as developing 
and offering a proper intervention strategy at the psychologi-
cal level.

The reviewed articles’ results indicate a larger presence 
of psychopathological indicators during adulthood in indi-
viduals who experienced parental alienation during child-
hood. Research reports a greater probability of complying 
criteria for Major Depression and, therefore, of depressive 
episodes in this population. Moreover, finding no consensus 
on substance abuse or consumption, although some studies 
report a statistically significant relationship between this 
variable and PA. Due to the absence of research that only 
includes individuals of divorced parents in the study of the 
anxiety variable, the presence of anxiety in these individu-
als can only be reported from the data provided in a single 
quantitative methodology study, as well as for the narrations 
in these subjects in the qualitative methodology studies. In 
these studies, individuals report internalizing symptoms 
like sadness, low self-esteem, anxiety and somatization; and 
externalizing, substance abuse in adolescence, hyperactivity, 
and resistance to authority figures.

Several studies realized in children and adolescents on 
psychopathological variables linked to parental alienation 
report similar results to those offered in adulthood. Johnston 
et al. (2005) state that alienated children have more clinically 
serious behavioral problems, including depression, with-
drawal, somatic complaints, and aggression. Other authors, 
such as Lowenstein (2007) and Stahl (1999) identify sepa-
ration anxiety, panic attacks, phobias, depression, suicide 
attempts, sleep and eating disorders, obsessive–compulsive 
behaviors, and drug abuse in these children. In adolescence, 
a greater prevalence of PA associated generalized anxiety 
disorder is also reported (Hale et al., 2006). Results appear 
to indicate prolongation or extension of symptomatology of 
these subjects from childhood to adulthood. It is necessary 
to corroborate this hypothesis by performing longitudinal 
research, in addition to expanding the study of psychopatho-
logical variables present in childhood and adolescence in the 
period of adulthood.

Parental alienation appears to affect the relationship 
between adults and their parents, partner and own children. 
Some research indicates these individuals develop an inse-
cure attachment style, with discrepancies found among stud-
ies when determining whether parental alienation influences 
the style of interpersonal relationship developed by children 
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during adulthood. Likewise, it appears that exposure to PA 
may entail a repetition of this phenomenon toward their own 
children through the figure of their partner, which would 
indicate that when looking for a romantic partner, they seek 
a personality pattern similar to the alienating parent. This 
repetition can occur through the parents themselves, who 
are now grandparents (Baker, 2005). Higher divorce rates 
are reported among these adults because of psychopathology 
and personal factors, such as lack of trust and intimacy with 
their partners. As for the relationship with their parents, a 
worse relationship with the alienating parent is shown tem-
porarily or for a longer period once they understand what 
PA actually entailed (Godbout & Parent, 2012; Rowen & 
Emery, 2019).

As regards personal variables adults who have suffered 
parental separation in childhood, perceive that exposure to 
PA negatively affected both their general health and social 
functioning, suffering interference in social activities due to 
physical and emotional problems. Self-esteem also seems 
to be affected by painful feelings about the divorce, feelings 
of loss and abandonment, internalizing hatred towards the 
target parent, guilt and self-hatred caused by their rejection 
of the parent, and a greater propensity to see life through 
the filter of divorce. Low self-esteem is closely linked to the 
individual’s self-efficacy, reflected both in poor employment 
prospects and low education level. These results reflect those 
in research with children, where among others, minors had 
difficulties in social relationships, coping deficits, difficulty 
modulating emotional states, low or defensively high self-
esteem, low self-confidence, school difficulties, self-hatred, 
guilt, mistrust, fear of not feeling loved, pseudo-maturity, 
and feeling of abandonment (Fidler & Bala, 2010; Johnston 
et al., 2005; Lowenstein, 2006). The child experiencing PA 
loses both the ability to trust their own feelings and cogni-
tion, sense of reality and self-concept, depending entirely on 
the alienating parent (Boch-Galhau & Kodjoe, 2006). This 
loss of identity and submission to the pressures of adaptation 
and loyalty towards the parent could cause the aforemen-
tioned consequences in adulthood.

Limitations

Some limitations at both methodological and conceptual lev-
els were identified. From a methodological point of view, the 
limited number of articles identified during the search proce-
dure and the nature of the methodology used in this research, 
preventing comparison of results. Thus, meta-analysis had to 
be ruled out due to the small number of studies that were the 
object of the systematic review which did not guarantee an 
adequate statistical power. Secondly, selected studies come 
mainly from the USA and Italy, and we found cultural dif-
ferences to other countries when extrapolating results; study 
sample is not delimited to children of divorced parents, with 

samples of subjects with divorced parents and intact fami-
lies found; thus, results are not generalizable to this specific 
population. Likewise, language bias must be mentioned (as 
only English and Spanish language studies were included), 
and the heterogeneity of the psychopathological variables 
studied and the instruments used to measure them. Publica-
tion bias should be mentioned as an inherent limitation of 
systematic reviews. Thus, there may have been studies that 
were not included by both the eligibility criteria and search 
strategy implemented. One potential consequence associ-
ated with our inclusion criteria is that we do not consider 
publications that have not considered, at least, a measure of 
psychopathological or emotional well-being variable.

Likewise, it is difficult to establish the cause and effect of 
the long-term consequences of parental alienation in chil-
dren of divorced parents due to the methodology used in 
the articles, since none of them is carried out in a controlled 
research context, such as a controlled longitudinal study. 
As all of these are retrospective studies, adults participants 
answer on their past perceptions and memories of the paren-
tal relationship during and after divorce in childhood, being 
able to see these affected, either blocking out information 
or having gaps in memory, or providing flawed information 
(suggestion, wrong attribution, or false memories). There-
fore, some adults may have difficulty recalling parent’s per-
ceptions and attributing the most appropriate emotion to the 
experiences of PA. According to the literature, when these 
experiences occur at an early age, the child cannot provide 
meaning to these events, as they are outside their level of 
awareness. During adulthood, they may reinterpret abusive 
experiences in childhood. Godbout and Parent (2012) indi-
cate that the process of PA recognition is gradual and linked 
both to the subject´s maturity and ability to recognize and 
discriminate between facts and opinions. Similarly, Darnall 
and Steinberg (2008) state that the reasons for the reunifica-
tion of the minor with the rejected parent there are often due 
to external events (serious illness, another divorce, death 
of a family member and so forth), the individual´s matu-
rity, rethinking of a previous irrational belief, and hormo-
nal changes. From there, it follows that the account of the 
PA experience and its recognition depends on multiple fac-
tors, with research subjects differing in this regard. It is also 
possible that some individuals´ emotional states when the 
study was performed, could mediate PA experience, either 
because of excess or defect; or differences in self-reporting 
this alienation in subjects who have sought psychological 
therapy at some point in their lives.

Baker (2018) states that a clinician can conclude with 
great certainty that alienation is present in a family if 
there are four factors: (1) a previous positive relationship 
between the child and the now rejected father; (2) absence 
of abuse by the rejected parent; (3) use of alienating behav-
ior by the favored parent; and (4) presence of behavioral 
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manifestations of alienation in the child. However, some of 
the studies analyzed does not detail whether the second fac-
tor is considered when talking about parental alienation in 
these subjects. Perhaps there are other reasons for the child's 
rejection of one of the parents, which are essential when dif-
ferentiating a process of parental alienation or estrangement 
(Bernet et al., 2020).

It is noteworthy that neither the Baker Strategy Question-
naire (BSQ) nor the Parental Alienation Syndrome Ques-
tionnaire (PASQ) used to categorize subjects with parental 
alienation include items in this regard, nor do they include 
variables that measure the quality of the relationship with 
the father objective before possible prior authorization or 
if there has been a refusal by that parent. Therefore, this 
information was completed in some studies using a demo-
graphic questionnaire (Reay, 2007). It should be noted that 
the involvement of the extended family or the environment 
of the alienating parents in the appearance or perpetuation 
of PA, a secondary but relevant aspect, is not evaluated in 
any of the measurement instruments. We also found an 
important gap when establishing a classification of sever-
ity of parental interference and its connection with adult 
children's emotional consequences since we did not find any 
research that establishes criteria to differentiate the intensity 
of PA. Likewise, the family dynamics and family charac-
teristics that allow us to contextualize PA's experiences are 
also unknown.

Implications

As a practical implication of our study, knowing the emo-
tional implications caused by exposure to alienation in 
children in the long-term is necessary to recognize the 
magnitude of this problem and identify the need for early 
therapeutic interventions in these families. In this sense, the 
Parenting Coordinator (PC) figure is necessary to intervene 
in this type of case. The practice of parental coordination 
requires the acquisition and application of specialized psy-
chological knowledge to implement their role effectively. 
Their intervention aims to help parents implement and 
comply with court orders or parenting plans, make timely 
decisions regarding consistency with children's psychologi-
cal and developmental needs, reduce the number of harm-
ful conflicts among the adults who care for the children to 
whom they are exposed and to decrease the pattern of unnec-
essary new litigation over child-related issues (APA, 2012).

At the policy level, the results of our study reinforce the 
need for the effective implementation of this therapeutic 
figure in Family Courts in order to protect minors from 
the serious short, medium and long-term consequences 
that the post-divorce interparental conflict can cause. Cur-
rently, in Spain, this figure is beginning to be implemented 

as a recommendation measure by forensic psychologists 
who carry out the evaluation in cases of custody of minors.

Future research should address these limitations since 
greater knowledge would help us to know more precisely 
and extensively the implications of exposure to behaviors 
of parental alienation on the lives of children throughout 
their development. Knowing the personal and psycho-
pathological characteristics of parents, development and 
measures agreed in the judicial procedure, as well as the 
existence of intra-family maltreatment or child abuse, are 
essential factors in identifying problems and understand-
ing family and psychological processes derived from these 
situations. It is necessary to develop parental interference 
measures to understand the severity of these behaviors 
and establish outcome criteria to see if parental alienation 
results from these. As for studying the effects of these 
behaviors on children in adulthood, it would be interest-
ing to extend this to their relationships with partners and 
relational dynamics with the extended family as well as 
with their own children.

Conclusion

This study provides information on the state of research on 
the emotional and life consequences of adults exposed to 
Parental Alienation (PA) by their divorced parents during 
childhood and adolescence. From these studies, it appears 
that children exposed to this phenomenon report anxiety and 
depressive symptoms during adulthood, a greater risk of 
some type of psychopathology, lower self-esteem and self-
sufficiency, higher rates of alcohol and drug consumption, 
and affected relationships as a couple and with the parents 
themselves, insecure attachment, lower life quality, higher 
divorce rates, feelings of loss, abandonment and guilt, and 
repetition of alienation behaviors on their own children by 
their new partner or grandparents. Due to the limited num-
ber of articles and limitations found in the research, more 
research is needed to offer more specific information to legal 
operators on this family dynamic and carry out preventive 
and promotion of mental health, as well as better treatment 
and psychological care for these families.
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