




PARENTAL ALI ENATION : A CONTENTIOUS NAME AND AN UNDISPUTED TRAGEDY

What the Science and Law
Say About the Terms
Parental Alienation
and Parental Alienation
Syndrome
/1 Response to Dr. Bernet's Article - Shakespeare and Parental Alienation

Theory: "What's in a name?"
Foundationa l Defin it ions :

Dist i ngu ish ing PA from PAS

I n the beginning of Dr. Bernet’s
article he states, “Most
psychological theories require
precision in both written and

spokenwords.” Exacdy. In the behavioral
sciences, the terms we use should
accur ately describe an observed
phenomenon.1 When we observe a
parent engaged in harming a child’s
relationship with the other parent, it is
called parental alienation (PA) .2 When
we observe a child who has been
exposed to PA become preoccupiedwith
the unjustified denigration of the other
parent, we call that phenomenon
parental alienation syndrome (PAS) . 3

But who articulated this? Dr. Amy Baker
and Dr. Douglas Darnall did in their
2006 article , Behaviors and Strategies
Employed in Parental Alienation: A
Survey of Parental Experiences.4 In their
study they operationalized and used
Darnall’s 1 998 definition of PA which is :
“any constellation of behaviors, whether
conscious or unconscious that could
evoke a disturbance in the relationship
between the child and the other parent .”5

More importantly, Baker and Darnall
distinguished PA from PAS in the

following passage on page 1 1 8 : “It is clear
that parental alienation syndrome is
more a goal or an outcome rather than a

specific set ofbehaviors or action on the

part of the alienating parent.”6 Thus, the

understanding arising from their use of
these terms was that PA is observed and

diagnosed based on the behavior of the

alienating parent while PAS is observed

and diagnosed based on the outcome’ of

some childrens exposure to PA.

The Jud i c i a l Understand i ng of

Parenta l Al ienat ion
When my research team and I
surveyed the appellate case record

( 1 985 -202 5 ) using the term “Parental

Alienation” as our query we discovered

that the majority of trial court judges

PA IS OBSERVED AND DIAGNOSED BASED

ON THE BEHAVIOR OF THE ALIENATING

PARENT WHILE PAS IS OBSERVED AND

DIAGNOSED BASED ON THE ‘OUTCOME’ OF
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throughout  the  United  States
recognized  PA  as  a  term  that  means

what  Dr.  Darnall  said  it  means  in  1  993  ,
1  998 ,  2006,  2007,  and  2008 .  For

example,  in  the  case  of  In  re  Marriage

of  Humphries  and  Covington  (2024)  ,7
the  mother  had  made  claims  of  abuse/
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