








































































































































































































POISON CONTROL 203

often means that some things about their parents’ divorce really bug
them. The article also said that most girls feel bad that they aren’t doing
as well as they used to.” With older children such indirect communica-
tion may result in more candid discussions. But this girl said, “Yeah, well,
I don't really care.” Her mother responded, “Well, I can understand if you
did feel that way,” and then dropped the conversation.

The next day the mother took the conversation one step further by
identifying the feeling she thought was tied to her child’s problem behav-
ior. She said, “I've been thinking about what we talked about yesterday.
Many girls feel really mad at their parents for getting a divorce.” This time
the girl said, “What difference does it make? You're not going to get back
together.” Her mother said, “I know that sometimes girls will try to get
back at their parents by doing poorly in school, especially when they
know that good grades are important to the parents. I've been thinking
that maybe you are angry with me. I don’t blame you if you are. I know
you didn’t want this divorce. But it would be better if we could talk about
your feelings, or maybe you could write me a letter about how angry you
really feel. Why should you take your anger out on yourself and have to
feel bad about screwing up in school when it’s really your father and me
that you're angry at?” In this way, the mother was suggesting a healthier
way for her child to cope with angry feelings. The girl did not acknowl-
edge that her mom was correct, but later that night the mother saw the
girl in her room doing schoolwork.

An excellent book for learning more about effective communication
is Growing Up with Divorce by Dr. Neil Kalter. He describes a six-step strat-
egy for using indirect communication and illustrates it with numerous
examples. If you are tempted to dismiss indirect communication as inef-
fective, or only second-best, consider this: Throughout the ages fables
have been used to teach moral principles. If you want your child to
appreciate the value of persistence, you'll get much further with Aesop'’s
“The Tortoise and the Hare” than with a lecture.

FLY ON THE WALL

Another way to get a message across is to let the children “accidentally”
overhear you speaking to someone else. All children eavesdrop on private
conversations, and alienated children are no exception. In fact, children
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in advanced stages of alienation may try to monitor everything the target
says in order to report back to the favored parent. Take advantage of this
to say to someone else what you want your children to hear. As flies on
the wall they will get the message.

An alienated parent who tries to correct her children’s distortions
directly will find them resisting the conversation. Many children cover
their ears as soon as the hated parent begins talking to them. But these
same children will listen intently as the object of their scorn speaks openly
with a friend or relative over the phone. This is a good opportunity to give
your version of what is happening between you and the children.

In these conversations, it is best to emphasize what you and the chil-
dren have lost, how sad you feel for the children, and how different
things used to be. Talk about all the past signs of the loving relationship.
Speak of your confusion and puzzlement about the dramatic change in
attitudes. Tie the alienation to the divorce and to your ex’s anger at you.
But be careful not to focus on your anger at your ex for maligning you.
The children are primed to believe bad things about you. If they overhear
you discussing your anger at their other parent, they will interpret this as
an act of bad-mouthing and will use it to justify their criticisms of you.

Repeated conversations that the children overhear lay a foundation
for a more explicit and direct discussion at some later point in time. By
then, the children have heard your side of the story expressed in a man-
ner that might garner their sympathy for you and their willingness to
begin healing the ruptured relationship.

TWO STEPS REMOVED

Even when using the fly-on-the-wall technique, it is usually more effective
to introduce emotionally laden topics by discussing a situation two steps
removed from the children’s personal experience. Alienated children, like
brainwashed cult members, are unaware that their feelings are the result of
manipulation. If you try to explain that they have been brainwashed by
their other parent, they will probably resist listening to anything you have
to say about it. Instead, approach the topic by first talking about another
means of manipulation, and one not involving the children. For example,
you can discuss how advertisements induce people to focus selectively on
certain attributes and overlook others. This introduces the general idea of
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are older, you can decide for yourself what kind of food you think is best
to eat. But why do you think Daddy says these things about me? Do you
think he is really worried about your health, or do you think maybe he
says these things because he is still mad at Mom?”

When your children repeat something critical about you that they heard
from your ex, resist the temptation to immediately correct the distortion.
Instead, invite the children to judge for themselves. If necessary, help them
consider the evidence for and against the statement. And then help them fig-
ure out what might have motivated their other parent to say these things
about you. By engaging your children in this way, you encourage the virtue of
rationality and strengthen their ability to resist mental manipulation.

BRAINWASHING 101

Whether or not the procedures presented above are successful in prevent-
ing or overcoming alienation, an important aspect of helping children
caught in the middle of their parents’ battles is to educate them about
divorce poison. This can help children who have already recovered their
affectionate feelings cope with future exposures to divorce poison. And it
can help open the minds and hearts of children who are still alienated.

A reminder: Any of the following strategies for educating children
about brainwashing may be more effectively introduced through third
parties and through the indirect means described earlier. Also, it is best to
implement these strategies under the guidance of a therapist.

Victims of brainwashing—whether prisoners of war, members of cults,
or alienated children—do not recognize that they are brainwashed. If you
tell an alienated child that he is brainwashed, he will resent the implication
that his attitudes are not his own. He does not recognize that he is a puppet
controlled by the alienating parent. Indeed, a common feature of these chil-
dren is their insistence that they have arrived at their negative attitudes
about the target solely through their own independent judgment.

The key to recovering from divorce poison is to gain the insight that
one has been influenced by it. It will be easier for a child to grasp and
accept that he has been brainwashed if he understands and accepts the
possibility of such an occurrence. The first step, therefore, is to provide
general information about how people can influence our thoughts and
feelings. I reccommend doing this in a graduated fashion. Begin with situ-




GETTING PROFESSIONAL HELP 251

If you live in an area where no therapist is known for expertise in work-
ing with alienated children, choose someone who has general experience
in treating parent-child conflicts and who is willing to learn about effective
interventions with victims of divorce poison. Most therapists will make the
effort to learn through books and consultations with specialists in the field.

Therapists to Avoid

It is well known in the professional community that some therapists do
their clients more harm than good. When treating families in which
divorce poison is rampant, too many therapists take sides in the tribal
warfare and lose their objectivity. They meet with only one parent and
the alienated child, conclude that the child’s alienation is reasonable, and
never speak with the rejected parent to get the other side of the story.
Often these therapists have a poor understanding of the dynamics of
brainwashing and thus have a hard time believing that a child’s hatred
could be the result of manipulation. They will recklessly offer opinions to
the court about a parent they have never seen. They may write letters to
the judge recommending that a parent have no contact or only super-
vised contact with the child. In some cases they go so far as to diagnose a
parent they have never even met as a pedophile.

The best therapists judge their clients on the facts and not on precon-
ceived biases. It is usually a mistake to choose a therapist who has
worked extensively with your ex and your child without asking to meet
with you. How can a therapist expect to repair your child’s relationship
with you without seeing you or at least collaborating with your therapist?
The very fact that you were excluded from the work must raise a suspicion
of bias. The therapist knows you only through the eyes of your ex and
your child, and may have formed a negative first impression. This impres-
sion could make it more difficult for the therapist to see you from a neu-
tral perspective. You should consult your attorney prior to speaking and
visiting with a therapist whom you had no part in selecting. Depending
on a number of factors, such as the reputation of the therapist and the
history of the therapist’s involvement with opposing counsel, your attor-
ney may advise you to reject belated invitations to meet with the thera-
pist. Or, the attorney may first insist that both sides agree that the thera-
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pist’s feedback will play no role in litigation, neither in the form of
reports or testimony nor in information provided to others who might
use the information in their own reports or testimony.

Some therapists believe that children who reject a parent should be
allowed to withdraw from contact until they change their attitude. These
therapists hope that time and therapy alone will heal wounded relation-
ships. In most cases they will be disappointed. And so will you if you put
your hopes in such a therapist. Although research on treating alienated
children is still at an early stage, every published study to date has
reached the same conclusion: If a child’s alienation is unjustified, the
most reliable path to recovery is to get the child together with the target
parent. Unless there are compelling circumstances that require postpon-
ing contact, one aspect of the treatment plan should be to have the child
spend time with the rejected parent. If the therapist opposes this on prin-
ciple, he or she is not the best therapist for the job.

Another type of therapist to avoid is one who is biased against either
women or men. Even if the bias favors you, this type of bias compromises
the quality of the treatment. But be aware that sometimes a therapist’s
reputation for bias is undeserved. It is important to investigate the source
of the accusation, speak to the therapist about it, and give him or her a
chance to explain. You may learn that the therapist has helped many
mothers and many fathers. The allegations of bias may have originated
from one disgruntled parent who blames his problems on the therapist’s
alleged prejudice rather than accepting personal responsibility.

If allegations of abuse accompany alienation, avoid therapists who
believe that all such allegations must be true. You can recognize such
therapists by their opinions that “children never lie” or “where there’s
smoke, there’s fire.” Either they are unaware of the professional literature
in this area, or they have a personal ax to grind. Also, avoid any therapist
who tends to deny the reality of child abuse and assumes that all such
allegations are false.

The Selection Process

If you and your ex agree to seek professional help for the family, it is
important that both of you have a say in choosing the therapist. Recom-

mendations can come from your child’s pediatrician, school, a former or




	scan316.pdf
	scan317

