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Alienation is just one 
piece of the puzzle:

Understanding and responding
to the needs of 

the polarized child



If you had 45 minutes 
in front of an international, 

skilled and highly esteemed audience 
of family law professionals, 

what one point would you make?

Email me: 
bdgarberphd@FamilyLawConsulting.org



Beware the binary!
Either-or questions are 

misleading and likely to do harm



A healthy and adaptive family’s job is 
to gradually move a child toward 

autonomy



“All Dressed Up and Nowhere to Go” © 09.14.2021 B.D. Garber, Ph.D.
Association of Family and Conciliation Courts www.FamilyLawConsulting.org

Unfortunately, that path is 
seldom smooth





Adult conflict 
(regardless of marriage) 

can compromise 
a child’s 

experience of 

FEELING 
HELD



“… chronic exposure to poorly 
managed interparental conflict

is a known risk to children’s 
psychological development.”

Harman, J. J., Warshak, R. A., Lorandos, D., & Florian, M. J. (2022, June 2). Developmental Psychology and the Scientific
Status of Parental Alienation. Developmental Psychology. Advance online publication.





Jean Clinton, M.D.
AFCC 2012  Annual Convention (Third Plenary)

Chicago, Illinois

“Infants are born 
premature… 

what they need is 
an external 

womb.”



Healthy development occurs in the context of 
FEELING HELD





Schore, A. and McIntosh, J. (2011), FAMILY LAW AND THE NEUROSCIENCE OF 
ATTACHMENT, PART I. Family Court Review, 49: 501–512.

The 
caregivers’ most 
important 
job is to 
CONTAIN
the child’s 
needs, 
impulses and 
physical states. 
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Co-parental 
conflict can 

compromise a 
child’s 

experience of 
holding



Triangulated
amidst adult conflict, 

she must 
find a way 

to win nurturance.

Attention
Affection

Acceptance



The triangulated child 
is naturally driven to find a 

way to feel held.

Adaptation

Fit



FIT 
is a function 

of a 
system, 

not an individual.



A DYNAMIC 
is a pattern of 

thoughts, feelings 
and/or behaviors 

that occurs 
BETWEEN

persons



A DIAGNOSIS
is a categorization of 
a pattern of thoughts, 

feelings, and/or 
behaviors

that occurs 
WITHIN 

an individual



MMPI-3
WAIS
Rorschach
CAPI

A DIAGNOSIS
often relies 

at least 
in part on 
individual 

psychometric 
assessment 
instruments

(“tests”)Garber, B.D., Simon, R.A., Individual Adult Psychometric Testing and Child Custody Evaluations: If the Shoe 
Doesn’t Fit, Don’t Wear It, JAAML, Vol. 30, No. 2 (2018).

cf., Rappaport, S.R., Gould, J.W., Dale, M.D., Psychological Testing Can Be of Significant Value in Child Custody 
Evaluations: Don’t Buy the “Anti-Testing, Anti-Individual, Pro-Family Systems” Woozle, 30 JAAMLNo. 2 (2018).



DIAGNOSES
are collected in 

consensually endorsed 
nosologies

(the use of which is 
strongly reinforced by 

third party payors)



Major Depression
DSM5 296.20

ICD-10-CM F32.1



Dissociative Identity 
Disorder

DSM-5 300.14 
ICD-10 CM F44.81



Alcohol Use Disorder
DSM-5 303.90 

ICD-10 CM F10.20



There is no clear connection 
between adult diagnoses 

and the 
best interests 

of a 
particular 

child.



Our brains
(and therefore, our 
courts) default to 
linear, 
sequential, 
logical 
thinking

If/then
Cause/effect

Guilt/innocence
Victim/perpetrator

Good guy/bad guy



Family
dynamics
are not linear 
or logical



We must reject linear 
thinking and a 

pathology-focused 
approach in favor of 

systemic understanding 
and a strengths-based 

approach
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The chameleon child

Quoting a 16 year old girl involved in her parents’ custody litigation : 
Smart, C. (2002). From children’s shoes to children’s voices. Family Court Review, 40, 297-306.

“I’m a different 
person at a 

different house.”

Garber, Benjamin D. (2014). The chameleon child: 
Children as actors in the high conflict divorce drama. Journal of Child Custody, 11, 1-16.



The chameleon child

The false self 
speaks up in the 
interest of FIT



Polarization

The polarized child has 
resolved her loyalty bind 

by picking sides.
She aligns with parent A 
and resists or refuses 
contact with Parent B.

Parent A
Parent B



Resist-Refuse 
Dynamics (RRD)

We must not be 
misled by simple 
either/or binary 

solutions.

Understanding and 
responding to RRD 

requires a 
comprehensive 

assessment of all the 
dynamics at play.



Enmeshment
A developmentally-

and culturally-
inappropriate corruption 

of the boundaries between 
parent and child that 

works against the child’s 
drive toward autonomy.



Enmeshment:
Adultification

The child is 
enlisted as the 
parent’s confidant, 
ally, co-conspirator, 
friend, or peer



Enmeshment:
Parentification

The child is 
enlisted as the 

parent’s caregiver, 
responsible for 

medication 
management, 

sobriety, diet, and 
safety



Enmeshment:
Spousification
The child is vested 

with adult 
intimacies = 

grooming for sexual 
abuse?



Enmeshment:
Infantilization

The child is 
inhibited from 
developing by a 

parent who needs 
to feel needed



Estrangement

The child resists 
contact with a parent 

for objectively 
justifiable 

(direct or vicarious)
reasons



Alienation

The child resists or refuses 
contact with Parent B 
due at least in part to 

exposure to 
Parent A’s (and her allies’) 

unwarranted negative words, 
actions, and expressed 

emotions about Parent B.



Asking
“Is this alienation?”

Induces bias and invites 
linear thinking



Instead, we must be 
prepared to ask,

“Which among many possible 
dynamics are co-occurring in 
this unique family system?”



The answer is never binary



The QUERY GRID
Emotion Categories (columns)

C
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Garber, Benjamin D. (2007). Developing a structured interview tool for children embroiled in family litigation and 
forensic mental health services: The Query Grid. Journal of Forensic Psychology Practice, 7(1), 1-18.



The sequence of responses may suggest 
areas of relative comfort and avoidance

I’m happy 
when dad 
reads me 
bedtime 
stories.

I’m mad at 
dad’s when I 
have to go to 

moms.

I’m  scared 
when dad is 

drinking.

I’m sad  when 
dad’s away on 

business.

I’m mad at 
school when I 
have to go to 

the principal’s.

I’m sad at 
school when I  
Mitchell beats 

me up.

I’m scared at 
school when 
… Mitchell 
chases me

I’m mad at 
mom’s when  
she grounds 

me.

I’m sad when 
my mom yells 

at my dad.

I’m happy at 
home with 

mom when my 
friends come 

over.

I’m happy at 
school when I 
can go out to 

recess.

I’m scared at 
mom’s … 

almost all the 
time.



Our job is to understand how 
the pieces fit together



And to create 
community, 
therapeutic, 

and 
adjudicatory 

structures that 
“hold” 

the child



Professionals must collaborate
(not be siloed)



The first step 
is self-care



Consult. Consult. Consult.

Benjamin D. Garber, Ph.D. AFCC Pre-Conference Institute 
HealthyParent.com June 1, 2016  Seattle, WA



DSM 5: 300.14 Dissociative Identity Disorder



bdgarberphd@FamilyLawConsulting.org
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