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This book does not contain legal, financial, or mental health advice. The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors. The information in this book is intended to furnish readers with general information on matters they may find to be of interest. The information contained herein is provided for general guidance and is not intended to replace or substitute for professional legal advice, consultation, or service.

All quotes attributed to our coaching clients are actual quotes. Names of clients have been changed to protect anonymity.

In the event of immediate domestic abuse or danger, call 911. For anonymous, confidential help in the United States, call the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 800-799-7233.
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To our clients, and to those out there who are
suffering and don’t even know what they’re
dealing with...yet.
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“When Your Ex Turns The Kids Against You is a must-have guide on how to recognize parental alienation, the ways it affects you and your family, plus steps for navigating the legal system to protect you and your children. I applaud Lisa and Chris for raising awareness about this poorly understood subject and for providing practical and invaluable guidance. Every parent should have a copy of this excellent book.”

—Charlie McCready,
Parental Alienation Coach

“If you’ve been living a nightmare like the title of this book, know that you’re not alone. Lisa Johnson and Chris Barry have “been there and gotten out” and can be your wise, gentle guides through this incredibly challenging time.”

—Dr. Christopher Willard,
Psychologist, Author, and Harvard Psychiatry Professor

“As someone who has both lived through this and counseled others, I know firsthand how invaluable Lisa and Chris’ guidance is. When Your Ex Turns the Kids Against You proves that knowledge is your superpower, offering compassionate, practical steps to protect yourself while navigating the pain of high-conflict divorce. This book has the power to save years of heartache, both personally and professionally.”

—Jessica Anne Pressler, LCSW

“This book is such a practical guide for one of the hardest parenting challenges—when your child starts pulling away because of an ex’s influence. Lisa & Chris take a painful, confusing experience and give you clear, step-by-step strategies to handle it. What I love most is that it’s not just theory or sympathy; it’s actual tools you can use right now. The book helps you know what to say, how to respond, and how to keep your relationship with your kids strong, even in a high-conflict co-parenting situation. If you’re dealing with parental alienation, this book is a lifeline.”

—Darlynn Childress, Parent Coach
Host, Become A Calm Mama Podcast

“Lisa and Chris have written another wonderful resource for parents going through a contentious divorce. They not only provide useful, practical tips for navigating the legal world of high-conflict divorce and custody battles, but also important guidance on how to navigate the challenging emotional situations that arise, with a keen focus on children’s emotional and developmental needs. With sensitivity and compassion, they provide guidance for parents on how to manage their own (understandable) reactions to best support their children (and ultimately themselves).”

—Jill Leibowitz, Psy.D., Clinical Psychologist
Author, The Untold Story of Itsy Bitsy Children’s Book Series

“As someone who works closely with children and families navigating high-conflict divorce, I see every day how devastating parental alienation can be. Been There Got Out: When Your Ex Turns the Kids Against You offers clear, compassionate, and practical guidance that validates parents’ experiences while centering the well-being of children. This book is an invaluable resource for families, professionals, and anyone seeking to understand and interrupt the cycle of alienation.”

—Adam Barta, LCSW-R, PC,
Head In The Right Direction Counseling Services

“This book is an important resource for anyone seeking to understand parental alienation in high-conflict custody dynamics. It breaks down the emotional and legal challenges families often face, offering insights that are both compassionate and deeply informative. A valuable contribution to the conversation, it sheds light on a controversial topic that deserves far more awareness and understanding.”

—Tyra Juliette Schwartz,
Author, The Sky is Red

“A vital, compassionate, and eye-opening guide that reveals how children are shaped by parental conflict. It offers the insight and tools needed to protect their emotional well-being.”

—Theresa Inman,
Board-Certified Behavior Analyst

“One of the greatest, often unspoken personal travesties of our time is when one parent alienates the other parent from their child’s life, either overtly or covertly, whether doing so emotionally, physically, or through weaponizing the court system. Lisa and Chris speak directly to this issue in ways that are helpful and enlightening to all who read. Their passion to help those who are enduring narcissistic abuse comes through in their new book, offering practical advice and solutions for those who are enduring it - all the while making it a fantastic resource for those who provide comfort and care for parents enduring this hardship. Their voice is so very needed in our world, and this book is so very welcome where victims of this abuse in our culture go largely unknown and unnoticed.”

—Jon McKenney, Coach and Author

“Consider this essential reading for any parent who feels their children are turning away from them. The holistic lens that Lisa and Chris take in this book—addressing the legal system, behaviors of the other parent, and the feelings of the children themselves—is critical in gaining an understanding of the complexity of this issue. The practical tools and strategies are straightforward and instrumental to preserving any parent’s relationship with their child.”

—AJ Gajjar,
Child Development Specialist,
Parenting and Trauma Consultant
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​FOREWORD
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When I first connected with Lisa Johnson and Chris Barry about a year ago, I was very pleased to hear about their good work with parents dealing with alienated children. While they are not officially professionals in the field of family law and family counseling, they have come up from the trenches and become expert coaches and educators instead. Based on their own divorce experiences, they can truly empathize with what parents are going through. But they have also done a lot of learning and research on what is really going on in this traumatic area of family life. The result is their ongoing work with individual parents and this powerful, sensitive, and highly informative book, Been There Got Out: When Your Ex Turns the Kids Against You.

As a family lawyer and therapist, I want to give you two key points for some additional context as you read this book. First, as a lawyer, I am glad that they mention “estrangement,” which is the term most often used when a child rejects a parent because of that parent’s own behavior (such as child abuse, domestic violence, or overwhelmingly emotional parenting).

I have handled many cases in and out of court where such abuse is occurring. In most of these cases, children do not reject either parent. On the other hand, “alienation” is the term commonly used when a child resists contact with one parent because of what the other parent (“favored parent”) says and does in relation to the “rejected parent.” Both abuse and alienation are real and serious family problems.

As you will read, this book is specifically about alienation and not about estrangement. But you should be aware that there are some people who deny that alienation exists, saying it is “junk science” and that there is no legitimate research on this subject. This is absolutely false. They say this because some parents and children have been harmed when true abuse has been disregarded as alienation. However, based on my three decades of experience with this subject as a lawyer, most professionals today (lawyers, therapists, judges, and mediators) agree that there is such a thing as “alienating behaviors” and there is a lot of good research now. (However, you should avoid using the term “parental alienation syndrome,” which is not widely accepted.) Reading this book will help you deal with alienating behaviors by your ex and is based on a lot of research.

Second, as a therapist and then as a lawyer, I learned about “personality disorders” in 1980, and this has been the focus of a lot of my work since then. I believe that most parents who engage in extreme alienating behaviors have personality disorders, which are generally repeated patterns of dysfunctional interpersonal behavior in close relationships that include emotional instability, impulsiveness, and distorted perceptions of themselves, others, and events. About ten percent of adults have personality disorders, and their patterns of behavior fit much of what Lisa and Chris talk about in this book. But you should generally avoid talking about “personality disorders” in court or with your ex. Instead, with professionals, focus on “concerning patterns of behavior” and describe specific behaviors that are undermining your relationship with your child or children. This book teaches a lot about those specific behaviors.

An important aspect of personality disorders is that people with them generally act impulsively out of their disorders rather than logically thinking through their actions. They also do not reflect on their own behavior and think about changing it. Instead, if they get negative feedback, they become highly defensive and more aggressive, not less. So when Lisa and Chris talk about such parents’ “intentional” behavior, it is not the same as your intentional behavior. It is not something that you (or even a judge) can successfully argue with or talk them out of. Instead, what is needed is setting limits and imposing consequences as soon as possible after alienating behaviors begin.

With those two points made, I want to encourage you to absorb the information you are about to read and follow the suggestions that Lisa and Chris make in this book. They have done an excellent job of providing knowledge combined with supportive comments that should help any parent in this difficult situation. The patterns of this problem are very predictable, and the solutions are as well. There is hope!

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

Director of Innovation at the High Conflict Institute

Author, Don’t Alienate the Kids and Splitting: Protecting Yourself While Divorcing Someone with Borderline or Narcissistic Personality Disorders
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No matter what you think of the other party, these children are one-half of each of you. Remember that, because every time you tell your child what an ‘idiot’ his father is, or what a ‘fool’ his mother is, you are telling the child half of him is bad.

—Minnesota Judge Michael Haas, in a 2001 ruling

When we began our work as high-conflict divorce, custody, and co-parenting strategists, we were focused on legal abuse – the consistent pattern of weaponization of the family court system by abusive personality types during and after the divorce and separation process. Legal abuse is the subject of our first book, Been There Got Out: Toxic Relationships, High-Conflict Divorce, and How to Stay Sane Under Insane Circumstances.

We quickly noticed another consistent, horrific pattern: the weaponization of children.

A former partner intentionally influencing your child to reject, fear, or severely distance themselves from you is “parental alienation.” We’ll get deeper into exactly what this means in the opening chapter.

There is nothing we see in our work that causes more pain for parents, and the damage done to children can have a lifelong impact. Toxic people are a nightmare to deal with in the family court system. They’ll make false accusations, hide money, refuse to cooperate with the process, and do anything to maintain the power and control that existed in the relationship. The worst is when they undermine your relationship with your children. They see kids just like they see money: both are part of the spoils of war and it’s a war that you must lose.

In our coaching practice, we deal exclusively with the abnormal. The people in our community suffer emotional abuse at a minimum, and in nearly every case, the root cause is some sort of mental health issue their partner has, most commonly narcissism, which, in technical psychology terms, is a “Cluster B” personality disorder.

We are not mental health professionals, so we don’t diagnose anyone, but the behaviors are remarkably consistent. Throughout this book, when we use words like narcissist or toxic, we’re describing patterns of behavior, not offering a diagnosis that you don’t need, won’t get, and wouldn’t help anyway.

It’s normal for separating partners to be angry and resentful toward each other, and few people can navigate the process without the kids sensing at least a bit of conflict. But most parents come to see how important it is not to put them in the middle. Most loving parents with at least a bit of emotional maturity settle down, start to think about the next chapter of their lives, and focus on figuring out how to co-parent as effectively as possible. Children take some lumps, but they can usually be OK in time.

Not so with the exes in our orbit. When your relationship with a toxic partner ends, they rarely just move on.

The Controversy Around Alienation:

“I think the misconception of alienation comes from the fear that when men face allegations of abuse, they deflect by claiming, ‘No, the children are only saying that I was abusive because their mom alienated them.’”

— Ashish Joshi, Attorney

If you have already begun to research alienation before picking up this book, you have probably seen how polarizing the topic is. There are several “experts” with large online followings who insist that parental alienation doesn’t even exist, despite all the evidence to the contrary.

We find this incredibly foolish, small-minded, and, worst of all, harmful to the parents who are living with alienation and desperately looking for help. Why would anyone deny that such a demonstrably real problem exists? The core issue is a misapplication of the concept in a family court system that lacks the sophistication to distinguish between valid cases of parental alienation and false accusations of it.

Toxic partners aren’t just abusive towards you; they’re inherently abusive and can be abusive towards anyone, including their kids. So, when you’re in a custody battle and filled with fear about how you’ll be able to protect your children post-separation, you may focus your legal narrative on how horrible your soon-to-be ex is and how the court needs to keep your kids safe.

This runs counter to the core value of the family court of wanting both parents to retain important roles in kids’ lives. And opposing counsel will pounce, leading to something we call the Protective Parent Spin Cycle, which we get into in Chapter 1.

When you claim that your ex is abusing your kids, but can’t definitively prove it, you open the door for the other side to falsely accuse you of alienation, often to devastating effect.

Chris had a brief glimpse of how deeply this dynamic has become entrenched in the legal system when he switched attorneys mid-divorce. In their first strategy session, his new lawyer asked whether Chris’ ex was accusing him of abuse. (She wasn’t.) The attorney said, “Well, if she does, we’ll just counter with parental alienation.”

This was years ago, and we hadn’t yet educated ourselves on this subject. Still, on some level, Chris felt terribly uneasy with this reflexive reaction from one of the most respected lawyers in his jurisdiction, who wasn’t even familiar with the details of the case yet.

Parental alienation can be a powerful weapon in the court system, and lawyers know it. To some, the objective validity of their argument is secondary to getting a win.

All of this leads to a legal environment where the entirely valid concept of parental alienation is regularly weaponized by abusers in the form of false claims that a protective parent is alienating the children, when all they’re really trying to do is keep their kids safe; they’re just going about it the wrong way.

Many movements are born from injustice. The anti-alienation people are justifiably angry at how alienation is weaponized, but their anger has taken them so far that they reject the entire concept, to the detriment of a huge group of parents who are dealing with real cases of alienation every single day.

What Lawyers Say

We interview attorneys all the time for our podcast and social media channels, and they are the ones working in the trenches of family court. Ashish Joshi, a domestic violence attorney specializing in alienation, told us that it is very common for someone being accused of alienation to bring in an expert who tries to challenge the whole theory, saying that it doesn’t have scientific support or enough empirical research. That in itself is false because there is an overwhelming amount of peer-reviewed research out there.

In one of his cases, the judge became frustrated with the back and forth about whether alienation exists. She asked the expert witness if alienation never happens—if there’s no such thing. The expert started to backtrack, saying it does happen in some situations. When questioned further, the expert admitted that sometimes parents do engage in behaviors that can cause harm to a child. The judge asked what those behaviors were and if they had been observed in a clinical setting. The expert admitted they had been, going on to describe the very same behaviors noted by psychologist, author, and pioneering parental alienation expert, Dr. Amy Baker, which we discuss throughout this book.

Our Advice to You

We didn’t come into this with any agenda. We care only about helping people deal with getting out of toxic relationships, especially in the legal system, and in navigating the treacherous waters of co-parenting with high-conflict exes. In our work, we’ve learned two critical lessons when it comes to parental alienation: First, no matter how alienation has been misapplied at times in someone else’s case, the undermining behavior we explore in this book is real, and it’s actually common in our community. We have seen it time and time again. Abuse isn’t a gender issue, a socioeconomic issue, or a geographical issue. People in any demographic group can have toxic personality disorders. This is a global problem that can affect anyone. Second, the concept of parental alienation can be a formidable weapon in family court, whether we like it or not. So, you better know what it is, you better be ready to defend yourself against false accusations of it, and you damn sure better not do it yourself, even accidentally.

In short, burying your head in the sand and dismissing parental alienation as some sort of fiction is asking for trouble and putting your children and yourself in serious jeopardy of a long list of very bad things. Your children and your relationship with them are at stake. You need to be laser-focused and grounded in reality.

Educating Yourself is the First Step

The absolute best thing you can do is to educate yourself. Surprisingly few therapists understand alienation, even when obvious symptoms are present. The same applies to parenting coordinators, custody evaluators, guardians ad litem, judges, and others who may have a significant role in your custody and co-parenting situation. So few lawyers understand the particulars of parental alienation to the degree needed to litigate it effectively when it’s happening, at least without help, that we refer to those who can as unicorns. If you’re going to be successful, you have two choices: find a unicorn, or be the unicorn.

We work with our clients to help them take strategic oversight of their cases. That doesn’t mean you go rogue on your attorney, but it does mean that you’re the one who must step up and fill in the gaps in their knowledge and expertise. The simple fact is that the court isn’t built to handle the nuances of cases involving alienation, and nobody’s going to change the system fast enough to make a difference in yours.

Practical, Actionable Advice

The fact that you’re holding this book is a great first step. Most of the credible information available on alienation consists of scholarly papers in the mental health sciences or technical legal publications…not the most accessible sources. If you’re about to be eaten by a bear, it’s not particularly helpful to learn about their habitat or mating habits. You need to know, right now, how to defend yourself against its attack.

In writing this book, as in all of our work, our goal is to give you actionable advice that you can use to help yourself if you’re dealing with alienation. It’s your Bear Attack Survival Guide, and it’s especially necessary because a lot of the park rangers around here will tell you that bears don’t exist.

We’ve curated our advice from extensive research, interviews with hundreds of experts—from family law attorneys to psychologists to custody evaluators—our personal experiences, and our case work with our clients. We give you an extensive set of tools and tips that you can put into action to make your situation better in real life if you’re unfortunate enough to be facing this terrible problem.

Let’s start right away with this tip: Don’t ever give up. Giving up on your relationship with your child becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, and is the one thing that has the greatest potential to hand a twisted victory to your ex.

Even the worst cases of alienation can be undone in time. It won’t be easy. It will almost certainly be a marathon. So you need a marathon mindset. And a plan.

Let’s get to it!





​CHAPTER 1

ALIENATION VS. ESTRANGEMENT
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“Our attachment systems are very rich. They don’t really fracture unless there’s a huge force put upon them.”

—Adam Barta, Social Worker

Kim’s Story

Kim’s parents separated when she was still in diapers, and her mother consistently portrayed her father as a “con artist and liar” who only showed interest when he needed something. Her dad struggled to support himself financially throughout his life and had been jailed intermittently for failing to pay child support.

Her mother remarried a man who blamed Kim for her mother’s unhappiness and stress. There was a lot of back-and-forth in the legal system between her parents, and every time court stuff came up, her stepfather would lash out at Kim. Whenever she’d visit her dad, she’d come home to some kind of retribution, often her stepdad berating her, “You’re just like your father.”

When she was twelve, Kim discovered a stack of documents related to her parents’ extensive legal wrangling. She had no clue what they meant, but it had become clear that any remaining connection she had with her father was causing distress in her mother’s home. Not long afterward, Kim was called into the judge’s chambers during yet another court appearance. When asked about her preference regarding visitation with her dad, she replied that she would “do anything to make my mother stop crying.”

Her father got the message; shortly after, he signed away his parental rights, which relieved him of child support obligations but barred him from seeing Kim legally until she turned eighteen.

Despite the agreement, she would occasionally catch glimpses of him showing up at the school bus stop, which confused her. Afraid of what might happen, Kim would stay on the bus for an extra stop when she saw her father there. Kim’s grandmother on her dad’s side tried to initiate a reconciliation and would sometimes invite Kim over to her house. But when her father showed up, Kim was torn—she knew her mother would be furious if she developed any relationship with her dad.

He’d tried contacting her when she was in college. As an adult, on her birthday, she would sometimes find flowers on her car windshield that she knew were from him.

Starting in high school, every guy Kim dated was older. She now understands that she was looking for her father in a partner. She ended up marrying a man whose most compelling attribute was making her feel safe. When Kim was in her early thirties, her husband got a call that her father was dying. If she wanted to see him, it would have to happen immediately. As her husband drove her into the hospital parking lot, the thought in Kim’s mind was her mother’s words: “Dad only wants you when he needs something.” She could not bring herself to go inside and face him, and shortly thereafter, her father died. She has

















	The negative messages from your ex to your children are frequent, consistent, and chronic, versus occasional. Divorce is a time of intense emotions. It’s normal for a parent to take a while to learn how to shield a child from the anger or resentment you’re feeling towards your ex. Ongoing negativity over time is a different story. This is about patterns, not isolated incidents.

	Your child’s negativity is directed only at you, not at both you and your ex. They have a distorted idea that you are evil, dangerous, or undeserving of their love or attention, while their relationship with your ex is largely unaffected.

	What your child says or does is not reflective of their typical developmental stage. When they use language or express a view that doesn’t sound like their own, it’s quite likely that your ex planted it in their head.

	Your child’s response is not justified by anything you’ve done, past or present. If your relationship was good before things got bad with your ex, and you didn’t do anything terrible, the natural bond you have with your child should rule the day…unless there’s something else going on.











	Sending poisonous messages about you. This is a big one. It covers all the signals your ex is sending to your children, whether they snicker derisively at your comment in a child’s therapy session, assure the kids that they can always call if they “don’t feel safe” with you, or plant seeds of doubt by saying something like, “I hope Dad comes to your game; I know he’s busy with his new girlfriend.”







	Interfering with contact and communication. This is anything they do that impedes your ability to have an independent, healthy parenting relationship with your kids, including:





	Erasing and replacing. Toxic exes often attempt to rewrite history to make your child feel like you were never as loving or involved as you really were. They’ll try to minimize your role in your child’s life. This includes trying to change a child’s name during a divorce, or encouraging them to call their new partner some version of Mom or Dad.



	Encouraging a child to betray your trust. Your ex may interrogate your child about what goes on during their time with you or encourage them to spy and report back, which puts intense strain on your relationship by putting them in the middle. When kids betray you as little spies, your ex rewards them emotionally. One of our client’s teenage daughters would eavesdrop on her mom’s phone conversations and relay details to her father. When our client asked why, her candid answer was, “It’s the only way I can get Dad to pay attention to me.”

	Undermining your authority. Ever notice how your ex acts like they are in charge? Alienating parents will make children feel that they’re the only parent whose rules matter, no matter whose parenting time it is. A child experiencing this may say things like, “I need to check with Mom,” or “Dad says I can’t have donuts on Sunday mornings anymore.”

	Fostering dependence in your child. One of our most important roles as parents is to teach our kids how to live in the world without us, to help them become self-sufficient. A toxic parent often wants the opposite. 










	“You do not exist.”

	“I wish you were not my father or my mother.”

	“I wish you were dead.”








	A toxic parent neglects or abuses a child.

	The protective parent responds strongly (who among us wouldn’t?) and does whatever they believe they have to do to make it stop, including reporting to CPS (Child Protective Services) or the police, filing emergency motions, or, maybe in violation of custody orders, refusing to send the child to the abuser.

	Investigations by authorities fail to produce proof of the abuse—remember what we just said about how hard it is for professionals to figure out who’s telling the truth?

	When things aren’t crystal clear, the case gets closed with a status of unfounded, which does not necessarily mean proven false, but rather, we don’t have enough to say for sure.

	Regardless, the abusive parent and their aggressive attorney strut into court and say, “SEE? You made all of these allegations up! I was proven to have done nothing wrong! You’re just bitter and vindictive, and you’re the reason the kids don’t want to see me—that’s parental alienation, and I deserve full custody!”













	Get the best co-parenting arrangement you possibly can in light of your ex’s alienating behaviors while avoiding the Protective Parent Spin Cycle, whether or not alienation is part of your narrative in court.

	Insulate yourself against their false claims that you’re alienating the kids from them.

	Protect your relationships with your children against your ex’s insidious campaign to destroy them.






	Looking at the criteria for distinguishing alienation from estrangement, what evidence do you have that your child’s rejection is being imposed by your ex rather than stemming organically from your relationship? (Consider the frequency of negative messages, whether they are directed only at you, and whether your child’s responses match their developmental stage.)

	Before your separation, what was the quality of your relationship with your child? (Think about moments which highlight your relationship, involvement, and positive interactions that demonstrate this rejection represents a significant change from the way things were before things soured with your ex.)

	Which of the six alienation factors (poisonous messages, interfering with contact, erasing/replacing, encouraging betrayal, undermining authority, fostering dependence) do you recognize in your situation? Choose the most prominent one and identify three specific examples that demonstrate this pattern of behavior.
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