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HIGH CONFLICT 
DIVORCE IS A 

DISPUTE 
CHARACTERIZED 

BY:

LACK OF TRUST BETWEEN THE PARTIES 

REPETITIVE LITIGATION

EXTREME RIGID THINKING PATTERNS

LOSS OF PERSPECTIVE LEAVES CHILDREN
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ONE OR BOTH PARTIES USE POWER OR 
CONTROL TO ADVANCE THEIR POSITION 
WITH LITTLE TO NO REGARD OF THE RISKS 
OR IMPACT ON THE CHILD.

Ramsey (2001)



HIGH 
CONFLICT 
DIVORCE IS 

ALS0:

LˁONG LASTING CONFLICT

HˁOSTILITY

BˁLAME

CˁRITICISM

IˁNABILITY TO TAKE 

RESPONSIBILITY

DˁOMESTIC VIOLENCE IS LIKELY

(ˁAnderson etal. 2010)



CULTURE OF BLAME

FAMILY CULTURE

CˁULTURE OF BLAME IN THE

FAMILY SYSTEM

FAMILY COURT CULTURE

AˁDVERSARIAL SYSTEM
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BLAME OF INDIVIDUALS FOR 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS
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EXTENDED FAMILY åWHO HOLDS THE POWER AND WHICH SIDE ARE YOU 
ON?

ATTEMPTS TO SWAY THE THERAPIST INTO ALIGNMENT

ATTEMPTS TO SWAY THE ATTORNEY INTO ALIGNMENT

ATTORNEYS FOR PARENTS ARE IN ALIGNMENT WITH THEIR CLIENTS åWE 
CAN HELP WITH THAT



PARENTAL 
ALIENATION:

Pˁ6/ +67>-íN NPMB@5 ">>7"@+/ W7P6 B@/ 

PARENT

AND REJECTION OF A RELATIONSHIP WITH     

THE OTHER

PARENT WITHOUT LEGITIMATE 

JUSTIFICATION.

(Bernet, 2010)



3 TYPES OF ALIENATORS:

NˁAIVE ALIENATORS (UNAWARE) åoccasional slips in alienating behaviors 
but catches it, stops it, apologizes for it

ACTIVE ALIENATORS å(AWARE) åactively trying to turn child against the

parent to achieve the WIN!

OBSESSED ALIENATORS åÝ"W"M/ "@- -B@íP +"M/ÓÞ      Wszi ^gg¯«^®s~|«    
launched & child is told to lie about the other parent or risk losing their sense of 
safety.  Can include sexual abuse allegations.



PARENTIFICATION

CˁHILD EXHIBITS:

UˁNCARING

Iˁ NEVER WANT TO SEE _______________ AGAIN!

Aˁ STRONG NEED TO PROTECT _________________ FROM ____________________.

KˁNOWS TOO MUCH ABOUT ADULT PROBLEMS

AˁPPEARS VERY MATURE BUT ACTUALLY VERY IMMATURE

Vˁ/MY "@5MY "@- WB@íP >/P QJ

RˁEFUSED TO BELIEVE THE RELATIONSHIP WAS EVER EVEN SLIGHTLY GOOD



AUTHORITATIVE
PARENT 

EˁXPLAINS

RˁATIONALIZES

RˁEASONS

SˁETS HEALTHY LIMITS

FˁLEXIBLE
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ˁ MENTAL HEALTH

RˁELATES



AUTHORITARIAN
PARENTING

EˁXTREMELY STRICT

PˁSYCHOLOGICAL CONTROL

HˁI EXPECTATIONS OF CHILD

LˁITTLE OR NO FOCUS ON CHILD

UˁNAWARE OF SAFETY NEEDS

FˁOCUS ON OBEDIENCE

FˁOCUS ON DISCIPLINE

FˁOCUS ON CONTROL

NˁOT FOCUSED ON NURTURING



WITH ALL 
THIS IN 

?7@-Ò ?Y 
ORDER

ˁ 3. Beth M. Hughes shall direct the course of the 

treatment process.  The parties, if requested, shall 

participate in that process.  Missed/late arrival 

appointments will be reported to the Guardian ad litem 

and/or Court.  The WV DHHR and/or foster care agency 

having legal custody of child shall cause to  have executed 

HIPPA/medical release(s) to permit Beth M. Hughes to 

discuss this matter with prior providers of mental health 

services to the child or children. 

ˁ 4. Records of any child under the age of eighteen 

(18) SHALL NOT be disclosed or distributed to the 

parties, nor be subject to subpoena.  For purposes of this 

Order, ñrecordsò shall include art product of play therapy 

sessions, therapy notes or confidential communication 

work product.



ASSESSMENT

IˁNTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA

LˁEVEL OF WARMTH IN RELATIONSHIP BEFORE THE SEPARATION
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IˁNTERVIEW EVERYBODY

NˁOTE THE PHRASING IN LANGUAGE PATTERNS OF ADULTS/CHILD



INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA

Iˁntergenerational traumaðsometimes referred to as transgenerational traumaðis a term that is 

used to describe the impact of a traumatic experience, not only on one generation, but on 

subsequent generations after the event. Intergenerational trauma is a term that is often not 

talked about, resulting in a lasting impact on later generations. The intergenerational 

transmission from trauma can come about due to unawareness of the impact, but also the 

stigma that may be related to getting treatment for mental health concerns.

Aˁny family can be impacted by intergenerational trauma. Traumatic events that may lead to 

intergenerational trauma include parental incarceration, divorce, alcohol use disorder, domestic 

violence, child abuse (e.g. sexual, physical, or emotional), or natural disasters



ASSESSMENT
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1.  IS THERE A READILY IDENTIFIABLE REASON FOR THE STRAINED CONTACT?
SUCH AS VIOLENCE, MALTREATMENT, POOR PARENTING?

2. DO THE ALLEGATIONS OF ABUSE APPEAR TO BE FALSE OR HIGHLY 
EXAGGERATED?

3. DOES THE CHILD PROCLAIM A TOTAL ABSENCE OF LOVE, AFFECTION, OR 
POSITIVE FEELINGS FOR THE REJECTED PARENT?



BEHAVIORS 
OF THE 

FAVORED 
PARENT:

VˁERY RIGID THINKING PATTERNS:

CˁHILD HAS A RIGHT TO MAKE DECISIONS ABOUT 
VISITS

"ˁ+PN "N 74 P6/ MJ @/V/M M/">>Y ?"PP/M/-Ò BM 
EVEN EXISTED
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OF RP ARE REMOVED

SˁENDS CHILD EXPLICIT & IMPLICIT MESSAGES.. WE 
-B@íP P">= "*BQP 67?Û6/M

CˁAUSES CHILD TO FEEL LEFT OUT OF ACTIVITIES 
WHILE VISITING WITH RP

IˁNTERROGATES THE CHILD AFTER VISITS

RˁEFUSES TO GIVE THE CHILD CARDS/GIFTS/PHONE 
MESSAGES FROM RP

EˁXAGGERATES THE WRONG-DOINGS OF THE RP

IˁNSTILLS FEAR OF THE RP



BEHAVIORS 
OF THE 

REJECTED 
PARENT:

RˁIGID IN THEIR RESPONSE TO THE FP:

DˁOUBLES DOWN HARSHLY ON CORRECTING THE FP 
INFLUENCE

+ˁ"@íP NP"@- P6/7M "QP6BM7PY BV/M P6/ +67>- 
BEING CHALLENGED

CˁAN BECOME AVOIDANT WITH CHILD åGIVING THE 
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LˁOSES THEIR ROLE AS MATURE PARENT, CAN BECOME 
MORE IMMATURE THAN CHILD

>ˁBN/N /?J"P6Y 4BM P6/ +67>- */+"QN/ +"@íP 
STOP BLAMING THE FP

LˁOSS OF EMPATHY LIKELY RESULTS IN EMBARRASSING 
THE CHILD IN PUBLIC

TˁRIES TO MAKE THE CHILD FEEL GUILTY

TˁRIES TO FORCE THE CHILD TO VISIT

VˁENTS THEIR HATRED OF THE FP TO THE CHILD 



BEHAVIORS 
OF THE 

CHILD

ˁCHILD BECOMES RIGID IN THEIR BELIEFS AND BEHAVIORS 
TOO

ˁCHILD FEELS PERSECUTED BY THE RP

SˁEES FP AS ALL GOOD AND RP AS ALL BAD

ˁ

WILL STATE NO MEMORIES OF ANY GOOD TIMES WITH RP

PˁSYCHOSOMATIC COMPLAINTS JUST BEFORE VISIT WITH 
RP TO OCCUR
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ˁGIVES NO CREDIT FOR ANYTHING POSITIVE RP DID IN 
+67>-íN >74/

ˁWHEN CHALLENGED WITH DISCREPANCY OF THEIR 
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AGENDA

KˁNOWS WAY TOO MUCH ADULT INFORMATION



STATEMENTS OF CHILD:
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PARENT 
QUESTIONAIRE

TRAUMA 
CHECKLIST 



ASSESSMENT IS KEY

AGE OF CHILD

8ˁ-15 YEAR OLDS åMOST 

VULNERABLE TO STAY 

ALIGNED WITH FP AND 

DEMONIZE RP

ˁ

GENDER OF CHILD

BˁOYS EXHIBIT HIGHER 

ANGER PROBLEMS å

ESPECIALLY WHEN REJECTED 

BY THEIR FATHERS

BˁOYS & GIRLS COMPENSATE 

FOR THEIR LOSS OF 

ATTACHMENT EQUALLY



ASSESSMENT

LOOK FOR HOW 
FAMILY HAS 
HANDLED 

STRESSORS IN THE 
PAST

LOOK FOR 
STRENGTHS 

LOOK FOR 
J"M/@PNí +B@+/JP 

OF RESILIENCY?

LOOK AT THE 
+67>-íN V7/W B4 
THE IMPORTANT 
PEOPLE IN THEIR 

LIFE

ESTABLISH A TIME-
LINE IN PLAY 

THERAPY SESSION 
WITH THE CHILD



ROLE OF THE PLAY 
THERAPIST



DOMAINS OF  PLAY THERAPY THEORY
IN HIGH CONFLICT DIVORCE

ADLERIAN ATTACHMENT TRAUMA



GOALS OF 
TREATMENT IN 

HCD

ESTABLISH SAFETY.. AND BE 
M/"-YÒP67N W7>> */ 6"M-

IDENTIFY, EXPLORE, AND COPE 
WITH DIFFICULT FEELINGS

DEVELOP PRACTICAL COPING 
SKILLS AND SAFETY PLAN

VOICE THEIR EXPERIENCES



ROLE OF 
+67>-íN 
LAWYER
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NˁEEDS

VˁIEWS

RˁIGHTS

IˁNTERESTS

ARE CONSIDERED IN DECISIONS MADE ABOUT 

THEIR CUSTODY AND ACCESS/PARENTING

ADVOCATING FOR THE CHILD

LEGALLY TREAT THE CHILD AS THEY WOULD AN

ADULT



THE PERFECT STORM

AUTHORITARIAN 
PARENT (DAD IN 

THIS CASE)

CAUSES MOM TO 
BE OVERLY 

NURTURING

CHILDREN ARE 
BOYS å

PREADOLSCENT

BATTLING IN 
COURT OVER TWO 

YEARS

PARENTIFICATION
ATTORNEYS 

ALIGNED WITH 
PARENTS

INFIDELITY IS 
STATED CAUSE OF 

DIVORCE

ENMESHED FAMILY 
SYSTEM
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50/50 SPLITS
SUDDEN JOB 

LOSS
ROLE REVERSALS

INFIDELITY PARENTIFICATION



ROLE OF THE PLAY THERAPIST
TO CHALLENGE OR NOT TO CHALLENGE???
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but reinforcing or supporting a child who is articulating their 
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role as nonchallenging and therapeutic is probably ADDING to 
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TREATMENT TIME!



LETTER FROM A CHILD OF DIVORCE



POWERFUL STATEMENTS

IˁS THERE ANYTHING YOU ARE SUPPOSED TO REMEMBER TO TELL 
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PLAY THERAPY 
TECHNIQUES

MIRROR DRAW

AIR FILTER

DIVORCE GAMES

BIBLIOTHERAPY



FROM 
TRAUMA TO 
RESILIENCY


