What OF ALBERTA’S who stood up ¢

noonetatks || DIRFYOILYE™) 5;':5‘;'“’“1'; MASTERPIECE

about r44 i 1

| o THE LOSS OF EXCLUSIVE '
LOWR yOUR PARENTS: IHEMNIHE = oner F :
i L. F’

THE INSIDE
STORY OF THE
BERNIER SCANDAI.

By Paul Wells p15

2595 PM 40070230 B I.,I.-i';l.".'l

| TOXIC DIVORCE P12




MACLEAN'S JUME 16 '02

-
]

‘Years later, the girl found a drawer full of
plane tickets the father she’'d been told

had never wanted to see her had sent’

KEN MACQUEEN TALKS TO RICHARD WARSHAK ABOUT CHILDREN WHO
HAVE BEEN BRAINWASHED BY ONE PARENT INTO HATING THE OTHER

Can the courts tell someone who to love? They
st try, decided Ontario Superior Court Judge
Jumes Twrnbaldl, @ recent ruling involving
the case of "L.5." a 13-pear-old boy spstematic-
ally braimwastied by his father to hate his neother,
“Parental alienation is o dificelt ssee increas-
ingly faced by the conrts,” said Ternbadl, In a
bold move, he gramted the motier sole custody
af fer estranged son, The ruling oives her the
right to trinsport lim—against his will, i neces-
sary—for treatnent to cownteract years of “sulitle
emotional abmse" iy herev-hsband. Trnbull
Dased el of Yeis ruling on tle testivony of
Dallas-based clinical psychologist Richard
Warshak. LS. and his mother will participate
in a four-day program Warsialk helped devise
fo eotenteract sch alienation, Warshal iz ihe
anthor of Divorce Poison: Protecting the
Parent-Child Bond From a Vindicrive Ex.

Explain parental alienation.

A: What [ call divorce
poison are the things par-
emts do that undermine the
relationship with the other
parent. It can range from
aceasional badmourhing 1o a vicious cam-
paign to remove the parent from the child's
life. When children succumb to this kind of
negative influence they begin to trear the
ather parent with contermpt, or with fear, The
term that I've come to use is pathological
alienation because I want to distinguish this
problen from situations where a child has
gumi FEASON 10 reject a [rareant.

Q: Is pathologival alicnation an act of love,
araffatred toward the children?

Az T do think this is the most under-recog-
nized form of emotional abuse toward chil-
dren. What happens is parents who do this
are so caught up in their emotions that they
lose sight of their children's needs. They don't
deliberately intend to hurt their children.
The children are just collateral damage.

Q: Cae yore give exanples from your experi-
enrce of how this brafmeashing is done?

A: Ie usually begins with a theme: "Your
mom leftus " Or, “Your dad goes on business
trips beeauvse he doesn't care abour us.” The
parent’s love for the child is put in question:

*She never really wanted you.” Sometimes a

parent’s past miscales are exaggeraced, Other
times entire episodes are manufacrured o
malke the parent look bad to the ¢hild.

Q: That's particularly evil,

Az In some cases, children’s memories of
the good things that were done are wiped
out, so they don't remember that the parent
wis present at an important event, Even
though the parent has picrures to prove it,
the child’s negative view is so fixed that they
discount the evidence. Attempts by the re-
jected parent to reach the child, such as gifts
and eards, are withheld. Inone case a girl was
told thatif her father really wanted to see her
he would have sent money for airfare, A few
years later the girl found a drawer full of plane
tickets that the father had purchased and sent
and the mother had hidden. Inanother case
awoman who was in her 308 reconciled with

her father after her mother died. She told
him she could never get over the fact that he
didn’t provide money for her to attend col-
lege. So he pulled our his cancelled cheques
thar amounted to four years of twition that
he had sent to the mother but the girl had
OEVET SCLT,

Q: You say in youwr book that refected par-
ents sometimes contribute to their victimiza-
tion by smrainitaindng a stofc silence ov fust by
vefising to indrelee in a similarsort of slander
about their ex-sponse. It5 not alwvays o good
idea to remain passive?

A: It's not a good idea to remain passive,
Certainly it's nota pood idea to react by doing
your own badmouthing. The single biggest
mistake that parents and the professionals
who advise them make is to do nothing. This
leaves children with no help or understand-
ing of what is at best a confusing sicuation, In
any other situation when children misper-
ceive reality we help correct their distortions.
1T children act hatefully toward people of
another race or religion we teach the import-
ance of judging people fairly and treating
them with dignity. This is no less essential
when the targets of animosity are parents and
other relatives,

Q: What is the price children pay for writ-
ing off ore of their parents?

A: The most serious consequence is the
loss of the parent and sometimes the loss of
half their family. It's not uncomman for these
children to reject not only the parent but
anyone associated with that parent, It's com-
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mon knowledge when you have problems
with your parents it handicaps vour furure
relationships, In additdon to that, though,
there is long-term damage to the child’s per
sonality and character, As adults they suffer
low self-esteem. Some children feel very guilty
for having mistreated the other parent. These
are the children who've come o understand
what has happened o them,

Q: It's a matter of public record that you
recently testified inan Outario Superior Court
case in whiely @ 13-pear-old oy was fiudged to
have been systematically braimwashed by his
father. What prompted yorr intervention?

Az I'm sorry bur 1 ean’t speak abour any
cast in which I've been involved, even ifit is
a matter of public record,

Q: Can you dell me if i is unwesual for you
v destify i conrt in these sitwations?

A: Most of my time is spent doing my
research, writing and helping families in my
office, 1 ger many, many requests to testify
in cases. Most of these [ turn down. When |
do offer testimony, | do my best to educare
the court about the nature of the problem
andl the options available to remedy ir.

Q: In thiis case, Judoe Tirnbud] scemed im-
prressed by your proposed remedy. His ruling
catsed @ bit of a seiv in Ontario. He ordered
this bay be flown, against his will if necessary,
to this program you helped design, the Family
Workshop for Alfenaced Children. Wonld thay
be an wnnswal rling?

It's becoming more com-
mon as the courts learn
about the damage 1o chil-
dren in the present and on.
Particularly when judges
learn they hold the power
to help the family, judges are more willing to
tell kids that they don't pet 1o choose their
parents justas they don't get to vote or drink
alcohiol. Not only do the kids have to stop
acting like entitled adules, the judges rell the
grown-ups o stop acting like kids.
Q: A newspaper report of that case calls the

program “a facility that deprograms children.”

15 that how vou wonld describe it?

A: Not arall, This isa gross misconception
of the work we do. Our program teaches chil-
dren how 10 stay out of the middle of adult
conflicts, and how to maintain a compassion-
ate view toward cach parent. We teach chil-
dren to think critically. When children learn
how to see a problem from different perspec-
tives they usually begin to heal their relarion-
ship withour having 1o acknowledge that they
had been treating the parent with contempt
and without having to apologize for it. They
begin relating in a more positive way.

OQ: Yer ! nnderstand that, to varping degrees,
childdren can be foreed to attend, either I.ru'nrugfr
a court order or by being physically escorted

to the sworkshop, This is after the courts have
alveady said they're going to make them live
with a parent they've already rejected. 1t sonnds
like a recipe for disaster,

ArAgnin, whae we have going for us is thar
the child really has an underlying wish to get
out of this bind. 1 should clarify that often it
is not the judge who orders the child w atend
the workshop. Rather, the judge awards deci-
sion-making authority 1o the rejected parent
who may then choose to enrol the child in
the program, just as the parent is free to make
other decisions regarding the child’s health
and educarion. Our program is designed to
jump-start the reconciliation and offer o safe
way to contain a child's ansdety and conflict.
It’s a misconception that the children are
restrained, Mo child has been brought to me
in restraings, and [ would never work with a
child under such conditions. They are often-
times lectured by the judze abour the neces-
sity that they repair the damaged relation-
ship. Once they understand they no longer
hold a power thar they should have never
been given in the first place it's remarkalble
how much they co-operate.

Q: A newspaper editorial on the Ontario
case calls s “judicial reacling on a pargan-
tieaie seale," and says “ft has the potential to
canse further harn.” How do you respond?

Az Again, T won't discuss any specific case
but the courts sometimes have 1o make dif-
ficult decisions. In another context, a court
would not allow a child to live with the con.
sequences of a major life decision made at
such a young age, and under emotional dis-
tress. For instance, physically abused children
will commonly plead with authorities ro allow
them to remain in the abusive home. But
despite their protests, we protect children
from abuse in the interest of safeguarding
their long-term needs, If children refuse w
attend school or seck necessary medical treat-
ment, it is considered perfectly approprinee
to require them o comply.

Q: How long does a workshop last?

A:The initial phase lasts four days in terms
ol our worlk with the child ancd the rejecred
parent. This seems kind of rapid.

Q: I'll say.

Az Traditional attempts to help this prob-
lem usually involve weekly therapy sessions,
And after two years the therapist decides the
treatment has been a failure, ar which point
the child is even older and ic's more difficule
to reverse the problem. When divorce poison
takes haold it often works so rapidly that a
child wha is loving one day acts hatetul the
next. Fortunately, reversing the problem can
almast be as rapid. What we have on our side
is that the child wants to reconnect with the
parent and wants to be released from the
bhind in which hes found himself. Certainly

in four dayvs we can't undo all the damage of

years of Bving in a family war zone.

C: Tisat was ney next guestion

Az What we do is help the child recaprure
a major part of his identicy. When the child
no longer feels the need to pledge allegiance
to one parent by rejecting the other, that's
enormously liberating and ic reinforces the
child’s desire 1o maintain the gains, In four
days we can’t help the child come 10 terms
with what is really a very ragic chapter in his

lite. But we do put a stop to the tragedy and,

il necded, we connect the family to loeal
professionals.

O Yow've gol sorme wajor parenfal repafr
work to do as well then?

Az We do. And in truth we're not as suc-

cessiul with [alienating | parents as we'd like
to be, We have much more suceess in healing
the damaged relationship the child has with

'It's a misconception
that the children are
restrained. No child
has been brought to
me in restraints.’

the parent who was rejected. We have had
success with the other parent sometimes bur

in other cases they have no interest in co-
aperating, In the most unioriunate situations,

the other parent will end up rejecting the
child themselves. *If you're not on my side
vou're against me.” Even if the ather parent
does not change their attitude the children
can learn enough often 1o withstand that
kind of infuence without succunibing to it

: They're fnoerlated?

A: Yes. We give the children the tools o be
children and 1o stay out of adult conflicts. M
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