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Coercive Control

Coercive control is a pattern of dominating behavior used to isolate, manipulate, and
psychologically subjugate another person. Most commonly associated with intimate partner
violence, coercive control is now legally recognized in jurisdictions like the UK, Australia, and
some U.S. states.

Parental Alienation

Parental alienation occurs when one parent uses coercive behaviors to manipulate a child
into rejecting the other parent.

Coercive Control in Adult vs. Parental Alienation in Children

Coercive Control in Adult Relationships

Parental Alienation in Children

Isolation from friends and family

The child is cut off from contact with the
other parent

Gaslighting and rewriting history

Alienator distorts past events to make target
parent seem unsafe

Monitoring and surveillance

Alienator interrogates the child after visits
with other parent

Emotional blackmail

Child feels guilty or afraid to show love to
rejected parent

Undermining autonomy and self-trust

Child’s perceptions and feelings about the
target parent are invalidated

Making false accusations to others

False abuse allegations to court or CPS

Long-Term Effects of Parental Alienation




Research shows that children exposed to parental alienation tactics suffer long-term harm:

Identity disturbance

Low self-worth

Depression and anxiety

Difficulty forming trusting relationships

Symptoms similar to those exposed to intimate partner violence

Post-Separation Abuse: The Hidden Danger

Parental alienation is often a form of post-separation abuse. When a controlling or abusive parent

can no longer dominate their ex-partner directly, they may use the children as a proxy to maintain
power and control.

Post-separation coercive control may include:

Blocking or limiting contact between child and targeted parent
Filing false abuse claims to gain custody

Manipulating professionals to appear as the “protective” parent
Coaching children to make allegations or express fear

Early Intervention Is Critical

Professionals recognize the need for early intervention in coercive control because patterns
escalate and become deeply entrenched. In parental alienation, the stakes are even higher
because:

e The child is the direct victim of psychological manipulation

e The child’'s development, identity, and attachment system are being disrupted

e Prolonged alienation increases the risk of permanent relationship rupture and adult
psychological distress

Professional Responsibility

Mental health and legal professionals analyzing conflict equally between both parents without
recognizing the coercive dynamics at play may re-traumatize the child and empower the alienating
parent.

Key Considerations:

Neutrality without insight reinforces coercion

High-conflict # mutual responsibility

The child’s rejection must be assessed in context of potential manipulation
Interventions must be tailored to restore the child’'s freedom of thought and attachment



Conclusion

When coercive control extends to the child through parental alienation, the abuse
becomes generational. Failure to recognize and intervene is a failure to protect.
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