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Abstract
Parental alienation (PA) describes a family dynamic in which a parent engages 
in behaviors that are likely to foster a child’s unjustified rejection of the other 
parent. PA is considered a particular form of child psychological maltreatment 
with both short- and long-term negative consequences. Parents who attempt 
to turn a child against the other parent in cases of separation/divorce can be 
difficult to identify. Increasing our understanding of the personality features of 
these parents via psychological assessment may enable us to identify PA more 
quickly following the onset of abuse. In the present study, the personality 
characteristics of mothers engaging in PA were examined through a 
comparative analysis of MMPI-2 profiles. The results indicated that alienating 
mothers presented higher moral virtue and extroversion. They were more 
vulnerable to interpersonal stress and they demonstrated unsuccessful self-
representation. The findings provide a preliminary model for understanding 
the profile of mothers who engage in PA.
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Introduction

Parental alienation (PA) describes a family dynamic in which a parent (the 
alienating parent) engages in behaviors that are likely to foster a child’s 
unjustified rejection of the other parent (the targeted parent) (Baker, 2007; 
Lorandos et al., 2013). In some cases, the child succumbs to the emotional 
manipulation and comes to hold distorted thoughts and feelings about the 
targeted parent. This outcome is the result of PA behaviors that are engaged 
in over time with the deliberate aim of harming the targeted parent and his or 
her relationship with the child (Baker & Darnall, 2006; Harman et al., 2019; 
Verrocchio, Baker, et al., 2018). PA impacts individuals across all socioeco-
nomic and demographic indicators, irrespective of gender, marital status, 
sexual orientation, education level, income, and racial group membership 
(Harman et al., 2019; Harman, Leder-Elder, et al., 2016).

The PA family dynamic was first observed by clinicians in the 1980s, 
after it was written about extensively by the family systems theorist 
Minuchin (1974). Gardner (1985) was the first to document the widespread 
phenomenon of PA in the forensic context and, since that time, it has been 
acknowledged and studied by numerous mental health professionals and 
researchers (Baker, 2007; Fidler et al., 2008; Gennari & Tamanza, 2017; 
Harman, Biringen, et al., 2016; Johnston et al., 2005; Lubrano Lavadera 
et al., 2012; Saini et al., 2016; Stoltz & Ney, 2002; Verrocchio Marchetti, 
et al., 2018). In many countries, PA has been found to be a pervasive form 
of child psychological abuse (Harman et al., 2018) that negatively affects 
the child’s mental and physical health (Poustie et al., 2018; Verrocchio 
et al., 2014). As Baker and Ben Ami (2011) argued, “the psychological 
foundation of parental alienation—lack of empathy and the inability to 
tolerate the child’s separate needs and perceptions—is also the foundation 
of psychological maltreatment” (p. 473).

Although cases of PA have been described in several studies (Harman, 
Leder-Elder, et al., 2016), it remains difficult to quickly and accurately detect 
such cases due to the denial and distortions presented by the alienating parent 
and the child. That is, the alienating parent and the child tend to attribute rea-
sons for their refusal of the targeted parent (Poustie et al., 2018) exclusively to 
the inappropriate and/or violent behaviors of that parent, thereby denying and 
mystifying the dynamics of the alienation. The lack of quick recognition of 
this form of psychological maltreatment can be detrimental to the child’s men-
tal health. In particular, research has widely confirmed the negative impact of 
PA on children, with outcomes ranging from psychopathology (e.g., depres-
sion, anxiety, substance abuse, and conduct disorders) to poor academic  
performance and low self-esteem (Baker, 2007; Ben-Ami & Baker, 2012; 
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Saini et al., 2016; Verrocchio et al., 2016; Verrocchio et al., 2019; Verrocchio 
& Baker, 2015).

A few instruments have been developed to detect PA. The most widely 
used of these is the Baker Strategy Questionnaire (BSQ, Baker & Chambers, 
2011)—a self-report measure that assesses an adult’s recollection of child-
hood exposure to PA. However, the BSQ was developed for research pur-
poses and it is not intended for use in, for example, child custody evaluations. 
Rowlands (2019) recently validated a self-report measure called the Rowlands 
Parental Alienation Scale (RPAS), which is designed for use with targeted 
parents to detect the presence and severity of PA in children. While this mea-
sure shows promise for identifying the presence of PA, it draws on only one 
information source—parent reports of children’s behavior—and does not 
account for children’s own self-reports. Bernet et al. (2018) applied the 
Parental Acceptance–Rejection Questionnaire (PARQ; Rohner, 2005) to dis-
tinguish between alienated and non-alienated children. The PARQ is a self-
report questionnaire that children complete to describe their parents. While it 
was not originally developed to detect PA, it has been used in child custody 
evaluations (Heller, 2009). Evidence reported by Bernet et al. (2018) sug-
gests that the PARQ may help custody evaluators distinguish between 
neglectful parenting and PA; however, more studies are needed to compare 
the PARQ scores of alienated and estranged children. Additionally, the 
authors concluded that “the PARQ should not be used in isolation to deter-
mine whether a child is alienated” and “both clinical and forensic practitio-
ners should consider using the PARQ as one component of a comprehensive 
evaluation when they are concerned about the possible diagnosis of parental 
alienation” (Bernet et al., 2018, p. 782). Only one measure, the Parental 
Alienation Scale (PAS), was developed for use in a forensic setting to assess 
the behaviors of all parties involved, including the targeted parent, the alien-
ating parent, and the child (Gomide et al., 2016). Although the PAS demon-
strated adequate properties in its first study, further research should analyze 
its criterion and ecological validity in assessing PA in legal settings. 
Furthermore, it must be noted that the measure does not include items to 
assess parents’ personality features, which may affect their behavior.

Many authors have speculated about the psychological characteristics of 
parents who engage in PA behaviors. For example, Gardner (1998) opined 
that several underlying motivations could propel a parent to attempt to turn a 
child against the other parent. Based on extensive clinical experience, he 
identified that some parents engage in PA out of revenge. Other parents, 
Gardner speculated, might engage in PA out of emotional immaturity and the 
desire to be the preferred parent; for these parents, creating a loyalty conflict 
and causing their child to choose him or herself over the other parent may 
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engender a feeling of pride, self-satisfaction, and egogratification. Likewise, 
some parents may induce the child to reject the other parent in order to never 
have to deal with the uncomfortable experiences of vulnerability and loneli-
ness. Following a review of 16 cases of PA, Dunne and Hedrick (1994) con-
sidered the important role that psychopathology in the alienating parent might 
play in the family dynamic. These potential causes of PA have also been 
supported by subsequent research and/or clinical writings. For example, 
Kelly and Johnston (2001) posited that some parents engage in PA out of 
pathology and anger, including problems with boundaries and differentiation 
from their child, severe separation anxiety, impaired reality testing, and pro-
jective identifications with their child. Baker (2007) reported that adult chil-
dren’s descriptions of their alienating parent suggest that alienating parents 
may have a personality disorder—specifically a narcissistic, anti-social, or 
borderline disorder. Baker observed that such personality disorders may com-
promise parents’ ability to acknowledge and accept that their child might find 
value in their relationship with the other parent, even though they (the alien-
ating parent) no longer do. The notion that alienating parents may have a 
personality disorder has gained considerable traction in the field. Many clini-
cians (Baker & Ben Ami, 2011; Kelly & Johnston, 2001) have noted that 
alienating parents are unable to separate their needs from those of their child, 
are prone to misrepresentation and dishonesty, and are highly manipulative. 
However, there remains a considerable lack of evidence on the relationship 
between parents’ personality features and PA.

An overwhelming proportion of child custody evaluations involve psycho-
metric measures, which are predominantly used to assess the personality char-
acteristics and functioning of litigants. One such measure, the Minnesota 
Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2 (MMPI-2) (Butcher et al., 2001), is a 
well-established psychological instrument that is frequently used in forensic 
assessment (Burla et al., 2019; Mazza et al., 2019a; Mazza, Monaro et al., 
2019b; Mazza et al., 2019c; Mazza, Monaro et al., 2020; Roma et al., 2013; 
Roma et al., 2016; Roma et al., 2018; Roma et al., 2019a; Roma et al., 2019b; 
Roma et al., 2020). Only two studies have analyzed the MMPI-2 profiles of 
PA subjects. In the first, Gordon et al. (2008) examined the MMPI-2 protocols 
of 76 PA subjects (mother alienators = 31, father targets = 31, father alien-
ators = 7, mother targets = 7) and 82 subjects with no presentation of PA 
(mothers = 41; fathers = 41). They found that alienating mothers and fathers 
demonstrated higher scores on scales indicative of primitive defenses (L+K-F 
and [L + Pa + Sc]–[Hy + Pt]), such as splitting and projective identification, 
relative to non-alienating parents. These results could represent empirical evi-
dence of PA theory. Indeed, by using such primitive defense mechanisms, 
alienating parents may damage their children’s ability to form judgments of 
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others based on adequate reality testing. In more detail, when alienating par-
ents teach children to subjectively classify others as all good or all bad, and 
justify the unfair treatment of others, the children’s capacity for healthy inti-
macy may become impaired. In the second research study examining the 
MMPI-2 scores of alienating subjects, Siegel and Langford (1998) found dif-
ferences between alienating (n=16) and non-alienating (n=18) mothers. 
Alienating mothers were more likely to complete the MMPI-2 in a defensive 
manner (demonstrating higher scores on the L and K scales and a significantly 
lower score on the F scale), striving to appear flawless. The authors concluded 
that parents engaging in alienating behaviors were more likely than other par-
ents to use the psychological defenses of denial and projection, which are 
associated with the validity scale.

Given the potentially negative psychological consequences for children of 
the delayed identification of PA, the development of tools capable of identi-
fying alienating parents is critical. Use of assessment measures such as the 
MMPI-2 to identify the personality profiles of alienating parents may support 
child custody evaluators in more rapidly detecting cases of PA. Moreover, a 
better understanding of the personality features of alienating parents could 
improve psychological interventions within PA cases.

Rationale and Aims

The aim of the current study was to build on the existing knowledge base by 
conducting an in-depth examination of the psychological features of alienat-
ing mothers according to their MMPI-2 profiles. The focus on mothers was 
determined by the results of a recent study with a “high-conflict” Italian sam-
ple (Verrocchio Marchetti, et al., 2018), which found that in 78% of the cases, 
the target parent was the father. Building on the aforementioned results 
(Gordon et al., 2008; Siegel & Langford, 1998), which supported the hypoth-
esis of alienating parents’ inflated self-representation, we selected a pool of 
MMPI-2 scales that could empirically measure the tendency to describe one-
self as more righteous, healthy, vigorous, and resistant to stress and anger: Lie 
(L), Correction (K), Moral virtue (Pa3), Inhibition of aggression (Hy5), and 
Imperturbability (Ma3). Furthermore, following Baker’s (2006) description 
of alienating mothers as narcissistic women (i.e., self-centered, demanding a 
high degree of attention and admiration, unable to see their children as sepa-
rate individuals, charming, sensitive to criticism, and low in empathy), we 
also selected a constellation of MMPI-2 scales that could capture these fea-
tures: Hypomania (Ma), Denial of social anxiety (Hy1), Ego inflection (Ma4), 
Need for affection (Hy2), Paranoia (Pa), Poignancy (Pa2), Hysteria (Hy), 
Amorality (Ma1), and Psychopathy (Pd). Specifically, the research questions 
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addressed in this study were as follows: First, are MMPI-2 self-representa-
tion scales (L, K, Hy5, Pa3, and Ma3) higher in alienating mothers than in 
non-alienating mothers? If so, this finding would be consistent with the 
observation that alienating parents are often dishonest, engage in extreme 
impression management, and are unable to reflect on their normative flaws. 
Second, are MMPI-2 scales related to narcissism (Ma, Hy1, Ma4, Hy2, Pa, 
Pa2, Hy, Ma1, and Pd) higher in alienating mothers than in non-alienating 
mothers? Again, if so, this result would be consistent with previous research 
and/or clinical writings describing the narcissistic personality of alienating 
parents. Third, what is the best indicator among the MMPI-2 scales of the 
psychological representation that alienating mothers seek to present? It was 
not possible to make any assumptions on this question since no studies had 
previously attempted to investigate the issue.

Method

Participants

We analyzed MMPI-2 profiles from the case record of a previous evaluation. 
In more detail, we collected 58 PA case files from four custody evaluators 
who had been appointed by Italian courts between 2015 and 2017. In the first 
step, we excluded: (a) cases with mothers who had not been born and raised 
in Italy; (b) cases with allegations of violence (also ongoing) that could 
potentially explain the child’s refusal of a parent; (c) cases relating to child 
protection, as differences have been found between child protection and child 
custody disputes (Resendes & Lecci, 2012); and (d) cases in which informed 
consent was not provided for the research. Accordingly, 17 cases were 
excluded. In the second step, we established the inclusion criteria for the PA 
group: participants had to be female and aged 18 years or older, they had to 
explicitly or implicitly support the child’s refusal of the other parent, they had 
to have at least one child who refused the other parent (for at least 1 year), 
they had to have a minimum reading level of a sixth grade equivalent, and 
they had to have a valid MMPI-2 profile. The complete case files (proceed-
ings and expert opinions) of the alienating mothers were evaluated by two of 
the authors, who confirmed that the inclusion criteria were met in all 41 
cases. Data for the control group were extracted from archival records of 
mothers who had been evaluated in the context of a child custody dispute 
between the years of 2015 and 2017. Inclusion criteria for the control group 
were that the participants had to be female and aged 18 years or older, have 
never exhibited or been accused of PA, have a minimum reading level of a 
sixth grade equivalent, and have a valid MMPI-2 profile.
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In total, 81 mothers involved in a custody dispute participated in this 
study. Of these, 41 who were identified as engaging in PA were compared 
with 40 non-alienating mothers (No-PA). The test exclusion criteria (see 
“Measures” section) led us to exclude one more protocol among the PA 
group, as the Cannot Say scale score was > 30. The groups did not differ in 
age (MPA= 40.00± 5.75; MNo-PA = 40.85 ± 5.74) or years of education (MPA 
= 14.25 ± 2.68;MNo-PA = 14.53 ± 3.88). The study was carried out with writ-
ten informed consent from all subjects, who were asked to participate in 
research on “assessment tools in forensic evaluation,” in accordance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki. It was approved by the local ethics committee (Board 
of the Department of Human Neuroscience, Sapienza University of Rome).

Measures

The full version of the MMPI-2 (Butcher et al., 2001) was administered indi-
vidually to all participants, according to standard instructions. The Italian 
version of the measure consists of 567 items (Pancheri & Sirigatti, 1995). 
According to the technical manual (Butcher et al., 2001), we excluded proto-
cols with a Cannot Say scale score > 30 or a VRIN or TRIN T-score >80.We 
did not make exclusions on the basis of the other validity scales, in order to 
ensure that a full range of validity scale scores was available for analysis 
(nevertheless, no exclusions would have been made according to the techni-
cal manual). On the basis of the literature on the psychological profile of 
alienating mothers (as previously described), we analyzed 16 MMPI-2 scales 
referring to self-representation and narcissism (see Table 1).

Data Analysis

ANOVA analyses comparing the PA and No-PA groups were performed. 
Further, correlation and binary logistic regression analyses were conducted 
including the selected MMPI-2 scales that significantly differed between 
groups as predictors and the alienation variable (PA vs. No-PA) as the depen-
dent variable.

The SPSS-24 statistical package (SPSS inc., Chicago, IL) was used for all 
analyses.

Results

To answer Question 1 pertaining to the mean differences in the selected scales 
related to self-representation, independent t-tests were conducted with the 
group (PA vs. no-PA) as the independent variable and the MMPI-2 scores as 
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the dependent variables. The results revealed statistically significant differ-
ences for all of the selected scales related to self-representation (L, K, Hy5, 
Pa3, and Ma3), with the PA group demonstrating significantly higher values 
than the No-PA group (Table 2). Specifically, in three of these scales (L, K, 
and Pa3), the average score of the PA group was above the cut-off point 
(T-score = 65), placing it in the range defined as “high” in the MMPI-2 tech-
nical manual (Butcher at al., 2001). Analysis of the frequency distribution 
revealed that the number of PA subjects who exceeded the cut-off in these 
scales was more than double the number of No-PA subjects on the L scale 
(42.5% vs. 19.5%) and more than triple the number of No-PA subjects on the 
K scale (47.5% vs. 14.6%). On the Pa3 scale, more than 50% of PA subjects 
exceeded the cut-off of 65, compared to no No-PA subjects (52.5% vs. 0%).

To address Question 2, we compared the PA and No-PA groups on the 
MMPI-2 scales pertaining to narcissism (Hy1, Hy2, Ma, Ma1, Ma4, Pa, 
Pa2, Hy, and Pd). PA mothers obtained higher T-scores on three scales: 
Hy1, Hy2, and Pa. On Hy1, PA mothers scored in the mean range. On the 
Pa scale, however, PA mothers obtained a mean classified as “moderately 

Table 1. Selected MMPI-2 Variables.

Psychological 
Traits

Related 
MMPI-2 Scales

What is Measured by the 
Scale

Self-representation Flawless, rigid, 
moralistic, 
calm, cool, 
collected

L Infrequent and therefore 
improbable virtues

K Denial of problem of 
adaptation

Hy5 Disinterest in violence
Pa3 Moral virtue
Ma3 Cool and composed 

under social stress
Narcissism Grandiose, 

egocentric, 
needing 
affection, 
self-report 
behavior, 
melodramatic, 
dynamic and 
fascinating, 
sensitive to 
criticism, low 
on empathy

Ma Excitement, inflated self-
esteem, amorality

Hy1 Extraversion
Ma4 Pugnacious autonomy
Hy2 Need for affection
Pa Persecution
Pa2 Emotional aensitivity
Hy Hysteria
Ma1 Amorality
Pd Antisocial behavior and 

attitude
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high,” and the distribution of values revealed that the number of PA sub-
jects who exceeded the cut-off score was triple the number of No-PA moth-
ers (27.5% vs. 9.8%). The same pattern was found on the Hy2 scale, with 
approximately half of the PA subjects exceeding the clinical cut-off point of 
65 (47.5% PA vs. 2.4% No-PA).

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Groups (PA= 40; No-PA= 41) for the Selected 
MMPI-2 Scales, and Effect Sizes.

Scale Group % > 65 M (SD) F P Cohen’s d

Self-representation
L PA 42.5 65.20 (9.02) 3.330 <.001 .749

No-PA 19.5 59.00 (7.72)
K PA 47.5 65.57 (7.89) 4.133 <.001 .930

No-PA 14.6 59.12 (6.06)
Hy5 PA 22.5 60.72 (6.65) 3.170 .001 .724

No-PA 7.3 55.27 (8.46)
Pa3 PA 52.5 65.62 (7.69) 8.908 <.001 .978

No-PA 0 51.76 (6.27)
Ma3 PA 25 57.70 (7.94) 3.242 .001 .720

No-PA 7.3 51.95 (8.02)
Narcissism
Hy1 PA 0 56.45 (5.21) 4.464 <.001 .992

No-PA 0 50.27 (7.08)
Ma PA 0 46.15 (5.58) -.656 .513 -

No-PA 9.3 47.31 (9.79)
Ma4 PA 0 43.00 (7.44) -1.066 .289 -

No-PA 0 44.76 (7.38)
Hy2 PA 47.5 66.95 (7.48) 7.031 <.001 .953

No-PA 2.4 55.12 (7.65)
Pa PA 27.5 62.47 (10.10) 4.889 <.001 .940

No-PA 9.8 51.95 (6.26)
Pa2 PA 2.5 46.55 (8.45) .132 .895 -

No-PA 4.9 46.27 (10.63)
Hy PA 5.0 53.42 (7.07) .673 .503 -

No-PA 4.4 52.34 (6.94)
Ma1 PA 2.5 46.40 (8.48) .511 .611 -

No-PA 0 45.39 (9.29)
Pd PA 7.5 54.45 (4.65) 1.668 .099 -

No-PA 2.4 52.09 (5.08)

Note. PA = alienating mothers; No-PA = non-alienating mothers.
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According to Cohen (1988), significantly different standardized effect 
sizes were large for the following scales: K (d=.930), Pa (d=.940), Hy1 
(d=.992), Hy2 (d=.953), and Pa3 (d=.978); differences were in the medium 
range for L (d=.749), Hy5 (d=.724), and Ma3 (d=.720).

Table 3 shows the correlations between the eight MMPI-2 scales that 
demonstrated significantly different scores between groups; most correla-
tions were statistically significant. Compared to the standardization sample 
of the same nationality (Pancheri & Sirigatti, 1995), these correlations were 
higher, indicating a different approach of these subjects to the MMPI-2 with 
respect to the normative sample, as also found in previous research (Archer 
et al., 2012).

In order to answer Question 3 pertaining to the best indicator among the 
MMPI-2 scales of the psychological representation that alienating mothers 
sought to present, a binary logistic regression analysis was conducted includ-
ing the MMPI-2 scales that significantly differed between groups as predic-
tors and group (PA vs. No-PA) as the dependent variable. The results indicated 
that the eight predictors explained approximately 57% of the variance 
(F[8,72]=12.315, p<.001)(see Table 4). Among the eight independent vari-
ables, the Pa3 scale most significantly predicted PA (β = .407, p<.01).

Discussion

Comparisons between PA and No-PA subjects on the MMPI-2 scales pro-
duced interesting findings. With reference to the MMPI-2 validity scales, on 
the impression management scale (L), PA mothers made an effort to appear 
virtuous, suggesting a rigid moral outlook and constrained self-presentation 
designed to forestall negative moral judgment. In contrast, No-PA mothers 
showed a milder pattern of conformity, conventionality, and inflexibility. A 

Table 3. Correlation Matrix for the Statistically Different MMPI-2 Scales.

L K Pa Hy1 Hy2 Hy5 Pa3

K .283*  
Pa .156 .118  
Hy1 .193 .424** -.081  
Hy2 .169 .589** .379** .453**  
Hy5 .412** .332** .218 .105 .294**  
Pa3 .252* .616** .533** .398** .830** .288**  
Ma3 .300** .525** .139 .433** .228* -.109 .396**

*p≤ .05; ** p≤ .01.
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similar pattern was demonstrated by the self-deception scale (K). While 
No-PA mothers described themselves as moderately self-favorable, seeing 
themselves as adjusted and sufficiently able to cope with difficulties and feel-
ing no need to call attention to them, the K T-score of PA mothers (together 
with their clinical elevation on the L scale) suggested a high self-favorable 
bias with unrealistic self-reported adjustment, a need to deny problems and 
weaknesses, and a desire to present an image of adequacy and self-control 
that was inconsistent with real life. In this group, insight was likely to be nar-
row, if not impaired. Evaluating the values achieved by the two validity 
scales (L and K) together, the underreporting of No-PA mothers demonstrated 
an expected pattern in forensic assessment (Roma et al., 2014); PA mothers, 
however, achieved a clinical level of underreporting, with values sufficient to 
distort the profile of the MMPI-2 clinical and behavioral scales.

The differences between groups on most clinical scales and subscales pro-
ceeded in the same direction as those shown by the validity scales. Relative 
to No-PA subjects, PA subjects demonstrated rigidity in beliefs, values, and 
attitudes, as well as greater sensitivity to criticism and susceptibility to the 
behavior of others (Pa scale). Nevertheless, they denied negative dispositions 
in others and disclaimed normal paranoia about the levels of selfishness, 
expediency, and dishonesty that one may reasonably—however regretta-
bly—expect to encounter in one’s social environment (Pa3). Even if these 
latter characteristics seem opposed to the description of the Pa scale, the 
denial of paranoid attitudes is a manifestation of paranoid ideation (Graham 
et al., 1999). In line with what has already been described, PA subjects 
described themselves as having faith and optimism in other people, without a 
critical or resentful attitude toward others (Hy2). In particular, they denied 
having negative traits such as cynicism, hostility, and rebellious attitudes 
toward others.

Table 4. Effect of the Eight MMPI-2 Scales on PA, Binary Logistic Regression 
Analysis.

β t p

L .125 1.375 .173
K −.155 −1.251 .215
Pa .175 1.551 .125
Hy2 .166 1.073 .287
Hy3 −.099 −.905 .368
Hy5 .145 1.451 .151
Pa3 .407 2.396 .019
Ma3 .144 1.311 .194
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The psychological picture of PA subjects was completed by the other three 
scales of the MMPI-2 that showed significantly different results between 
groups. In particular, PA mothers demonstrated greater extroversion (Ma3 
and Hy1) than No-PA mothers. Furthermore, they declared more confidence 
in social situations and composure in contexts of social stress (Ma3). They 
also described themselves as free from social anxiety and fear of embarrass-
ment, and as demonstrating social disinhibition (Hy1). Lastly, they expressed 
disavowal of and disgust toward violence (Hy5).

It is important to note that all clinical scales (except Pa) that significantly 
differed between groups were closely correlated to the K scale, indicating a 
similar meaning to that which is already present in the literature (Butcher 
et al., 2001; Nichols, 2011). This data strengthens PA mothers’ self-represen-
tation of stability in the MMPI-2, characterized by extroversion, social skills, 
and control over harsh feelings.

Overall, relative to no-PA mothers, PA mothers used the MMPI-2 to pres-
ent an image of higher moral virtue, self-control, and extroversion; they also 
sought to demonstrate good intentions towards others and denied holding any 
bad intentions. However, their self-representation was unsuccessful, and, at 
times, it even backfired. From the interpretation of the item’s content of the 
MMPI-2 scales with significant differences in T-scores emerges as an estab-
lished fact (Nichols, 2011) that other people perceive PA mothers, as well as 
individuals with those elevations, not as virtuous, but as self-centered, pre-
dictable, unoriginal, stereotyped in their thinking, narrow in their interests, 
and naive or inflexible in their outlook. They were also seen as slow to adapt 
to unfamiliar ideas and situations, and consequently vulnerable, especially to 
interpersonal stress.

Among the eight scales that differed between groups, the Pa3 scale was 
the best predictor of PA. The moral virtue described in this scale, as well as 
the denial of dishonesty, cynicism, and hostility in others, seems to have sum-
marized the characteristics of the other scales, providing a unique and very 
powerful measure of a possible PA profile.

Briefly, the responses to our research questions were as follows: (a) “Are 
the MMPI-2 scales referring to self-representation higher in alienating moth-
ers than in non-alienating ones?” Our results answered this in the affirmative. 
Although both groups obtained scores on most of the selected scales under 
the clinical cut-off (T-score = 65), PA mothers obtained higher scores than 
No-PA mothers. It is therefore likely that PA mothers sought to deny distress, 
alienation, and abnormality in order to produce an image of over-convention-
ality and to minimize problems to a greater extent than did No-Pa mothers. 
(2) “Are the MMPI-2 scales relating to narcissism higher in alienating moth-
ers than in non-alienating mothers? The results partially answered this 
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question, because only three scales resulted in higher T-scores in the PA 
group. And (3) “What is the best indicator among the MMPI-2 scales of the 
psychological representation that PA subjects strive to present?” Here, the 
Pa3 subscale was found to be the most significant predictor of the PA psycho-
logical profile.

A strength of the current study is that it was the first comparison of a PA 
and No-PA sample involved in child custody disputes, drawing on major 
MMPI-2 scales. Despite the small sample size, which does not enable a com-
plete generalizability of the results, the effect sizes were high, demonstrating 
sufficient power to detect statistically significant effects. Future research 
would benefit from examining whether similar findings exist in larger sam-
ples, also by exploring trends in the Additional, Content, and Psy-5 MMPI-2 
scales. Many important questions should also be addressed with respect to 
parents’ gender and role, analyzing the personality characteristics of alienat-
ing fathers (not included in this study) and targeted parents. For example, it 
would be helpful to gain insight into whether the personality characteristics 
of alienating fathers differ from those of alienating mothers, and how the 
personality characteristics of alienating and targeted parents combine to con-
tribute to and/or reinforce PA. It would also be helpful to know—from a 
prevention perspective—whether certain parent characteristics protect chil-
dren from the effects of PA. Finally, future research should seek to determine 
a more accurate personality profile of alienating parents, also considering 
other personality disorders (e.g., antisocial and borderline), because much 
more knowledge is needed on this form of psychological maltreatment.

Additionally, there are significant practical implications for this study, 
because mental health and legal professionals (e.g., guardian ad litems and 
custody child evaluators) must recognize PA in order to recommend interven-
tions. PA is a serious form of psychological maltreatment that generates nega-
tive outcomes for children. In line with previous clinical observations, the 
current study has shown that alienating mothers demonstrate specific person-
ality features. Due to this finding, it is imperative that mental health and legal 
professionals assess parents’ personality in order to more quickly and accu-
rately detect PA and prevent harm to children. The use of personality inven-
tories in child custody evaluations should follow strict guidelines, in order to 
benefit from the well-documented advantages and disadvantages of psycho-
logical testing in this context (Erickson et al., 2007; Valerio & Beck, 2017). 
Evaluators should establish a rationale for using any test, in connection with 
the aim of the evaluation and a full consideration of the strengths and limita-
tions of employing traditional assessment procedures in forensic examina-
tions. They must also show careful consideration of contextual variables and 
knowledge of the research results in order to correctly administer and 
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interpret the results of psychological tests (Archer et al., 2016). In sum, 
forensic practitioners should form opinions based on all of the information 
gathered from multiple assessment methods. Thereby, if a parent scores high 
on a particular scale, the evaluator may not conclude that she/he necessarily 
engages in PA behaviors. However, in our opinion, the MMPI-2 could be use-
ful for contributing further information on the parents during the evaluation 
of parenting skills in child custody disputes or other conflictual scenarios. By 
understanding the most frequent MMPI-2 profiles of alienating parents and 
combining this with other significant factors, such as a prior positive relation-
ship between the child and the now rejected parent, the absence of maltreat-
ment by the rejected parent, the use of alienating behaviors by the favored 
parent, and the presence of behavioral manifestations of alienation in the 
child (Baker, 2020), evaluators may improve their identification of PA. Thus, 
MMPI-2 profiles should not be interpreted in a deterministic fashion, accord-
ing to a causal model of explanation. Rather, the MMPI-2 should be used to 
add incremental validity to evaluators’ assessment and decision making. 
Furthermore, as there is not currently a “gold standard” measure for identify-
ing PA, results of the present research suggest that all of the aforementioned 
elements are valuable to piece together a picture that can support practitio-
ners’ consistent and reliable assessment.

A further benefit of the further study of PA parents’ personality character-
istics is that it might generate better insight into how the intractability of PA 
described in the clinical literature might be managed (Baker & Fine, 2013, 
Verrocchio, Baker et al., 2018). Therefore, the present study may help to 
inform therapeutic interventions and legal decisions with respect to PA. 
Dysfunctional personality traits and/or disorders in alienating parents are sig-
nificant factors that could explain why, once on the road to alienation, parents 
are not likely to stop on their own accord.
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Arch, M., Jarne, A., Peró, M., & Guàrdia, J. (2011). Child custody assessment: A 
field survey of Spanish forensic psychologists’ practices. European Journal of 
Psychology Applied to Legal Context, 3(2), 107–128.

Archer, E. M., Hagan, L. D., Mason, J., Handel, R., & Archer, R. P. (2012). MMPI-
2-RF characteristics of custody evaluation litigants. Assessment, 19(1), 14–20. 
doi:10.1177%2F1073191110397469

Archer, R. P., Wheeler, E. M., & Vauter, R. A. (2016). Empirically supported foren-
sic assessment. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 23(4), 348–364. 
doi:10.1111/cpsp.12171

Baker, A. J. L. (2007). Adult children of parental alienation syndrome. W. W. Norton.
Baker, A. J. L. (2020). Reliability and validity of the four-factor model of paren-

tal alienation. Journal of Family Therapy, 42, 100–118. doi:10.1111/1467-
6427.12253

Baker, A. J. L., & Ben Ami, N. (2011). To turn a child against a parent is to turn a 
child against himself. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 54(2), 203–219. doi:1
0.1080/10502556.2011.609424

Baker, A. J. L., & Chambers, J. (2011). Adult recall of childhood exposure to parental 
conflict: Unpacking the black box of parental alienation. Journal of Divorce and 
Remarriage, 52, 55–76. doi:10.1080/10502556.2011.534396

Baker, A. J. L., & Darnall, D. (2006). Behaviors and strategies of parental alienation: 
A survey of parental experiences. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 45(1–2), 
97–124. doi:10.1300/J087v45n01_06

Baker, A. J. L., & Fine, P. R. (2013). Educating divorcing parents: Taking them 
beyond the high road. In A. Baker & S. R. Sauber (Eds.), Working with alienated 
children and families: A clinical guidebook (pp. 90–107). Routledge.

Ben-Ami, N., & Baker, A. J. L. (2012). The long-term correlates of childhood expo-
sure to parental alienation on adult self-sufficiency and well-being. American 
Journal of Family Therapy, 40(2), 169–183. doi:10.1080/01926187.2011. 
601206

Bernet, W., Gregory, N., Reay, K. M., & Rohner, R. P. (2018). An objective mea-
sure of splitting in parental alienation: The Parental Acceptance–Rejection 
Questionnaire. Journal of Forensic Sciences, 63(3), 776–783. doi:10.1111/1556-
4029.13625

Burla, F., Mazza, C., Cosmo, C., Barchielli, B., Marchetti, D., Verrocchio, M. C., & 
Roma, P. (2019). Use of the Parents Preference Test in child custody evaluations: 
Preliminary development of the Conforming Parenting Index. Mediterranean 
Journal of Clinical Psychology, 7(3).

Butcher, J. N., Graham, J. R., Ben-Porath, Y. S., Tellegen, A., Dahlstrom, W. G., & 
Kaemmer, B. (2001). MMPI-2 (Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory 2):  
Manual for administration, scoring, and interpretation, revised edition. 
University of Minnesota Press.

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral science (2nd ed.). 
Erlbaum.



Roma et al. 737

Dunne, J., & Hedrick, M. (1994). The parental alienation syndrome: An analysis 
of sixteen selected cases. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 21(3–4), 21–38. 
doi:10.1300/J087v21n03_02

Erickson, S. K., Lilienfeld, S. O., & Vitacco, M. J. (2007). A critical examination of 
the suitability and limitations of psychological tests in family court. Family Court 
Review, 45(2), 157–174.

Fidler, B. J., Bala, N., Birnbaum, R., & Kavassalis, K. (2008). Understanding child 
alienation and its impact on families. In B. J. Fidler, N. Bala, R. Birnbaum, & K. 
Kavassalis(Eds.), Challenging issues in child custody assessments: A guide for 
legal and mental health professionals (pp. 203–229). Thomson Carswell.

Gardner, R. A. (1985). Recent trends in divorce and custody litigation. The Academy 
Forum, 29(2), 3–7. http://www.fact.on.ca/Info/pas/gardnr85.htm

Gardner, R. (1998). The parental alienation syndrome (2nd ed.). Creative 
Therapeutics.

Gennari, M., & Tamanza, G. (2017). Alienazione Genitoriale (PAS) e procedimenti 
di Consulenza Tecnica d’Ufficio: Evidenze cliniche dall’analisi di alcune valuta-
zioni [Parental alienation (PAS) and child custody evaluation: Clinical suggestions  
from some case analyses]. Maltrattamento e Abuso all’Infanzia, 1, 13–27. doi:10. 
3280/MAL2017-001002

Gomide, P. I. C., Camargo, E. B., & Fernandes, M. G. (2016). Analysis of the psy-
chometric properties of a parental alienation scale. Paideia, 26(65), 291–298. 
doi:10.1590/1982-43272665201602

Gordon, R. M., Stoffey, R., & Bottinelli, J. (2008). MMPI-2 findings of primitive 
defenses in alienating parents. American Journal of Family Therapy, 36(3), 211–
228. doi:10.1080/01926180701643313

Graham, J. R., Ben-Porath, Y. S., & McNulty, J. L. (1999). MMPI-2 correlates for 
outpatient mental health settings. University of Minnesota Press.

Harman, J. J., Bernet, W., & Harman, J. (2019). Parental alienation: The blossoming 
of a field of study.Current Directions in Psychological Science, 28(2), 212-217. 
doi:10.1177/0963721419827271

Harman, J. J., Biringen, Z., Ratajack, E. M., Outland, P. L., & Kraus, A. (2016). 
Parents behaving badly: Gender biases in the perception of parental alienat-
ing behaviors. Journal of Family Psychology, 30(7), 866–874. doi:10.1037/
fam0000232

Harman, J. J., Kruk, E., & Hines, D. A. (2018). Parental alienating behaviors: An 
unacknowledged form of family violence. Psychological Bulletin, 144(12), 
1275–1299. doi:10.1037/bul0000175

Harman, J. J., Leder-Elder, S., & Biringen, Z. (2016). Prevalence of parental alien-
ation drawn from a representative poll. Children and Youth Services Review, 66, 
62–66. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.04.021

Heller, C. H. (2009). Applications of parental acceptance-rejection theory and evi-
dence to forensic psychology. Interpersonal Acceptance, 3(3), 1–3.

Johnston, J. R., Walters, M. G., & Olesen, N. W. (2005). Clinical ratings of parenting 
capacity and Rorschach protocols of custody-disputing parents: An exploratory 
study. Journal of Child Custody, 2(1–2), 159–178. doi:10.1300/J190v02n01_09



738 Journal of Family Issues 42(4)

Kelly, J. B., & Johnston, J. R. (2001). The alienated child: A reformulation 
of parental alienation syndrome. Family Court Review, 39(3), 249–266. 
doi:10.1111/j.174-1617.2001.tb00609.x

Lorandos, D., Bernet, W., & Sauber, S. R. (2013). Overview of parental alienation. 
In D. Lorandos, W. Bernet, & S. R. Sauber (Eds.),Parental alienation: The 
handbook for mental health and legal professionals (pp. 5–46). Springfield, IL: 
Charles C. Thomas.

Lubrano Lavadera, A., Ferracuti, S., & Togliatti, M. M. (2012). Parental alienation 
syndrome in Italian legal judgments: An exploratory study. International Journal 
of Law and Psychiatry, 35(4), 334–342. doi:10.1016/j.ijlp.2012.04.005

Mazza, C., Burla, F., Verrocchio, M. C., Di Domenico, A., Ferracuti, S., & Roma, P. 
(2019a). MMPI-2-RF profiles in child custody litigants, Frontiers in Psychology, 
10, 725.

Mazza, C., Monaro, M., Orrù, G., Burla, F., Colasanti, M., Ferracuti, S., & Roma, P. 
(2019b). Introducing machine learning to detect personality faking-good in a male 
sample: A new model based on Minnesota multiphasic personality onventory-2 
restructured form scales and reaction times. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 10(389). 
doi:10.3389/fpsyt.2019.00389

Mazza, C., Monaro, M., Burla, F., Colasanti, M., Orrù, G., Ferracuti, S., Roma, 
P. (2020). Use of mouse-tracking software to detect faking-good behavior on 
personality questionnaires: an explorative study. Scientific Report, 10(4835). 
doi:10.1038/s41598-020-61636-5

Mazza, C., Orrù, G., Burla, F., Monaro, M., Ferracuti, S., Colasanti, M., & Roma, 
P. (2019c). Indicators to distinguish symptom accentuators from symptom pro-
ducers in individuals with a diagnosed adjustment disorder: A pilot study on 
inconsistency subtypes using SIMS and MMPI-2-RF. PLoS ONE, 14(12). doi: 
10.1371/journal.pone.0227113

Minuchin, S. (1974). Families and family therapy. Harvard University Press.
Nichols, D. S. (2011). Essentials of MMPI-2 assessment (2nd ed.). John Wiley & 

Sons.
Otto, R. (2002). Use of the MMPI-2 in forensic settings. Journal of Forensic 

Psychology Practice, 2, 71–91. doi:10.1300/J158v02n03_05
Pancheri, P., & Sirigatti, S. (1995). MMPI-2: Minnesota multiphasic personality 

inventory-2. Adattamento italiano. OS Organizzazioni Speciali.
Poustie, C., Matthewson, M., & Balmer, S. (2018). The forgotten parent: The tar-

geted parent perspective of parental alienation. Journal of Family Issues, 39(12), 
3298–3323. doi:10.1177/0192513X18777867

Resendes, J., & Lecci, L. (2012). Comparing the MMPI-2 scale scores of parents 
involved in parental competency and child custody assessments. Psychological 
Assessment, 24(4), 1054–1059. doi:10.1037/a0028585

Rohner, R. P. (2005). Parental Acceptance-Rejection Questionnaire (PARQ): Test 
manual. In R. P. Rohner & A. Khaleque (Eds.), Handbook for the study of paren-
tal acceptance andrejection (4th ed., pp. 43–106). Rohner Research Publications.



Roma et al. 739

Roma, P., Giromini, L., Burla, F., Ferracuti, S., Viglione, D. J., & Mazza, C. (2020). 
Ecological validity of the Inventory of Problems-29 (IOP-29): An Italian study of 
court-ordered, psychological injury evaluations using the Structured Inventory of 
Malingered Symptomatology (SIMS) as criterion variable. Psychological Injury 
and Law.

Roma, P., Mazza, C., Ferracuti, G., Cinti, M. E., Ferracuti, S., & Burla, F. (2019a). 
Drinking and driving relapse: Data from BAC and MMPI-2. PLoS ONE, 14(1), 
e0209116. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0209116

Roma, P., Mazza, C., Mammarella, S., Mantovani, B., Mandarelli, G., & Ferracuti, 
S. (2019b). Faking-good behavior in self-favorable scales of the MMPI-2, a 
study with time pressure. European Journal of Psychological Assessment. 
doi:10.1027/1015-5759/a000511

Roma, P., Pazzelli, F., Pompili, M., Girardi, P., & Ferracuti, S. (2013). Shibari: 
Double hanging during consensual sexual asphyxia. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 
42(5), 895–900.

Roma, P., Piccinni, E., & Ferracuti, S. (2016). Using MMPI-2 in forensic assessment. 
Rassegna Italiana di Criminologia, 10(2), 116–122.

Roma, P., Ricci, F., Kotzalidis, G. D., Abbate, L., Lavadera, A. L., Versace, G., 
Pazzelli, F., Malagoli Togliatti, M., Girardi, P., & Ferracuti, S. (2014). MMPI-2 
in child custody litigation: A comparison between genders. European Journal 
of Psychological Assessment, 30(2), 110–116. doi:10.1027/1015-5759/a000192

Roma, P., Verrocchio, M. C., Mazza, C., Marchetti, D., Burla, F., Cinti, M. E., & 
Ferracuti, S. (2018). Could time detect a faking-good attitude? A study with the 
MMPI-2-RF. Frontiers in Psychology, 9(1064). doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01064

Rowlands, G. A. (2019). Parental alienation: A measurement tool. Journal of Divorce 
& Remarriage, 60(4), 316–331, doi: 10.1080/10502556.2018.1546031

Saini, M., Johnston, J. R., Fidler, B. J., & Bala, N. (2016). Empirical studies of alien-
ation. In L. Drozd, M. Saini, & N. Olesen (Eds.), Parenting plan evaluations: 
Applied research for the family court. Oxford University Press.

Siegel, J. C., & Langford, J. S. (1998). MMPI-2 validity scales and suspected parental 
alienation syndrome. American Journal of Forensic Psychology, 16(4), 5–14.

Stoltz, J. A. M., & Ney, T. (2002). Resistance to visitation: Rethinking parental and child 
alienation. Family Court Review, 40(2), 220–231. doi:10.1111/j.174-1617.2002.
tb00833.x

Valerio, C., & Beck, C. J. (2017). Testing in child custody evaluations: An overview 
of issues and uses. Journal of Child Custody, 14(4), 260–280. doi:10.1080/1537
9418.2017.1401970

Verrocchio, M. C., & Baker, A. J. (2015). Italian adults’ recall of childhood exposure 
to parental loyalty conflicts. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 24(1), 95–105. 
doi:10.1007/s10826-013-9816-0

Verrocchio, M. C., Baker, A. J. L., & Bernet, W. (2016). Associations between expo-
sure to alienating behaviors, anxiety, and depression in an Italian sample of adults. 
Journal of Forensic Sciences, 61(3), 692–698. doi:10.1111/1556-4029.13046



740 Journal of Family Issues 42(4)

Verrocchio, M. C., Baker, A. J., & Marchetti, D. (2018). Adult report of childhood 
exposure to parental alienation at different developmental time periods. Journal 
of Family Therapy, 40(4), 602–618. doi:10.1111/1467-6427.12192

Verrocchio, M. C., Marchetti, D., & Baker, A. J. L. (2014). La valutazione del mal-
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