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F35 Child Psychological Abuse:  Legal and Clinical Implications

Stephanie Domitrovich, JD, PhD*, Sixth Judicial District of PA, Erie County Court House, 140 W 6th Street, Rm 223, Erie, PA 16501; 
and William Bernet, MD*, Vanderbilt University, 1313 21st Avenue, S, 209 Oxford House, Nashville, TN 37232

$IWHU�DWWHQGLQJ�WKLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ��DWWHQGHHV�ZLOO�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�&KLOG�3V\FKRORJLFDO�$EXVH��&3$���FOLQLFDO�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�
RI�&3$��OHJDO�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�&3$��DQG�FULWHULD�IRU�UHSRUWLQJ�VXVSHFWHG�&3$�WR�FKLOG�SURWHFWLRQ�SHUVRQQHO���$WWHQGHHV�ZLOO�DOVR�UHFRJQL]H�
how to distinguish parental estrangement (which typically involves physical abuse) from parental alienation (which involves CPA).

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by increasing the competence of mental health professionals in 

UHFRJQL]LQJ�&3$� LQ� WKHLU� FOLQLFDO�RU� IRUHQVLF�SUDFWLFH�� WKXV�KHOSLQJ� WKHP�DFKLHYH�JUHDWHU� FRQ¿GHQFH� LQ� WUHDWLQJ�DQG� UHSRUWLQJ�&3$���
Legal professionals will have increased competence in addressing CPA when it occurs in child custody cases and in dependency/neglect 

hearings.

Although the existence of child maltreatment can be traced to ancient times, it was not until the modern era that the mistreatment of 

FKLOGUHQ�EHFDPH�D�ZLGHO\�UHFRJQL]HG�VRFLDO�LVVXH��ZKLFK�SURIHVVLRQDOV�LQ�VFLHQFH�DQG�LQ�ODZ�KDYH�DGGUHVVHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SURWHFW�FKLOGUHQ�
IURP�KDUP���3V\FKRORJLVWV��SK\VLFLDQV��DQG�VRFLDO�VFLHQWLVWV�KDYH�FRQGXFWHG�UHVHDUFK�WR�DQDO\]H��LGHQWLI\��DQG�XQGHUVWDQG�WKLV�LVVXH��ZKLOH�
ODZ\HUV��MXGJHV��DQG�VRFLDO�ZRUNHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�SUHSDULQJ�GLUHFWLYHV�DQG�VDIHW\�SODQV�WR�SURWHFW�FKLOGUHQ�IURP�PDOWUHDWPHQW���7KH�JRDOV�RI�
science and law intersect to protect children from abuse.

&KLOG�PDOWUHDWPHQW�FDQ�EH�FDWHJRUL]HG�LQWR�IRXU�W\SHV�RI�DEXVH�������SK\VLFDO�DEXVH�VXFK�DV�NLFNLQJ��ELWLQJ��VKDNLQJ��EUXLVLQJ��VWDEELQJ��
RU�SXQFKLQJ�WR�FDXVH�SK\VLFDO�LQMXULHV������VH[XDO�DEXVH�VXFK�DV�IRQGOLQJ��LQWHUFRXUVH��H[KLELWLRQLVP��DQG�FRPPHUFLDO�H[SORLWDWLRQ�WKURXJK�
SURVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�SRUQRJUDSK\������QHJOHFW�LV�WKH�IDLOXUH�WR�PHHW�FKLOGUHQ¶V�EDVLFV�QHHGV�IRU�IRRG��FORWKLQJ��PHGLFDO�DWWHQWLRQ��RU�SURSHU�
VXSHUYLVLRQ�� DQG�� ���� HPRWLRQDO�SV\FKRORJLFDO� DEXVH� VXFK� DV� VRFLDO� LVRODWLRQ�� UHSHDWHG�XQUHDVRQDEOH�GHPDQGV�� ULGLFXOH�� KXPLOLDWLRQ��
LQWLPLGDWLRQ��RU�WHUURUL]LQJ��ZKLFK�FDXVHV�VHULRXV�PHQWDO�RU�EHKDYLRUDO�GLVRUGHUV���$PRQJ�WKHVH�IRXU�W\SHV�RI�DEXVH��WKH�SUHVHQWHUV�ZLOO�
focus on the last form of child maltreatment — emotional/psychological abuse. 

7KH�IHGHUDO�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�&3$�UHIHUV� WR�DFWV�RU�RPLVVLRQV�²�RWKHU� WKDQ�SK\VLFDO�DEXVH�RU�VH[XDO�DEXVH�²�WKDW�FDXVHG�RU�FRXOG�
have caused:  conduct disorder, cognitive disorder, affective disorder, or other mental disorder.  CPA frequently occurs as verbal abuse 

RU� H[FHVVLYH�GHPDQGV�RQ� D� FKLOG¶V� SHUIRUPDQFH�� �&3$� LV� D� GLI¿FXOW� WRSLF� IRU� OHJDO� SURIHVVLRQDOV� DQG�PHQWDO� KHDOWK� SUDFWLWLRQHUV� WR�
XQGHUVWDQG�DQG�DGGUHVV���7KH�FKLOG�SURWHFWLRQ�DJHQFLHV�LQ�WKH�VWDWHV�KDYH�ZLGHO\�GLIIHUHQW�DSSURDFKHV�WR�LGHQWLI\LQJ�&3$��DPRQJ�WKH����
states, the frequency of CPA ranges from 0.1% to 51% of substantiated cases of child maltreatment. 

,W� LV� OLNHO\� WKHUH�ZLOO� EH� DQ� LQFUHDVHG� LQWHUHVW� LQ� WKLV� WRSLF�EHFDXVH�&3$�¿QDOO\�EHFDPH�DQ�RI¿FLDO� GLDJQRVLV� IRU�PHQWDO� KHDOWK�
SURIHVVLRQDOV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�ZKHQ�WKH�'LDJQRVWLF�DQG�6WDWLVWLFDO�0DQXDO�RI�0HQWDO�'LVRUGHUV��)LIWK�(GLWLRQ��'60�����ZDV�SXEOLVKHG�
LQ��������7KH�SUHVHQWHUV�ZLOO�H[SODLQ�������D�EULHI�KLVWRU\�RI�&3$�IURP�WKH�����V�WR�WKH�SUHVHQW�WLPH������YDULRXV�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�&3$������
IHGHUDO�DQG�VWDWH�OHJDO�FDVHV�LQ�ZKLFK�&3$�ZDV�DQ�LVVXH������FOLQLFDO�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�RI�&3$��DQG������JXLGHOLQHV�IRU�UHSRUWLQJ�VXVSHFWHG�
CPA to child protection personnel.  Also, there will be a discussion of the importance of distinguishing parental estrangement (when 

a child refuses contact with a parent because of a history of physical abuse, sexual abuse, or neglect) and parental alienation (when a 

child refuses contact with a parent because the child has been indoctrinated to fear or hate the rejected parent, which is a form of CPA).
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