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Abstract
A national survey examined the experiences of three hundred and sixty-two protective
mothers who completed a 101-item questionnaire describing aspects of their custody
dispute. Of this national sample, one hundred and thirty-seven were residents of
California. This poster compares the experiences of California mothers with those from 38
other states. Consistent in the California and national data were the findings that
protective mothers are likely to be mothers who have been victims of domestic violence
and are likely to be labeled “alienators.” Protective mothers were also likely to be advised,
by their attorneys and other professionals, not to report abuse of their child during
custody proceedings. Mothers who supported their children’s allegations of physical or
sexual abuse were likely to lose custody and some were denied visitation. In contrast to
the national sample, California mothers were significantly more likely to participate in court-
mandated mediation, to lose parenting rights following mediation, and to report that
mediators ignored, minimized or refuted allegations of abuse. California fathers were
significantly less likely to be prosecuted for family violence than were fathers in the
national sample.

Introduction

There is evidence of  an increase in the labeling of  parents who report child abuse or 
domestic violence during custody disputes as having disorders  (e.g.” Parental Alienation 
Syndrome (PAS)”, “Malicious Mother Syndrome” “Munchausen’s by Proxy”, etc.).  Several 
high profile cases have led to increased public attention, and factious public debates have 
erupted between groups supporting the alleged perpetrators as victims of  malicious 
accusations on one hand, and groups supporting the reporting parents as the victims of  
malicious psychiatric labeling on the other hand.   Empirical studies have established that, 
in families where there is domestic violence, custody disputes are an extension of  the 
power and control tactics of  domestic violence, and battered women’s problems of  child 
custody are now well established and have been addressed in many states by changes in 
family law statutes.   

There have been many attempts to change civil law and procedures across the country to 
make the family court system more responsive to family violence and more effective in 
protecting women and children.   However, recent studies indicate the legal changes, 
such a mandating mediations in child custody disputes, may actually disadvantage 
battered women when mediators minimize or deny domestic violence and fail to protect 
children from abusive fathers (Johnson, Saccuzzo & Koen, 2009).  The current study 
compares the experience of  self-identified protective mothers in California, a state that 
has led the way in legal changes such as mandated training on domestic violence for 
court personnel, and mandatory mediation for couples in custody disputes, with the 
findings of  a national sample of  protective mothers.

Methods
A 101-item self-report questionnaire was distributed nationally to a sample of  convenience.  
Questionnaires were  completion through websites (e.g., California Protective Parents 
Association and California NOW) and were distributed at national and regional conferences 
regarding child abuse and domestic violence held from 2002 through 2009.  Questionnaire 
data included demographics, legal history of  the custody case, allegations of  abuse, 
criminal conduct, substance abuse, and results of  psychological evaluations, including the 
role of  the allegation of  parental alienation in custody case outcomes. Three hundred 
ninety one completed surveys were collected and entered into SPSS. Descriptive statistics 
were run on the data from a sample that included 39 states and Canada.

Discussion

mothers who are labeled as “alienators” are at a high risk of  losing their children.

• Labeling  the mother appears to put a judicial emphasis on the mother’s “issues” rather than 
a focus on child protection
• Courts appear to discriminate against protective mothers through custody changes in ex parte 
proceedings, denying mothers access to evaluation reports and the opportunity to rebut 
negative findings, and threatening sanctions against mothers who “talk publicly” about their 
case. 
•Courts bias against mothers appears supported by the finding that more than half  of  the 
mothers were advised not to report abuse during their custody cases, even by individuals who 
were mandated reporters of  child abuse. 

Findings also indicate a strong connection between domestic violence and child abuse, with a 
majority of  the mothers making reports of  domestic violence.  An overwhelming number of  
mothers believe that their children are still being abused, and most have stopped reporting, 
even though most of  their children are still reporting abuse.  Mothers no longer believe that 
they can protect their children, so that the system which was supposed to help them protect 
their children- the judges, attorneys, mediators, police, and psychological evaluators, have not 
only let them down, but penalized them for trying to do so.   A significant consequence of  
reporting abuse is the finding that only a few of  the mothers retained custody of  their children 
as a result of  the court proceedings. 

A limitation of  the study includes a bias of  the self-selection of  reporters and may not represent 
the general experiences of  all mothers reporting abuse in custody proceedings. 
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Figure 2. Psychological Impact on Children

Results

Figure 1. Child Abuse Allegations

Court Abuse:

•89% of  the protective mothers were denied adequate presentation of  information or 
witness

•68% lost custody in emergency court order 

•65% threatened with sanctions if  they “talked publicly” about the case 

•65% of  the protective mothers were advised not to report abuse

•59% lost custody with no court reporter present 

•62% lost custody in ex parte proceedings 

•72% of  the protective mothers, at some point, were not represented by an attorney 
when their ex spouse or partner was 

•57% of  the protective mothers were not permitted to see the 
evaluation/recommendation 

Children positively identified the perpetrator in 74% of  cases

58% of  cases had medical/physical evidence of  abuse and 82% had other corroborating 
evidence

Table 1. Financial Impact of Custody Dispute

Number of  attorneys involved 1449
Average per case 4

*Total cost of  custody cases $43,230,800
Mode of  cost $65,000

Total cost for court evaluators $2,676,970
Median Cost $5,000

Total cost for children’s attorneys $2,614,833
Median cost $10,000

*27% of  protective mothers were forced to file bankruptcy as a result
of  filing for custody for their children

Outcomes for Protective Mothers & Children:

•98% believed they were discredited for trying to protect their child 

•96% believed that the court personnel ignored or minimized allegations of  abuse 

•81% of  the protective mothers were the primary caretaker
and 81% had custody at the time of  separation

•17 % were left with custody of  their children after court proceedings 

•89% of  the  protective mothers reported domestic violence 

•87% of  the protective mothers believe that their children are still being abused and 
59% have stopped reporting the abuse for fear that contact with their children will be 
terminated

•85% of  the protective mothers no longer believe that they can protect their children 

•66% of  the children continued to report abuse  

•68% lost custody as a result of  the psychological evaluation

•59% continued to experience violence after separation 

•43% of  the protective mothers were labeled as having PAS (Parental Alienation 
Syndrome) and 33% were labeled as “alienators” 
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