
© JAN 2026 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 7 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

IRE 1713527        ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS        1006 

Children of Silence: Family Estrangement as a Child-

Centered Legal and Psychological Case Study 
 

SUSAN WASSERMAN1, JAMES COLLINS2 

 

Abstract- Family estrangement arising from high-conflict 

family disputes is most often examined through the 

competing rights and conduct of adults, particularly 

within custody and visitation litigation. This adult-

centered framing obscures the developmental, 

psychological, and relational consequences experienced 

by children who lose meaningful relationships with 

parents or extended family members. This article presents 

a case-based analytical study of family estrangement 

through a child-centered lens, integrating legal doctrine 

with established psychological research. It examines how 

family law systems, despite formal reliance on the “best 

interests of the child” standard, frequently marginalize 

children’s perspectives through procedural design, 

constitutional deference to parental autonomy, and 

inconsistent mechanisms for child representation. 

Particular attention is given to parental alienation as a 

mechanism of emotional harm, the developmental 

significance of disrupted attachment and identity 

formation, and the legal consequences of treating 

children’s silence as neutrality or consent. Comparative 

analysis of selected international frameworks highlights 

alternative institutional approaches to child participation 

and representation without advocating specific reforms. 

The article argues that family estrangement constitutes a 

sustained developmental risk for children that is 

insufficiently addressed within existing legal structures. 

By reframing estrangement as a condition affecting 

children directly rather than as a collateral effect of adult 

conflict, the article underscores the need for greater 

coherence between legal decision-making processes and 

the psychological realities of children whose lives are 

shaped by enforced relational loss. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Family estrangement has emerged as a persistent yet 

underexamined feature of contemporary family law 

disputes, particularly those involving high-conflict 

separation, divorce, and contested custody 

arrangements. Within legal proceedings, 

estrangement is most often framed as a dispute 

between adults, characterized by competing claims 

regarding parental rights, fitness, and decision-

making authority. This framing situates the child as 

the object of litigation rather than as an independent 

subject whose lived experience warrants direct 

consideration. As a result, the emotional, 

psychological, and developmental consequences of 

estrangement for children are frequently treated as 

secondary or derivative concerns, despite the fact that 

children are the individuals most profoundly affected 

by relational disruption. 

 

The significance of family estrangement lies not 

merely in the loss of contact between a child and a 

parent or extended family member, but in the broader 

reconfiguration of the child’s emotional and 

relational environment. Estrangement often involves 

the abrupt or gradual severance of meaningful 

relationships without explanation that is 

developmentally comprehensible or open to 

challenge. Children may lose access to caregivers, 

family narratives, cultural continuity, and sources of 

emotional regulation that previously contributed to 

stability and identity formation. These losses are 

rarely temporary; instead, estrangement frequently 

becomes a sustained condition that shapes the child’s 

daily life, emotional security, and long-term 

psychological development 

 

Despite these implications, family estrangement is 

not consistently recognized within legal scholarship 

or judicial practice as a distinct form of child-

centered harm. Family law discourse tends to 

prioritize constitutional protections of parental 

autonomy, procedural fairness, and efficiency in 

dispute resolution. Although the “best interests of the 

child” standard is formally embedded in custody and 

visitation determinations, its application often relies 

on adult testimony, adversarial advocacy, and 

judicial discretion rather than direct engagement with 

the child’s perspective. Children’s experiences are 

commonly inferred through parents, attorneys, or 

evaluators, reinforcing an adult-centered model of 

decision-making that obscures the child’s subjective 

reality. 

 

This structural orientation has particular 

consequences in cases involving parental alienation, 



© JAN 2026 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 7 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

IRE 1713527        ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS        2 

where one caregiver’s conduct actively interferes 

with the child’s relationship with another parent or 

extended family member. In such contexts, children 

may experience loyalty conflicts, emotional pressure, 

and attachment disruption that constrain their ability 

to express distress or preference freely. When 

children appear compliant, aligned with one parent, 

or silent, these responses are often interpreted within 

legal proceedings as indicators of stability or choice. 

Psychological research, however, suggests that such 

presentations may reflect adaptive survival strategies 

rather than genuine well-being. The legal system’s 

limited capacity to distinguish between authentic 

expression and constrained compliance allows 

emotional harm to remain unacknowledged. 

 

The issue of family estrangement matters because it 

exposes a gap between the stated protective aims of 

family law and its operational realities. Legal systems 

routinely resolve adult disputes while leaving 

children to absorb the emotional and developmental 

costs of those resolutions. The absence of consistent 

mechanisms for independent child representation 

further compounds this problem, rendering children 

the only stakeholders in family proceedings without 

a dedicated advocate. Over time, this legal silence 

can normalize relational loss, reinforce power 

imbalances within families, and contribute to long-

term difficulties in emotional regulation, identity 

formation, and interpersonal functioning. 

 

The purpose of this article is to examine family 

estrangement as a case-based analytical study that 

centers the child’s experience within the intersecting 

domains of law and psychology. Rather than 

advancing advocacy or proposing reform, the article 

seeks to clarify how existing legal frameworks, 

judicial doctrines, and procedural practices interact 

with established developmental research to shape 

outcomes for children. By integrating legal analysis 

with psychological and attachment-based 

perspectives, the article highlights how estrangement 

functions as a sustained developmental risk that is 

insufficiently addressed within current family law 

structures. 

 

The article proceeds in several stages. The following 

section provides background and contextual analysis, 

situating family estrangement within contemporary 

family law and outlining the legal and institutional 

assumptions that shape judicial responses. The case 

analysis and discussion then examine how 

estrangement and parental alienation operate within 

legal proceedings, drawing on psychological research 

to assess their impact on attachment, emotional 

development, and identity formation. The subsequent 

section considers the broader implications of these 

findings, including the role of child representation 

and the relevance of comparative international 

approaches. The article concludes by synthesizing 

these analyses to underscore the disconnect between 

legal process and developmental reality, emphasizing 

the enduring significance of family estrangement as 

a child-centered concern within family law. 

 

II. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

 

Family estrangement arises within a complex legal 

and institutional environment shaped by 

longstanding assumptions about parental authority, 

privacy of family life, and the proper limits of state 

intervention. Although estrangement most visibly 

manifests in individual families, its prevalence and 

persistence are closely tied to the structure of family 

law systems that are designed primarily to resolve 

disputes between adults. Within this framework, 

children are affected by legal outcomes without 

occupying a central role in the processes that 

determine those outcomes. Understanding family 

estrangement therefore requires situating it within the 

broader legal, social, and institutional context that 

governs family relationships and adjudication. 

 

Modern family law in many jurisdictions is anchored 

in the principle that parents possess a fundamental 

right to make decisions concerning the care, custody, 

and control of their children. This principle is 

reinforced by constitutional doctrine and reflected in 

statutory schemes that prioritize parental autonomy 

absent clear evidence of abuse or neglect. Courts are 

generally reluctant to intervene in family 

relationships unless a parent is deemed unfit or a 

child faces immediate risk of harm. While this 

restraint serves important protective purposes, it also 

limits judicial engagement with forms of harm that 

are relational, cumulative, and difficult to capture 

through traditional evidentiary standards. 

 

Within this legal landscape, family estrangement is 

rarely conceptualized as an independent concern. 

Instead, it is addressed indirectly through custody, 

visitation, and relocation disputes, where the primary 

focus remains on allocating parental rights and 

responsibilities. The loss of a child’s relationship 
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with a parent or extended family member is often 

treated as a collateral consequence of resolving adult 

conflict rather than as a substantive issue requiring 

separate analysis. This approach reflects an implicit 

assumption that fit parents’ decisions regarding 

contact and relationships align with the child’s best 

interests, an assumption that remains largely 

unexamined in high-conflict contexts. 

 

The best interests of the child standard are intended 

to center child welfare in family law decision-

making. However, its indeterminate nature allows it 

to be shaped by procedural and institutional realities. 

In adversarial proceedings, judges rely on the 

evidence presented by the parties, which is filtered 

through legal strategy and constrained by time, 

resources, and rules of admissibility. Children’s 

experiences are typically introduced through parental 

testimony, expert reports, or third-party evaluations 

rather than through direct articulation. As a result, the 

standard often operates as an adult-centered 

balancing exercise rather than as a vehicle for 

sustained engagement with the child’s lived 

experience. 

 

Social and institutional norms further reinforce this 

orientation. Family conflict is frequently framed as a 

private matter, and estrangement is often normalized 

as an unfortunate but inevitable outcome of 

separation or divorce. This framing minimizes the 

need for institutional response and places the burden 

of adaptation on children themselves. Schools, 

healthcare providers, and social services may observe 

behavioral or emotional changes in estranged 

children but lack the authority or mandate to address 

the underlying relational disruption. The cumulative 

effect is a diffuse system of responsibility in which 

no single institution is positioned to recognize or 

respond to estrangement as a distinct developmental 

risk. 

 

Parental alienation occupies a contested but 

increasingly visible place within this context. 

Although the term is debated, the behaviors it 

describes, interference with contact, negative framing 

of the other parent, and manipulation of the child’s 

perceptions, are widely documented in psychological 

research. Legally, however, allegations of alienation 

are difficult to adjudicate. Courts must navigate 

competing narratives, assess credibility, and avoid 

overreach into family autonomy. In the absence of 

clear evidentiary thresholds, alienation claims may be 

discounted, minimized, or reframed as mutual 

conflict, further obscuring the child’s experience. 

 

Institutional mechanisms intended to protect children 

often prove insufficient in this setting. Guardians ad 

litem, custody evaluators, and social workers may be 

appointed to assess the child’s circumstances, but 

their roles vary widely in scope and authority. These 

professionals are typically tasked with making 

recommendations to the court rather than advocating 

for the child’s expressed interests. Their involvement 

is often time-limited and constrained by caseloads, 

reducing opportunities for sustained engagement 

with the child. Consequently, the child’s perspective 

may be interpreted through professional judgment 

rather than conveyed as a lived experience. 

 

The absence of consistent independent representation 

for children is a defining feature of this institutional 

landscape. In many jurisdictions, children are not 

afforded legal counsel unless cases involve abuse or 

neglect, leaving those affected by high-conflict 

estrangement without dedicated advocacy. This 

structural gap reinforces reliance on parental 

narratives and professional intermediaries, both of 

which may be shaped by adult interests and 

institutional constraints. Children remain legally 

visible but functionally silent, their experiences 

influencing outcomes only insofar as they align with 

prevailing legal and social assumptions. 

 

Prior discussion of family estrangement in legal 

scholarship has tended to focus on parental rights, 

evidentiary challenges, or doctrinal coherence. 

Psychological literature, by contrast, emphasizes 

attachment disruption, loyalty conflict, and long-term 

emotional consequences. These bodies of work often 

operate in parallel rather than in dialogue, 

contributing to a fragmented understanding of 

estrangement. The legal system’s limited 

engagement with developmental research further 

widens this gap, allowing relational harm to persist 

without systematic recognition. 

 

This context sets the stage for a case-based analysis 

of family estrangement that foregrounds the child’s 

experience without collapsing it into advocacy or 

reform. By examining how legal doctrines, 

institutional practices, and social norms interact, the 

analysis that follows seeks to clarify the conditions 

under which estrangement becomes normalized and 

the mechanisms through which children’s voices are 
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marginalized. The full contours of the case are not yet 

explored here; rather, this background establishes the 

structural environment in which estrangement 

occurs, providing the necessary foundation for 

examining its legal and psychological dimensions in 

subsequent sections. 

 

III. CASE ANALYSIS / DISCUSSION 

 

Family estrangement, as examined in this article, is 

best understood as a patterned outcome produced 

through the interaction of legal decision-making, 

parental behavior, and institutional constraint rather 

than as an isolated or idiosyncratic family failure. The 

case under analysis reflects a recurrent configuration 

observed in high-conflict family disputes: prolonged 

litigation between parents, allegations of parental 

alienation, progressive restriction of a child’s contact 

with one parent or extended family, and the absence 

of sustained mechanisms for direct child 

participation. This section analyzes that 

configuration by examining how legal processes 

address estrangement, how parental alienation 

operates within those processes, and how resulting 

decisions shape children’s developmental and 

psychological trajectories. 

 

At the center of the case is a custody and contact 

dispute characterized by persistent conflict and 

competing parental narratives. Each parent asserts 

alignment with the child’s best interests, while 

attributing relational breakdown to the conduct of the 

other. Within this adversarial structure, the court’s 

primary task is framed as resolving adult 

disagreement through allocation of rights and 

responsibilities. The child’s experience of relational 

loss is addressed indirectly, typically through 

references to stability, routine, or stated preference, 

rather than through a sustained inquiry into emotional 

meaning or developmental impact. This framing 

establishes the conditions under which estrangement 

can solidify without explicit judicial recognition. 

 

A defining feature of the case is the gradual erosion 

of the child’s relationship with one parent and 

associated extended family members. This erosion 

does not occur through a single judicial act, but 

through a sequence of interim orders, delayed 

enforcement, and discretionary decisions that 

cumulatively restrict contact. Each individual 

decision appears procedurally justified when viewed 

in isolation, often grounded in concerns about 

conflict reduction, logistical feasibility, or deference 

to parental judgment. Collectively, however, these 

decisions function to normalize separation and shift 

the burden of adaptation onto the child. 

 

Parental alienation emerges in the case not as a 

formally adjudicated finding, but as a contested 

allegation that remains unresolved. Behaviors 

associated with alienation, negative framing of the 

absent parent, interference with communication, and 

the creation of loyalty conflicts, are raised but not 

conclusively established within the evidentiary 

record. Courts, constrained by credibility 

assessments and the absence of definitive proof, often 

respond by maintaining the status quo rather than 

intervening assertively. This judicial caution, while 

consistent with procedural norms, allows alienation 

dynamics to persist unaddressed. 

 

The child’s expressed views play a limited and 

ambiguous role in the case. Statements attributed to 

the child suggest reluctance or resistance to contact 

with the estranged parent, which are treated as 

relevant indicators of preference. However, the 

context in which these statements arise is not 

subjected to sustained analysis. Developmental 

research indicates that in high-conflict environments, 

children’s expressed preferences may be shaped by 

dependency, fear of upsetting a primary caregiver, or 

internalized narratives rather than autonomous 

choice. The legal process, lacking mechanisms to 

evaluate these dynamics longitudinally, risks 

attributing undue weight to expressions that are 

situationally constrained. 

 

Professional intermediaries, such as custody 

evaluators or guardians ad litem, are involved 

intermittently. Their assessments provide snapshots 

of family dynamics but are limited by time, scope, 

and role definition. These professionals are generally 

tasked with advising the court rather than advocating 

for the child, and their recommendations often 

prioritize conflict management and procedural 

closure. While such recommendations may reduce 

immediate litigation intensity, they do not necessarily 

address the underlying relational disruption 

experienced by the child. 

 

The case further illustrates how the best interests of 

the child standard operate as a flexible but 

indeterminate tool. Judges invoke the standard to 

justify decisions aimed at stability and finality, yet 
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the criteria used to assess best interests remain adult-

oriented. Factors such as parental cooperation, 

logistical practicality, and avoidance of further 

conflict often outweigh consideration of long-term 

relational loss. The child’s developmental need for 

continuity of attachment and identity coherence is 

implicitly acknowledged but not systematically 

evaluated. 

 

Constitutional deference to parental autonomy plays 

a significant role in shaping judicial restraint. Courts 

are reluctant to compel contact or override a parent’s 

decisions absent clear evidence of unfitness or harm. 

In the case under analysis, this deference limits the 

court’s willingness to intervene in relational disputes 

framed as parental disagreement. As a result, the 

child’s interest in maintaining meaningful 

relationships is subordinated to the presumption that 

parental decisions are inherently aligned with child 

welfare. 

 

The cumulative impact of these legal and institutional 

dynamics is the solidification of estrangement as a 

lived reality for the child. What begins as a contested 

arrangement evolves into a normalized condition, 

reinforced by the passage of time and the authority of 

court orders. The longer estrangement persists, the 

more it is treated as an established fact rather than as 

a consequence requiring scrutiny. This temporal 

dimension is critical: delay itself functions as a 

mechanism of outcome determination, privileging 

existing arrangements over restorative possibilities. 

 

Psychological analysis of the case highlights the 

developmental implications of this trajectory. The 

child experiences disruption of attachment 

relationships that previously contributed to emotional 

regulation and security. In the absence of consistent 

contact, memories and emotional bonds may weaken, 

not through loss of significance but through enforced 

distance. Simultaneously, the child may internalize 

narratives that rationalize the absence, shaping 

perceptions of the estranged parent and of relational 

reliability more broadly. 

 

The case also reflects the phenomenon of adaptive 

compliance. The child’s apparent adjustment to 

estrangement, manifested through academic 

functioning, behavioral regulation, or verbal 

acceptance, is interpreted within the legal record as 

evidence of well-being. Developmental research 

cautions that such adjustment may mask emotional 

suppression or unresolved grief. Legal processes, 

however, are ill-equipped to distinguish between 

adaptation driven by resilience and adaptation driven 

by constraint. 

 

Identity formation constitutes another dimension of 

impact. As children develop a sense of self through 

relational mirrors, the loss or denigration of a parent 

or extended family member can create internal 

conflict. The case demonstrates how identity-related 

considerations are largely absent from legal analysis, 

despite their relevance to long-term psychological 

functioning. Courts rarely address how estrangement 

affects children’s understanding of family history, 

personal continuity, or belonging. 

 

The absence of independent child representation is a 

central structural feature of the case. Without legal 

counsel dedicated to the child, there is no sustained 

advocate positioned to contextualize the child’s 

expressions, challenge assumptions of preference, or 

foreground developmental considerations. The 

child’s experience enters the record episodically and 

indirectly, filtered through adult narratives and 

professional summaries. This absence reinforces the 

asymmetry between adult parties and the child, who 

remains the only stakeholder without procedural 

voice. 

 

Importantly, the case does not suggest intentional 

disregard for the child’s welfare on the part of the 

court or professionals involved. Rather, it illustrates 

how institutional design and doctrinal priorities shape 

outcomes in ways that systematically marginalize 

children’s perspectives. Decisions are made within 

existing legal constraints, guided by principles 

intended to protect families from excessive intrusion. 

Yet these same principles can produce environments 

in which relational harm accumulates without formal 

recognition. 

 

From an analytical standpoint, the case exemplifies 

how family estrangement functions as a structural 

outcome rather than a discrete event. It emerges 

through iterative decisions, deferred intervention, 

and reliance on adult-centered indicators of well-

being. The legal system resolves conflict 

procedurally, but does not resolve the developmental 

consequences borne by the child. 

 

This analysis underscores the importance of 

examining family estrangement not solely as a matter 
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of parental conduct, but as a condition shaped by 

legal processes themselves. Estrangement persists 

not only because of individual behavior, but because 

institutional mechanisms prioritize finality, 

autonomy, and efficiency over sustained child-

centered inquiry. The case demonstrates how 

children can become structurally silenced within 

systems that formally commit to their protection. 

 

By situating the case within this analytical 

framework, the discussion clarifies the patterns 

through which family estrangement is produced and 

maintained. It provides a foundation for assessing 

broader implications regarding child representation, 

legal standards, and the alignment of family law with 

developmental realities, which are explored in the 

subsequent section. 

 

IV. IMPLICATIONS AND BROADER 

RELEVANCE 

 

The case analysis presented in this article has 

significance that extends beyond the specific 

circumstances examined, as it reflects structural 

patterns common to high-conflict family law disputes 

involving estrangement and parental alienation. The 

dynamics identified are not anomalous but indicative 

of systemic features that shape outcomes for a broad 

population of children whose lives are affected by 

custody litigation and relational disruption. 

Understanding these implications is essential for 

evaluating how family law systems operationalize 

child welfare and how institutional design influences 

developmental risk. 

 

At a systemic level, the case illustrates how adult-

centered legal processes can inadvertently normalize 

relational loss for children. Family courts are 

structured to resolve disputes between parents 

efficiently and with finality, yet the emphasis on 

procedural closure often obscures the long-term 

consequences of decisions that restrict or sever 

meaningful relationships. When estrangement is 

treated as a byproduct of adult conflict rather than as 

a condition requiring independent consideration, 

children’s experiences become secondary to the 

resolution of parental disagreement. This pattern is 

likely to recur across jurisdictions that rely heavily on 

adversarial processes and discretionary application of 

the best interests standard. 

 

The case also underscores the implications of 

constitutional deference to parental autonomy. While 

protections for parental decision-making authority 

serve important functions, their application in high-

conflict contexts can limit judicial capacity to address 

relational harm that does not meet traditional 

thresholds of abuse or neglect. The resulting legal 

restraint may inadvertently privilege parental 

prerogative over the child’s interest in relational 

continuity. For children in similar circumstances, this 

doctrinal balance can mean that losses affecting 

attachment and identity remain legally invisible, even 

when their cumulative impact is substantial. 

 

Another broader implication concerns the 

interpretation of children’s expressed preferences and 

apparent adjustment. The case demonstrates how 

courts may rely on indicators such as compliance, 

stated reluctance, or outward stability as proxies for 

well-being. Developmental research suggests that 

these indicators are often unreliable in environments 

characterized by power imbalance and emotional 

constraint. The broader relevance lies in the risk of 

systemic misinterpretation, whereby children’s 

adaptive responses are treated as evidence that 

intervention is unnecessary. This misreading is likely 

to affect many children in high-conflict cases, 

particularly those lacking independent 

representation. 

 

The absence of consistent child advocacy has 

implications for equity and access to justice. Children 

remain the only stakeholders in family law 

proceedings who are routinely unrepresented, despite 

being directly affected by outcomes. This structural 

omission disproportionately impacts children in 

cases involving prolonged litigation, complex family 

dynamics, or allegations of alienation, where adult 

narratives dominate the record. The broader 

relevance of this gap lies in its potential to produce 

uneven protection across cases, with outcomes 

shaped more by procedural contingencies than by 

developmental need. 

 

From a policy perspective, the case highlights the 

challenges of integrating psychological and 

developmental knowledge into legal decision-

making. Family law systems often lack mechanisms 

to translate established research on attachment, 

trauma, and identity development into evaluative 

criteria that inform judicial reasoning. This 

disconnect has broader implications for how child 
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welfare is conceptualized and assessed across similar 

cases. Without such integration, legal standards risk 

remaining formally child-centered while 

substantively adult-oriented. 

 

The relevance of this analysis extends to populations 

beyond those involved in custody disputes between 

parents. Children affected by estrangement from 

grandparents or extended family members, children 

in blended or reconstituted families, and children 

navigating repeated litigation are all subject to similar 

dynamics. In each context, the loss of relational 

continuity may carry developmental significance that 

is insufficiently addressed by existing legal 

frameworks. The case therefore serves as an 

illustrative example of how systemic features can 

shape outcomes across diverse family structures. 

 

Finally, the broader relevance of this case lies in its 

contribution to scholarly dialogue across disciplines. 

By examining family estrangement through an 

integrated legal and psychological lens, the analysis 

demonstrates the value of interdisciplinary 

engagement for understanding child-centered harm. 

The patterns identified suggest that estrangement is 

not solely a private family issue but a condition 

shaped by institutional practices that warrant 

sustained examination. Recognizing these 

implications is essential for understanding how 

family law systems influence children’s lives beyond 

the immediate resolution of disputes and for situating 

individual cases within a wider social and legal 

context. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

This article has examined family estrangement as a 

case-based phenomenon situated at the intersection 

of family law, psychology, and child development. 

Through analysis of legal processes, institutional 

practices, and established developmental research, it 

has shown that estrangement frequently emerges not 

as an isolated outcome of parental conflict, but as a 

structured condition shaped by adult-centered 

adjudication and limited mechanisms for child 

participation. Although family law systems formally 

prioritize the best interests of the child, the 

operational realities of litigation often marginalize 

children’s perspectives and obscure the cumulative 

effects of relational loss. 

 

The analysis highlights how judicial reliance on 

parental narratives, constitutional deference to 

parental autonomy, and procedural emphasis on 

stability and finality can normalize estrangement 

without sustained inquiry into its developmental 

significance. In high-conflict contexts, children’s 

silence, compliance, or expressed preferences are 

often treated as indicators of well-being, despite 

psychological evidence that such responses may 

reflect adaptive strategies shaped by dependency and 

constraint. The absence of consistent independent 

child representation further reinforces this dynamic, 

leaving children as the only stakeholders in family 

proceedings without a dedicated advocate. 

 

By integrating legal and psychological perspectives, 

the article underscores that estrangement disrupts 

attachment relationships, emotional regulation, and 

identity formation in ways that may persist long after 

legal disputes are resolved. These consequences are 

not aberrational but predictable within systems that 

prioritize adult dispute resolution over child-centered 

inquiry. 

 

Taken together, the findings emphasize the 

importance of examining family estrangement as a 

sustained developmental risk rather than as a 

collateral effect of parental disagreement. 

Recognizing the structural conditions that allow 

children’s experiences to remain legally silent is 

essential for understanding the broader implications 

of family law decision-making. A child-centered 

analytical approach clarifies the enduring 

significance of estrangement and reinforces the need 

for greater alignment between legal processes and the 

developmental realities of children whose lives are 

shaped by family conflict. 
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