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Fear & Retaliation
 

Threats, anger, withdrawal,
punishment, or emotional
consequences teach the

child that connection with
the displaced parent may

come at a cost.

Guilt & Emotional
Burden

 

The child is made
responsible for a
parent’s distress,

loneliness, anger, or
emotional stability,

creating guilt for loving
or wanting the other

parent.

Narrative Shaping
 

Repeated negative
messaging, selective
stories, distortion, and
adult framing reshape
how the child interprets

the displaced parent
and past experiences.

Attachment Deactivation 
& Rejection Conditioning

 Closeness with the
displaced parent begins to

feel risky, so affection is
inhibited, attachment is

deactivated, and rejection
becomes adaptive.

Isolation & Contact
Interference

 Time, communication,
information, routines, and

extended family
relationships are restricted,

monitored, delayed, or
made difficult.

Conditional Approval
 

Warmth, praise, relief, or
belonging follow

compliance, while
independent thinking,
curiosity, affection, or
contact with the other
parent is discouraged.

Role Reversal, 
Adultification &
Parentification

 The child is drawn into 
adult worries, loyalty tasks,

emotional caretaking,
monitoring, secrecy, 

or protecting the 
influencing parent.

Identity Capture & 
Loyalty Pressure

 

The child learns that being
good, loyal, mature, or

protective means taking
sides and treating mixed

feelings or relational
flexibility as betrayal.

Children may present as
rejecting, hostile, dismissive,
anxious, or emotionally cut off
while adapting to coercive
relational pressures.

Coercive Relational
Dynamics

 shaping the child’s
attachment, identity,

and parent–child
relationships

Coercive Control:  How relational pressure can shape a child’s
attachment, identity, behaviour, and relationships

emmm.org.au
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Monitoring, interrogation, and surveillance. This is a common coercive pathway in child-related post-separation dynamics. It
includes questioning the child after contact, probing for information, asking the child to report back, checking what was said or
done, and using the child as a source of intelligence about the displaced parent. Some of this sits near role reversal and contact
interference, but the monitoring function itself is not really named.
Secrecy demands and loyalty tests. Children are often required to keep secrets, hide positive experiences, conceal
communication, reject gifts, avoid showing affection, or demonstrate which side they are on. That is related to loyalty pressure
and conditional approval, but secrecy and loyalty testing are distinctive enough to warrant clearer mention.
Recruitment of the child into adult meaning-making. Your narrative shaping section is good, but I think it could be broadened to
include selective disclosure, adult allegations, rehearsal of grievances, and exposure to legal, financial, or relationship material
that the child is not developmentally equipped to process. This is more than negative messaging. It is the child being recruited
into an adult interpretive frame.
Reality distortion and history rewriting. You touch this through narrative shaping, but there is room to make explicit the
adulteration of memory, reinterpretation of past events, and gradual recasting of the displaced parent as wholly bad, unsafe,
selfish, or uncaring. That process often alters the child’s autobiographical narrative, not just their current opinion.
Shame and humiliation tied to attachment. You have guilt, fear, and conditional approval, but shame deserves more direct
visibility. Many children are not only made to feel guilty for loving the displaced parent, they are made to feel foolish, disloyal,
weak, dirty, selfish, or morally suspect for maintaining that bond. Shame often helps close down curiosity and emotional flexibility.
Triangulation and third-party recruitment. The infographic focuses on the child-parent dynamic, which makes sense, but it may
help to note that pressure is often reinforced through siblings, grandparents, new partners, schools, and sometimes professionals.
This is relevant because the child may experience the coercive atmosphere as socially confirmed rather than coming from one
parent alone.
Obstruction of ordinary relational symbols. Contact interference is there, but children are also affected by removal or
discouragement of photos, gifts, keepsakes, calls, messages, naming practices, and mention of the displaced parent. These
symbolic restrictions can carry considerable psychological weight because they regulate memory, belonging, and permission to
remain attached.
Emotional unpredictability and walking on eggshells. Fear and retaliation covers consequences, but not always the
unpredictability that teaches the child to scan mood, anticipate backlash, and self-censor. That hypervigilant adaptation is one
of the strongest shaping forces in these families.
Parentification through protection of the influencing parent’s ego or fragility. Your role reversal section is good, though it could
perhaps more clearly include the child having to protect the parent from sadness, anger, loneliness, abandonment feelings, or
emotional collapse. That mechanism often drives the child to suppress their own attachment needs.
Identity foreclosure. You refer to identity capture, which is good. I wonder whether it could be sharpened further to include the
child learning that their identity must be organised around sameness with one parent and distance from the other. This is not
only about loyalty. It is about who the child is allowed to be.
If I were refining the structure, I would say the omissions are less about adding many new wedges and more about checking
whether the current wedges need a clearer behavioural layer underneath them. In other words, the infographic already captures
many of the higher-order processes, but some of the concrete coercive behaviours that feed those processes are still sitting
below the surface.
So, in short, the main additions I would consider are:
 • monitoring and interrogation
 • secrecy demands and loyalty tests
 • reality distortion and history rewriting
 • shame-based control
 • triangulation and third-party recruitment
 • obstruction of symbolic connection, photos, gifts, calls, memories
 • emotional unpredictability that produces hypervigilance
 • more explicit parentification around protecting the influencing parent’s emotional state


	Coercive Control:  How relational pressure can shape a child’s attachment, identity, behaviour, and relationships
	•confusion • anxiety • shame • guilt • disenfranchised grief • ambiguous loss •
	Attachment Deactivation  & Rejection Conditioning
	Closeness with the displaced parent begins to feel risky, so affection is inhibited, attachment is deactivated, and rejection becomes adaptive.
	Fear & Retaliation
	Threats, anger, withdrawal, punishment, or emotional consequences teach the child that connection with the displaced parent may come at a cost.
	Identity Capture &  Loyalty Pressure
	The child learns that being good, loyal, mature, or protective means taking sides and treating mixed feelings or relational flexibility as betrayal.
	Guilt & Emotional Burden
	The child is made responsible for a parent’s distress, loneliness, anger, or emotional stability, creating guilt for loving or wanting the other parent.


	Coercive Relational Dynamics  shaping the child’s attachment, identity, and parent–child relationships
	conflicted thinking • hypervigilance • dependency • loss of agency • relational splitting
	Role Reversal,  Adultification & Parentification
	The child is drawn into  adult worries, loyalty tasks, emotional caretaking, monitoring, secrecy,  or protecting the  influencing parent.
	Narrative Shaping
	Repeated negative messaging, selective stories, distortion, and adult framing reshape how the child interprets the displaced parent and past experiences.
	Conditional Approval
	Warmth, praise, relief, or belonging follow compliance, while independent thinking, curiosity, affection, or contact with the other parent is discouraged.
	Isolation & Contact Interference
	Time, communication, information, routines, and extended family relationships are restricted, monitored, delayed, or made difficult.

	Children may present as rejecting, hostile, dismissive, anxious, or emotionally cut off while adapting to coercive relational pressures.
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