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ABSTRACT. Files from contested divorce and custody
cases where trnere were false allegarions of sexual
abuse were reviewed. [n many of the files, there was
sufficient information to form an opinion about the
individual’ s p&r&aﬂaﬁrrchamrreri stics. We compared
the personalities of 72 jalsely accusing parents and
05 jedsely accused parenis to each other and to a
control group of 67 custody oniy parents (who were

involved in custody disputes bur without allegarions of

sexual abuse). All cases had come into our privare
pracrice ciinic.

The falsely daccusing parents were much more
likely than were the other two groups to have a person-
ality disarder such as astrionic, borderiine, passive-
aggressive, or paranoid, Ondy one-fourth were seen as
normal. fn comparison, most of the individuals in the
custody control group and in the falsely accused group
were seen as normal, This is discussed in terms of the
avnamics involved. A sugpested typology of individu-
als who make false accusation of sexual abuse in
aivorce and custody disputes is presented.

Child sexual abuse allegations have inereased dra-
matically 1o the past 10 to 13 vears, Some authorities
cluam this 15 caused by an increase in aciual abuse of
children and that we are in the muddie of an epidemic
of child abuse. Others suggest that there mav not be an
increase 1n abuse but rather an increase in reporting
abuse. This ts a more hopeful view since it indicates
that we are succeeding mn our efforts  respond effec-
tively to the reality of chiid abuse.
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ton, Massachusctts on August 14, 1990,

e ——————— e e L e e —

Hollida Wakefieid and Ralph Underwager are psvchologists
al the Insutute for Psychological Therapies. 13200 Cannon City
Boulevard, Northiield, MIN 53057

YVolume 2, Number 3, 121-

136

There1sconsiderable confusion about the relation-
ship betwesn incidence and prevalence esdmates of
child sexual abuse. The mostrecent incidencs sstimarte
reported 1S in the Natonal Center for Child Abuse and

Neglect Second Nanonal Incidence Study (1988) sue-
gesung an 1ﬂ~..,1ﬂ¢:n = rate for sexual abuse of children
of either 2.2 or 2.5 per 1000, depending upon the
defimnion used. The acmal prevalence rawe canpot
exceed a muluple (vears of childhood) of the actual
incidence rate so the most hikely prevalence rate is
around 4%. This 15 considerably less than rrmnv sug-

gesied prevalence rates, which range from 3% 1o 62*?
in different surveys and average 20% 1o ‘J'Df?r‘ (W ake-
ficld & Underwager, 1988,

Prevalence esumates are mostoften based on retro-
spective memory surveys of adults about their child-
hood expenences. Retrospective memory invoives re-
construction rather than recall and may be inaccurure
since we often make up stories about our past in order
to make sense of our present (Dawes, 198%). Preva-
ience surveys do not attempt to relate the prevalence
estunate o the incidence rate. One of the more care-
fully conducted surveys thar did not use retrospective
reports, however, I*’DDTTEd a prevalence rate of 3.3%
which Is closer wo what the incidence rate SUZZESIS
(Stegel, Sorenson, Golding, Burnam, & Stein, 1987).

False accusauons of sexual abuse are also increas-
ng although there 1s disagreement as to the Trequency

and nature of talse claims. Huwemr many protession-
als believe thal false accusutons have become & seri-
ous problem in vindictive and angry divores and cus-
tody barties. Consequently, such false accusations
have recerved much publicity and there have been
many arficies about this in the literature {Ash, 1983:
Benedek & Schetky, 1985a & b; Bishop & Johnson,
1987a & b; Blush & Ross, 1987; Brant & Sink, 1984:
Bresee, Stearns, Bess, & Packer, 1986; Dwver, 1986:
Ekman, 1989; FFergusen, D., 1988; Gardner, 1986 &
i987a; Goldzband & Renshaw, undared: Gordon.
1985; Green, 19860 Green & Schetky, 198R; Hind-
march, 1990; Jones & Seig, 1988; Levine, 1086: Levy,
1989 MacFarlane, 1986; ‘»{urphy 1987: Ross &
Blush, 1990: Schaefer & Guyer, 1988; Schuman,
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1986, Sink, 1988b; Spiegel, 1986; Thoennes and Pear-
son (1988a & b): Underwager & Wakefield, 1980:;
Wakefield & Underwager, 1988; Wakefield & Under-
wager, 1989; Yates & Musty, 1988).

[t 15 difficult to determine just how often sexyal
abuse accusations aceur in custody and visitation dis-
putes. Thoennes and her colleagues (Thoennes &
Pearson 1988a & b; Thoennes & Tjaden. 1990) ar-
tempted to get information on the incidence and valid-
ity of sexual abuse allegations in divorce and custody
cases. They gathered information through telephone
interviews and mail surveys from 290 court adminis-
trators, judges, custody mediators, and child prowection
workers throughout the United States. They then con-
ducted 70 in-depth interviews ar five sites, and then
finally racked cases of sexual abuse allegations over g
six month period from eleven court svstems. This latter
praocedure vielded a pool of 160 cases of sexual abuse
alleganons.

They report that the initial survey and interviews at
the five sites revealed a general consensus that sexual
abusc allegations in custody disputes occur in “a small
but growing™ number of cases (Thoennes & Pearson,
1988&a). They estimate thataccusations of sexual abuse
are found in approximatety 2% of contested custody
cases {therange across court sites was 1% to 8%). They
state that there are approximately one million divorces
annually, and of these, about 53% or 330,000 invoive
munor children. About 13% of these (82,500) resulr in
court involvement due to custody and/or visitation
disputes. Thelr estimate of 2% sexual abuse accusa-
tions in 82,500 custody disputes qunslates into 1,650
cases of sexual abuse accusations annually within the
environment of a divores/custody dispute.

We suspect that this cstimate 1s too low. In addition
to neurly 200 cases of sexual abuse allegations in
divorce and/or cusiody disputes in which we have been
formally 1nvolved, we have informally consulted on
many more. We recerve two or three calls or letters
cvery week. When presenting this topic ar a poster
session at the American Psychological Society in June,
1990), three psychologists stopped 1o talk to us about
stmilar cases. One reported having recently dealt with
such a case, another reported a close friend who had
this happen, and a third toid us that she herself had been
falscly accused bv her former hushand in a nasty
custody battle,

Our own experiences cannot be used to estimate a
nationwide frequency. Nevertheless, the iarge number
of cascs being seen by us and by others who have
communicated with us suggests that the acrual fre-
quency may be higher than Thoennes andé Pearson’s
estimate. For example, many matrimonial attornevs
repott that they are now handling more custody cases
with sexual abuse allegations (Fisk. 1989,
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There is not agreement as to how many of these
Cases turn out to be false, although most of the esti-
Mates range from one-third to four-fifths. Thoennes
and her coileagues report that in 33% of the cases in
therr survey, no abuse was believed 1o have Qceurred.
Abuse was believed likely in 30% and in 17% no
determination could be reached (Thoennes & Pearson
19884 & b; Thoennes & Tiaden, 1990). However. the
decision as to whether the abuse was factual was made
by custody evaluators and child protecdon waorkers
rather than by the justice system.

Most professionals believe that the proportion of
false allegations of child sexual abuse is highest in
divorce and custody disputes. Qur of approximately
500 cases 1n which we have provided expert consulta-
tton in the past six years involving sexual abuse accu-
sanons, 40% were divorce and custody cases. Of these
divorce and custody cases that have been adjudicarad,
tor three-fourths there was no determination of ebuse
by the legal system. That is, charzes were dropped or
never ftled or the person was acquitted in criminal

court, or there was no finding of abuse in family courr.

Dwver (1986) reparts similar statistics. She states
that 77% of the divorce-linked allegations of sex abuse
cases coming to the Human Sexuality Program at the
University of Minnesoia have turned our to be “hoax”
cases. This was based upon the opinion reached by the
agency stait that the allegations were not accurate.

In our experience, accusatons of sexual abuse
occur in a bitter and acrimonious divorce at all stages
of the process. Benedek and Schetky (1983a) repor
that they were especially common in disputes about
child custody thatarise after adivorce has been granied
and center around issues of visitation.

Most of the time the accusanon is not a deliberare
fabrication on the part of the accusing parent Many
parents have been intluenced by the publicity about
scxudl abuse 10 make false accusations based on mis-
percepuons and false assumprions. Wallerstein and
Kelly (1975, 1980) note thatin a bitter divorce. not onlv
1s the child likelv to underge significant siress, but the
parents are likely to blame the child’s anxiety and
distress on the other parent.

However, 1 some cases 4 parent can deliberately
(oster a false accusaton as 4 way 1o gel custody
(Wakefield & Underwager, 1989). Thoennes and
Pearson (1988D) report that in 13% of the cases they
studied, the case worker expressed doubt that the report
was oiffered in good faith.

As the system to respond to accusations of sexual
abuse has developed, it rewards the making of an
accusation with all manner of reinforcemen:s. The
person who 1s hated 1s punished. There is social ap-
proval for making the accusation. There mav be frce
legal counsel, welfare pavments, approbation and suD-




port from mental health professionals, therapists,
inends, family, neighbors. There is no response cost
for making an accusation. As Green and Schetky
(1988} state:

A small number of parents caught up 1o cuslody battles or
visiauon disputes have cxploited the eprdemic of sexual
apuse by using such allegations 1o promote their own inlerests
at the expense of their child and their former spouse, Allega-
tions have hecome a surefire way of getting ajudge's anenuon
and cuiting off visitadons. They have the same emotional
mmpact that issues of adultery once had in cusiody battles a

ecade or more ago (p. 1047,

Gardner (1986) notes thar an accusation of sexuai
abuse Is a powerful weapon in a divorce and custody
dispute. The vengeful parent may eXaggerate a nonex-
1stent or inconsequential sexual contact and build up a
case 1or sexual abuse. The child. in order to in gratiare
himself with the accusing parent, may g0 along with
this. On the basis of such observations, he describes g
“parental alicnation syndrome” in which the child
identifies with the viiifving parent and communicates
absolute hatred toward the other parent. A false accu-
sation of sexual abuse may deveiop in this situation
{(ardner, 1987a).

Gardner (1986) also observes tha: in some cases
mother who 15 obsessed with hared toward the father
may bring the child to the point of havine paranocid
delusions about the father. A “folie 4 denx” relation-
ship may evolve in which the child acquires the
mother's paranoid deiusions (Ferguson, 1988 Kanlan
& Kaplan, 1981; Rand, 1989. 1990, Green (1986)
states that such women are usually diagnosed as histri-
onic or paranoid personalitv disorders. or paranolid
schizophrenics.

Blush and Ross (19873 and Ross and Blush (1990
have reported on the personality chamcteristics of the
partics involved arsing in the contexr of unresolved
custody and visitation. They gatherad social, psvcho-
logical, and legal data from allegations arising in a
fammity services clinic of a circult coun seting in
Michigan. They report that informadon from several
vears of such cases provides suggested patterns char-
actenizing accusations thart are more likely to be false,
Impartant variables are the escalarion and timing of the
cases, e personality characreristics of the adults in-
volved, and the behavior of the children. Thev termed
the typical pattern when the allegations tun out to be
taise the SAID (Sexual Allegations in Divorce) Syn-
drome (Blush & Ross, 1987,

. Ihe¢ accusations surface afler separation and Fegral
action begins,

2. There is @ histery of family dysfunciion with unre-
solved divorce conflict and hidden anler]ving 1ssues.

3. The femalefaccusing) parent often is 4 hvsterical or
borderine personality or is angry, defensive and Justfving,

4. The malc (the accused) parent is gencraliy passive,
nurturing, and lacks “macho” characieristics,

3. The chitd is typicallv a female under age 21ght.

6. Thne allcgauons surfaces via the custodiai parent,

7. The mother takes the child 1o an “erpent” who con-
firms the abuse and identifiss the father as the PeTperator.

8. The court redcts o the experts information by termi-
natimg or limiting visitation.

Ross and Blush (1990) describe three personality
patterns they have observed in falsely aCCUSINg par-
ents. The first 1s the hAistrionic personality. This indi-
vidual appears anxious. concarned. and nervous and
presents herself as victimized by herestranged spouse.
She describes herseif as manipulated, coerced, and
physically or psychologically abused by this spouse
and percerves her chiid as now in danger of vicdmize-
tion from him. Her interpretation of her child's behav-
10T APPEArs Lo be an extension of her own feelin g3, with
the result that she develops unusnal and In4pproprate
sexual concams about her child. She may regulariv
examine herchild’s genitals, take the child torrepeated
meadical exams, or interrogate the child about possiple
sexual actvity.,

The justified vindicaror is a variation of the hisi-
onic personality. This woman initially offers an intel-
lectually organized, assertive, and justified agenda
with many facts, figures, and opinions supporting her
evidence. She presents herself as justiftably outraged
and concerned by the behavior of her spouse. How-
¢ver, when clarificanon is sought concermng the de-
tails, she becomes hostile. resistant. and passive-ag-
gressive, She will arzue and counter cven carefully
framed questions, 1s likelv 1o discontinue contact with
the evaluator who challenges her statements, 2nd may
threaten to sue or make ethical compiaints.

The borderiine personaliry, bv virtue of a basic
histrionic propensity and the smess of the GIVOrCe,
funcoons in a highly dysfunctional way and may lose
contact with reality. This person may be most readily
dentified by peculiar and bizarre descriptions of
cvents 1 her history.

We have been engaged in an ongoing study of the
personality characteristics of the partics in false acey-
sauons of sexual abuse in divoree and custody dis-
putes. Todate, flles ftom over 181 cases of accusations
oi sexual abuse arising in an acrimonious divoree and
custody dispute have been reviewed. In many of the
tiles, there is sufficient information from professional
evaluations o form an opinion about the individual’s
personaiity characteristics.

In conducting a systernatic analysis of the psycho-
logical information in the files, we predicted that
compared to parents in custody disputes without sex-
ual abuse accusations. parents who make falce accusa-
uons of sexual abuse during a divorce/custody bartle
will be more likelv o demonsmrate psychopathoiogy in
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the course of an evaluation. We also predicted that the
personaiites of persons who had been faisely accused
would notdiffer from those in a custody control group.

Method
Subjects

Files from 181 cases where there have been sexnal
abuse allegations during a divorce and custody dispute
were reviewed. In many of the files, there was sgffi-
clent information (from medical and psychological
reports, therapy and hospital records, test results, etc.)
to form an opinion about the individuals’ personaliry
characteristics. In some of the cases, we had performed
an evaluation. In others, the data was obtained and the
¢valuation done by other mental health professionals
and was reviewed by us. We limited the information
we used to that given by physicians and qualified
mental health professionals.

The criteria to sclect the cases of false allegations
were (1) the accused continued to deny the charge, (2)
we concluded, from our review of the entire file, that
the accusation was likely false, and (3) there had been
no tinding of abuse by the justice system. The falsely
accusing parents were compared (0 two groups—a
group of parents in contested custody cases in which
there were no allegations of sexual abuse. and a aToup
of falsely accused parents. All cases had come into our
private practice clinic. Some of the sampie 1ncluded
both parents in a case, but in others, we only had
sufticient information about one.

We found enough information in the 181 fles to
include 72 falsely accusing parents (68 females and 4
males) and 103 falsely accused parents (4 females and
99 males). There were 67 parents in a custody control
group (31 females and 36 males). The mean ace of the
accusing females was 33.3; the falsely accused fermales
33.0; and the custody only femaies 32.8. The mean age
of the accusing males was 36.3: the falsely accused
males 30.9, and the custody only males 34.6.

Procedure

The available information was carefully reviewed
and a diagnosis was assigned to the person on the basis
of the information. The amount of information vaned
from case to case. In some of the files, the persons had
been interviewed and given multipie psychological
iests by two or three evaluators. In a few, the only
information was a letter from a therapist or physician
g1ving observations or opinions abour the person but
not a formal diagnostic statement. Flowever, most of
the {iles inciuded reports of clinical interviews and

tesung. When the diagnosis was given by the evalu-
ator, this was used. In the instances where an actual
diagnosis was not given by the evaluator, we selecred
a diagnosis on the basis of the information in the file.
We also compared MMPI profiles in the subjects who
had MMPIs in the files.

Both of us reviewed the psvchological data and
assigned diagnoses when they were lackin 2. When we
disagreed, we discussed the case unil we reached
consensus. However, there was initial disagreemenron
only a few of the cases because the information in the
file was generally detailed enough to arrive at a diag-
nosis with a reasonable degree of confidence.

The subjects were then classified according to the
diagnoses. We combined persons who were gIven an
adjustment reaction diagnosis and persons who were
seen as psychologically healthy or “normal” for whom
nopsychiatric diagnosis was warranted. We did this for
two rcasons: First, the adjustment reaction diagnosis
was made in terms of the person’s reacton to the
custody and divorce situaton rather in terms of any
preexisting problems. Second, an adjustment disorder
diagnosis is sometimes used to meet the third DArty
payment requirement for persons wito would other-
Wise not be given 4 diagnosts.

Foreach of the three groups, we first compared the
diagnoses from our psychological evaluations to those
made on the basis of information and conclusions from
other professionals. We did this to ensure thar our
results would not be affected by a tendency for us o
a8s€ss persons in the three groups differently than
would the other protessionals. This was important in
that the proportions in each group evaluated by us
compared to other professionals was different for cach
agroup. Weevaluated 753% of the custody control group,
20% of the accusing parents, and 70% of the falselv
accused parents.

A Chi square indicated no significant differences,
Therefore, we then compared the groups

Some information on the actual MMPI profiles
was available for 62 of the custody only, 44 of the
accusing, and 95 of the accused parents. In most of
these, we had the acwal profile; in a few we oniv had
specific information about profile validity. We used
the available information to compare the groups on the
validity scales and the basic clinical scales.

In addition to comparing mean MMPI profiles for
our three groups, we compared them to two samples
from the MMPIL-2 restandardization project: a normal
sample of 773 married or cohabiting pairs and a sample
of 150 couples in marriage counseling {(Hjemboe &
Butcher, 1990). Although this data was collected on
the MMPI-2, the mean raw scores were converied to
the onginal MMPI K-corrected T-score values with
Appendix K of the MMPI-2 Manual.
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Results

table 1 shows the diagnoses given to the falsely accusing females compared to the custody only females:

Table ]
Diagnoses of Falsely Accusing Females
and Custody Only Females

Diagnosis
Group No Diagnosis Personality Other
Warranied [hsorder Dragnoses *
Accusing 17 259 40 720, 2 3%
N =65
Custody 19 61% 10 329 2 6%
N = 3]

2. N=99)= 1449, » < 001

* alcohol yse disorder in ail 4 cases: one i the custody aroup was also dvsthymia

Compared to the custody only, the falselv accusin g
females were significantly more likely to have a per-
sonaiity disorder diagnosis, 72% as compared to 32%
Only two persons in each group were given a diagnosis
other than one of the personality disorders—in each
case 1t was an alcohol use disorder (one was also

dragnosed as dysthvmia).

The four fulsely accusing males were 4l diagnosed
as having personaiity disorders.

iable 2 shows the diagnoses given 1o the falsely
accused males compared to the custody only maies:

Tabie 2
Diagnoses of Falsely Accused Males
and Custody Only Males

Diagnosis
Group No Diagnosis Personality Other
Warranted Disorder Diagnoses *
Accusing 63 695 27 275 4 4q
N=2509
Cuslody 23 69T 7199, 4 11%
N=136

Y EN=I39=2388. 7 < 30520,

* Custody other: bipolar disorder {13, aleohol] use disorder 1), depression {2}
Falsety accused other: aleohol use disorder (15, depression (3

There was no significant difference between the
falsely accused males and the custody onty males. In
both groups most of the persons (69%) were seen as
having no psychopathoiogy while a much smaller
proportion (27% and 19%) were diagnosed with per-
sonality disorders. Oniy a few persons were gIven
other diagnoses. {n the two groups combined, there
were f1ve persons who were diagnosed as neurotc
depression, two as alcohol use disorder, and ones ag

bipolar disordar.

Tne four women in the falsely accused group were
all psvcholegically normal.

The 31 females and 36 males in the custody only
group were then compared to each otherand there were
ne significant differences between them (X2 [2,N=67]
=348, p < 20 >.10).

Tnerefore, we then combined males and females
and compared all three groups in Tabie 3:
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Table 3
Diagnoses of Falsely Accusing Parents,
Falsely Accused Parents, and Custody Only Parents,

Diagnosts

Group o Diagnosis Personality Qther

Warranted Disorder Diagnoses *
Accusing 17 24% 53 745, p 3%
N=72
Accused 72 T0% 27 26% 4 4.9
N =103
Custody 44 H6 % 17 25% 5 Y
N =167

% {4 N = 2;12}“: 5030, p < 001,

Three-fourths of the falsely accusing parents were
given diagnoses of personality disorder while only
one-fourth were seen as normal. In comparison, only
one-fourth of the individuals in the falsely accused
group and the custody control group had personaliry
disorders and most (70% and 66%) were seen as
normal.

The most frequent personality disorder diagnosis
for all three groups was mixed or unspecified. This is
a diagnosis given when 4 person does not meet the
criterza for one specific personality disorder. For the
accusing parents, 24 of the 53 with personality disor-
ders were given this diagnosis. Within the unspecified
personality disorder category, 11 of the 24 persons had
histrionic personality features. The other person ality
disorders for the accusing parenis were histrionic 7,
dependent (6), borderline (3), passive-ageoressive (30
paranoid (5), and explosive (1),

For the custody only parents, § of the 17 with
personality disorders were diagnosed as unspeciiied.
The remaining 9 were distributed fairly evenly among
other personality disorders.

For the falsely accused parents. 11 of the 27 with
personality disorders were diagnosed as unspecified.
The others were passive-dependent (7}, passive-ag-
aressive (4), anti-social (2). schizoid (1}, compuisive
(1}, and narcissistic (1).

MM s

some Information on MMPI scores was available
for 44 of the accusing, 95 of the accused, and 62 of the

custody only parents. We had scores on some or all of
the scales for 29 of the accusing, 83 of the accused, and
29 of the custody only parents. We compared the raw
scores of the custody females to the accusin g females
and the custody males o the accused males.

Many of the individual MMPIs in all three gToupS
were responded © with mild to severe defensiveness,
often to the point of being technicaily invalid. Usin ga
criteria for invalidity of K 2 70, F 2 70, and/or F-K >
-22, 30% of 44 MMPIs in the accusing eroup, 19% of
95 MMPIs i the accused group, and 13% of 62 MMDPIs
1n the custody groups were technically invalid. (These
figures also include cases in which a report did not
mnclude actual MMPI scores, but stated that the MMPI
was cither valid or was invalid because of severs
defensivencss.}

The raw scores, standard devidtions, and 1 values
for the compartsons for the accusing versus custody
femaies are shown in Table 4 and for the COMPpATISOns
for the accused versus custody males in Table 5. The

can protiles for all three groups were within normai
itmits. The accusing females responded more defen-
sively than did the custody females. Their L and K
scales were higher, and their F scale was lower than for
the custody only females. This reached statistical si a-
nificance on F and F-K.

There was no significant difference in defensive-
ness between the custody only males and the accused
males s indicated by the validity scales. On the clins-
cal scales, the accused group was si gnificanty higher
on scale 3.
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Table 4

MMPI Mean Raw Scores, Standard Deviations, and ¢ Ratios
for Comparisons between Custody and Accusing Females

Group
Custody Females Accusing Females
(N=27) (N=726}
Scale Raw SD Raw SD fValue plevel
L 393 236 3.04 2.49 [.66 103
F 4.11  3.19 2.15 1.41 2.87 06*
K 17.33 4.11 19.50  4.350 1.83 073
F-K -13.22  6.19 -17.52 306 2.79 L07*
(N=27) (N=24)
Hs 3.63 3.10 3.62 3.03 01 996
D 19.78 5.72 20.25 5.19 A1 760
Hy 22.36 4.85 23.71 4.53 87 386
Pd 17.04 507 15.58 3.76 1.15 255
MIf 40082 3.30 3075 3.87 1.03 307
Pa 11.07 291 11,29 4.06 22 825
Pt 10.07 7.30 7.96 7.08 [.01 318
Sc 9.11 7.80 6.92 6.56 1.06 289
Ma 1496 497 13.92 3.65 84K 400
Si 2522 822 23.58 10.17 604 549
* stausucally sipnificant
Table 3

MMPI Mean Raw Scores, Standard Dewviations, and f Ratios
for Comparisons between Custedy and Accused Males

Group
Custody Males Accused Males
{ N=32) (N=79)
Sceale Raw SD Raw SD fValue plevel
L 427 2.44 3.87 2.08 86 391
F 306 1.85 3.51 2.25 99 325
K 17.86  4.32 18.66 410 90 371
F-K -14.81  35.36 -15.15 529 31 761
(N=31) (N=79)
Hs .94 234 3.00 3.14 1.71 090
D 1777 372 18.13 393 A3 H6Y
Hy 20.32 2795 2260 4.0 2.99 005*
Pd 16.16 398 16.96  3.8% 97 336
Mf 26,19 514 26.10 5.11 09 932
Pa 11.07  2.44 12,01 3.12 1.49 139
Pt 7.07 397 7.43 4.66 29 701
S¢C 6.90 475 6.13 4.96 75 456
Ma 1548 3.79 15.36 425 08 934
51 2297 9.66 21.32  7.35 97 336

= staustcally significant
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The mean K-comrected T scales for
accusing females and custody females
along with the female marriage counseling
the normal sample of married or coh
trom the MMPI-2 restandardization project (Hjemboe
& Buicher, 1990} in Figure 1. The mean K-corrected T
scales for our falsely accused males and custody males

our falsely
are plotted
sample and
abiting females

are plotted along with the male marria
sample and the normal sample of marrie
males from the MMPI-2
piotted in Figure 2.

ge counseling
dor cohabiting
restandardization project are

Figure [

MMPI Profiles for Falselv Accusin

Compared to Female Marital Couns
in Marital Pairs from the MM
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Fipure 2

MMPT Profiles for Falsely Accused Males and Custody Only Males
Compared to Male Marital Counselees and a Normal Sample of Males
in Marital Pairs from the MMPI-2 Restandardization Project*
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The shape of the K-corrected mean MMP] profiles
of our female samples are similar 10 those of the
samples of the marital counselees and the normal
samples fromm Hjemboe and Butcher (1990} but the
marital counselees had higher elevations than did the
other three groups. QOur sarmples, however, were more
defensive. This 1s particularly eviden: in looking at the

profile of the falsely accusing females, whose validity
sciles show the “check mark” shape characteristic of
detfensive profiles. This check mark shape s not found
in the other groups.

For the males, the marital counselees also had
higher elevations than the other three groups. Our
custody only and falsely accused samples were more
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defensive than the Hjemboe and Butcher samples.
However, the “check mark™ found in the falsely accus-
ing females 1s not present for any of the other STOuUpS,

Discussion

Falsely accusing parents were much more likel v 10
nave a personality disorder, such as histrionic, border-
line, passive-aggressive, paranoid, or unspecifled.
Only one-fourth were seen as having no psychopathol-
ogy. In companson, most of the individuals in the
custody control group and the accused group were
assessed as normal. Of the personality disorders in the
falsely accusing parents, roughly one-third were histri-
onic personality or unspecitied personality disorder
with histrionic features.

Ihe mean MMPIs of the three groups did not
refliect these differences in diagnoses. The high degree
ol defensiveness on the MMPIs, particulariy in the
accusing parents’ group, meant that many of the
MMPIs could not be used to reach conclusions ahout
psychopathology. A defensive response set is not un-
usual in persons taking the MMP! as part of a court
cvaluation or custody evaluation. Graham (19¥E) re-
ports that a typical K, depending upon education, is a
T'score of 60{comresponding toaraw scoreof 17 or 1&).

¢ states that, 1n fact. if K is low in a custody evalua-
ton, this is a cause for concern. The accu SINE DATENts
i this study, however, responded more Getensively
than did the other two groups.

Another reason that the personality disorders of the
accusing group were not reflected on their mean
MMPIs is that, although personality disorders are
relatively comumon, thev are difficult to define and
patients who have them present with a wide vartety of
different behaviors. This is true even within a given
personality disorder (i.e., bordertine, histrionic, para-
nowd). This means that there mav be different code
types found in a given personality disorder. This is
especially true of the histrionic personality. Morev and
Smith (1988) report that the MMPI has had Tittle
success 1n identifying histrionic personality because
the distmbunon of code tvpes for this disorder is widely
scattered.

In addinon, mean code types do not necessarily
retlect the distribution of code types in a particular
sample. The group means often obscure meaningful
clevations patterns in that the high and low scales can
be cunceled out in the averaging. For example, an
individual who was high on scales 2 and 7 bur low on
4 and 9 would cancel out a second individual who was
high on 4 and 9 but low on 2 and 7,

However, the more defensive response patiern

found 1n the validity scales in our falselv accusing
group 1s important. These people had no more reason
to try to look good on the test than did thosa in our other
two groups. They would have had less motivartion to
“fake good” than would the parents who were falsely
accused of sexual abuse, some of whom undoubtedly
believed that “a good score™ on the MMPI mi ghi
exonerate them and keep them from prison. Therefore,
the defensive MMPIs of the falsely accusing narents
may well be reflecting something more than a defen-
stve responsc set. The personality patterns of ; wny of
these people may include poor insight, rimdity, and a
tendency to deny shoricomings.

Social desirability 1s a major source of variance in
the MMPI. The extent to which a person is sensidve to
and concerned about the tmpression mude on other
people reflects important personality characteristics of
the individual. Those showing excessive social desira-
mlitv response sets are “self-centered and OVeriv pra-
occupied with the social image they creater these
individuals tend to be hvsteroid, paranoid. or sociallv
imsecure. . . . These test-taking attitudes can, then, be
better understood as part of a subject’s general PErson-
ality structure™ (Dahlsgom, Welsh & Dahistrom,
1975, p. 138). The finding of a significantly rcater
defensiveness on the mean F-K index for the group
developing faise accusations fits into the finding of 4
much higher proporuon of personality disorders in the
group orf false accusers. The MMPI research on valid-
ity scale configurarions therefore supports the finding
of a mgh level of pathological personality characteris.
ncs n those who are involved in {abricating false
accusations of sexual abuse during a divoree/custody
conflict.

Could the sess of becoming convinced that one’s
chiid was being sexually abused In the face of disbeliet
by the justice system have caused the accusing Dargnts
Lo develop a personality disorder? This is unitkelv for
several reasons.

First, 1n about one-fourth of the cases the psveho-
logical information was collected before the ahuse
allegations were made. There were no differences in
the proportion of psychopathology in these cases com-
parcd to the ones where the information was ohrained
afterwards.

second, In almost all of the cases, at the point at
which the mformation was gathered the allegations
were believed and supported. The accused parent’s
visitation was terminated or greatly restricted and he
was often facing criminal charges.

Third, whatever sresses are created by believing
one’s child is being sexually abused are matched by the
stress of being falsely accused of child sexual abuse
(Schuliz, 1989; Underwager, Clauss. & Wakefield.
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1990). The information we have from the accused
parents s that they often suffered remendons anxiery
and depression as a result of being faisely accnsed.

Fourth, the personality disorder diagnosis indi-
cates a stable, long-lasting and pervasive personaiity
pattern which 15 unlikely to develop as a result of a
stresstul situation. Although personality disorders are
exacerbated by stress, thev are not created by a stress-
ful incident.

rersonality disorders are difficult and frequently
misunderstood, but at the same time relatively com-
mon (Fleming & Pretzer, 1990). Individuais with per-
sonaiity disorders have personality characteristics
which cause distress and impairment in daily function-
ing. The DSM-ITI-R (American Psvchiatmric Associa-
ion, 1987) defines personality disorders as “enduring
patterns of perceiving, relatin g 10, and thinking about
the environment and oneself™ which “are exhibited in
a wide range of important social and personul con-
lexts” (p. 333). Such persons are likely to misperceive
the behavior of others and to react to stressful situations
m maladaptive ways. Depending upon the specific
personality disorder, they are characrerized by 1nsta-
bility of mood, impulsivity, inappropriate ermotional
overreactions, a need for approval and attention. and
difticulties handling anger and conflict.

Several of the falsely accusing persons’ level of
dysfunction was extremely serious, sometimes o the
pointof losing contact with reality. Some believed they
hiad rare spiritual powers and/or delusions concernin g
religion. One woman planned on raveilng to Rome to
marry the Pope; the records of another stated that she
had gone to Switzerland to marry Christ. One woman,
a psycnotherapist, believed thar she had exceptional
empathic powers that allowed her 1o sense who among
ner adult clients had been sexually abused as children,
Several were described as being highly unstable and
unpredictabie, displaying hysterical and bizarre he-
haviors, and sometimes failing to distin gulish berween
fact and fantasy. The women with histrionic personal-
ity diagnoses were described as displaving mampulat-
Ive, flamboyant, coquettish, or exhibitionistic behay-
tor and being preoccupied with appearance and atac-
tiveness, along with having a enaency to distort
2vents.

Several women were described as having symbi-
otic relationships with their children and a two were
diagnosed as having developed a folie 4 deux relation-
ship with an older child, who also came to share the
peliefs about the abuse. In several of the cases, the
behaviors Gardner has described as the “parental al-
lenation Syndrotne” (1987) were evident. In such cases
the child accepted and internalized an irrational natred
of the tather in the absence of any convincing evidence

tor such harred.

The falsely accusing parents were somenmes so
obsessed with anger towards their estranged spouse
that this became a major focus in their Hves. Such
persons were often described by the evalvators as
being oppositional, hostile, ne gauve, and resistant in
the evaluation and concern is expressed that the anger
towards the former spouse supersedes the neads of the
child. One woman made frequent calls to her
husband’s job, alleging that he was apervertand a thier
and shouid be fired. She also tried to run down her
ausband’s attorney with her car. Another called our
otfice 1o tell us thar her husband was a deadbeat and
would not pay his bill with us. She also accused him of
being involved in the Scott County sex ring, an accu-
sation that was simply impossible as the man was ouw
of the country at the time. Such women fit Ross and
Blush's (1990 “justified vindicator” thar was de.
scribed eariier.

Several of the women remained obsessed with the
SusSpIcion that their former spouse was SeXuily abus-
ng the child, even after the case was dismissed or
judged 1o be false. Some ok their voung chiid for
multiple physical and psychological examinations and
maderepeated accusations of abuse to child Drotection.
A few regularly examined the genials of the chiid
tollowing visits. Some had heen questioning the chil-
dren about possible sexual abuse for years. A few,
when the case was not substantiated, moved (o anothes
county and staried the accusations over, continuing
this pattern until a child protection worker was found
who substaniiated the accusation. One woman ar
ranged for a teievision station (o interview her so she
could publicly accuse her hushand of sexnal lv abusing
thewr child. Thisincluded a videotape of the child. Twao
aisappeared with their children after the court ruled
that there was no abuse and ordered visitation with the
iaiher be resumed.

What about the four men who made false accusa-
tions? Although we cannot generalize from a sample of
only four, these men appear 1o be quite similar to the
falsely accusing women. One (unspecified personality
aisorder) was described by the evaluator as cxtremely
defensive, angrv, hostile, hvpervigilang, and tacking in
accurate percepuon of others. Another (dependent

ersonality disorder) was described as a docile and
passive man who had a chronic behavior pattern of
developing dependent relationships. A third (unspeci-
tied personality disorder) was seen 10 have charactes-
logical tendencies to be guarded and defensive and to
deny and repress his considerable anger, Suspicion,
and hostlity. The fourth (paranoid persenality disor-
der) had gone through seven attorneys—ithey all kept
dropping him because of his manipulative, angrv,
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