Psychological terms associated with estrangement encompass the relational dynamics, emotional impacts, and
trauma responses linked to severing family or social ties.

Key terminology breaks down into three distinct categories:

1. Relational Dynamics

These terms describe the structural nature and causes of the separation:

« Emotional Cut-off: A term popularized in Bowen Family Systems Theory, referring to the extreme physical or
emotional distancing people use to manage unresolved, overwhelming anxiety or dysfunction within a family.

* No Contact (NC): A deliberate, usually firm boundary choice to completely stop all communication, interaction,
or knowledge of the other party.

+ Scapegoating: A toxic family dynamic where one member is unfairly blamed, stigmatized, or punished for the
family’s systemic problems, frequently precipitating the need for estrangement.

« Parentification: A role reversal in which a child is forced to take on the emotional or physical responsibilities of
caring for an adult or caregiver, which can lead to later relational rupture.

2. Emotional and Grief Responses
The mental health toll and grief processes that accompany social disconnection:

* Open-Ended Grief: Unlike standard mourning, estrangement grief is complicated by the fact that both parties
are still alive. This creates a state of chronic, unresolved longing or hope, as reconciliation is theoretically
possible at any time.

* Ambiguous Loss: A type of loss where a person is physically absent but emotionally present (or vice versa),
making it deeply difficult for the brain to process closure.

« Disenfranchised Grief: Grief that is not openly acknowledged or validated by society, often leading to feelings of
shame or the forced suppression of the estrangement experience.

3. Trauma and Defense Mechanisms
The neurological and trauma-based frameworks that often explain why someone goes no contact:

* Trauma-Informed Choice: The perspective that cutting off ties is often a deliberate, healthy form of
empowerment and self-preservation used by an individual to maintain physical and emotional safety.

+ Complex PTSD (C-PTSD): Psychological trauma caused by recurring, long-term abuse or neglect, commonly
cited as the root cause for why an individual requires a complete break from their caregivers.

+ Window of Tolerance: A concept from somatic therapy referring to a zone of arousal where a person can
function and process emotions effectively. Dealing with estrangement—and especially memories of the
estranged parties—can chronically push individuals outside of this window.



