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ABSTRACT

Child abuse (CAb) is a pervasive and distressing societal issue today. It encompasses various forms,
including physical, emotional, sexual, and neglect. Identifying signs and symptoms is crucial for early
intervention, with indicators like unexplained injuries, withdrawal, and changes in behavior. Causes
of CAb can range from family stressors to intergenerational cycles of violence. The consequences
are profound, affecting a child’s physical and psychological well-being, and potentially perpetuating
a cycle of abuse. Preventative measures and support systems are essential to mitigate the
devastating impact on vulnerable children. The aim of this paper is to re-examine the issue of CAb.
In the context of three selected sociopsychological frameworks (i.e., Social Learning Theory,
Attachment Theory, and Cycle of Violence Hypothesis), it is the authors’ attempt to provide brief
insights into the complex interplay of risk factors in CAb. In addition, the two authors also proposed
his basc framework of safeguarding children’s welfare and child protection.
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1. INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS CHILD ABUSE?
Child abuse (CADb) is a complex issue, and its definition can vary by jurisdiction in different countries.

For example, in Singapore, the Ministry of Social and Family Development (MCYS, 2023) has defined
CADb as follows: “Child abuse is any action or inaction by an individual (e.g., parent or caregiver) that
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endangers or damages a child’s physical or emotional well-being” (para. 1) and it can come in different
forms, such as “physical abuse, emotional and psychological abuse, sexual abuse and neglect” (MCYS,
2023, para. 2). Under the Children and Young Persons Act of 1993 (2020 Rev Ed) (CYPA), it offers
a child and young person broad protection from acts of ill-treatment and regulates juvenile justice. The
Family Justice Act of 2014 (2020 Rev Ed) regulates the jurisdiction of the Youth Court that is empowered
by the CYPA and which falls under the umbrella of the Singapore Family Justice Courts.

In the United States, the federal legislation defines the CAb including neglect “by identifying a minimum
set of acts or behaviors” (Children’s Bureau, n.d., para. 2). For instance, the Federal Child Abuse
Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) (42 U.S.C.A. § 5106g), originally enacted in 1974 (Public Law
93-247), as modified by the CAPTA Reauthorization Act of 20107, establishes the minimum criteria for
defining child abuse and neglect as follows:

e  “Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker, which results in death,
serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation”; or
e “An act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.”

Moreover, this US definition of CAb and neglect pertains specifically to parents and other caregivers.
In this context, a "child" typically denotes an individual who is under the age of 18 or who has not
achieved emancipated minor status.

However, a common and widely accepted definition of CAb typically includes any act or failure to act by
a parent, caregiver, or guardian that results in harm, potential harm, or a threat of harm to a child. This
harm can be physical, emotional, or sexual in nature, and it often involves neglect or maltreatment of a
child’s basic needs for safety, well-being, and development. Laws and definitions may differ by location
(e.g., county, province, state and/or country). Hence, in this regard, counselors and therapists working
in the field of child abuse and protection service need to consult local statutes and authorities for precise
definitions in a specific jurisdiction.

2. SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF CHILD ABUSE

The condition of CAb can take various forms, and its signs and symptoms may vary depending on the

type of abuse. However, some common signs and symptoms of CAb include the following:

e Physical abuse (Christian et al., 2015; Kellogg et al., 2007): This includes unexplained bruises,
welts, or burns, frequent injuries or injuries that do not match the explanation given, fear of adults
or caregivers, and aggressive or violent behavior.

e Emotional abuse (D'arcy-Bewick et al., 2022; Engel, 2023): This includes withdrawn behavior,
depression, or extreme shyness, sudden change in self-confidence, frequent nightmares or trouble
sleeping, and emotional outbursts, aggression, or extreme passivity.

o Neglect (D'arcy-Bewick et al., 2022; Skinner et al., 2023): This involves poor hygiene, dirty or
ragged clothing, malnourishment or frequent hunger, lack of appropriate supervision, and chronic
absenteeism from school.

o Sexual abuse (Finkelhor, 1982; Mullen et al., 1993): This includes sexualized play or knowledge
inappropriate for the child’s age, regression to younger behavior, fear or avoidance of a specific
person, and unexplained sexually transmitted infections (STIs) or pregnancy in a child.

" The CAPTA was amended several times (e.g., 1988, 1992, 1996, 2010) and was most recently amended and reauthorized by
the Comprehensive Addiction and Recovery Act of 2016.
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e Psychological abuse (Bifulco et al., 2002; Black et al., 2001): This involves constant criticism,
humiliation, or belittling, extreme anxiety, depression, or emotional instability, social withdrawal and
isolation, and developmental delays in speech or cognitive abilities.

These abovementioned signs and symptoms may not always indicate CAb, and some children may not
even show obvious signs or symptoms. If anyone suspects a child is suffering from or experiencing
CAb, it is always crucial to report it to the appropriate authorities or child protective services, who can
conduct a formal investigation and ensure the child’s safety.

3. THE SOCIOPSYCHOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS OF CHILD ABUSE

CAb is a complex and multifaceted issue that has been extensively studied in sociopsychology.
Contemporary studies (e.g., Hébert et al.,, 2014; Juliano & Yunes, 2014; Sippel et al., 2015) in
sociopsychology have reported the importance of the role of social support networks and individual
resilience in protecting children from abuse. Strong social support systems and the development of
resilience can mitigate the impact of abuse on children. Moreover, studies (e.g., Gil, 1975; Hofstede,
1998; Pfohl, 1977) done in the late 20" century found that cultural norms, societal attitudes, and
institutional factors could contribute to or inhibit CAb. In other words, cultural norms and societal
attitudes can either condone or condemn abusive behaviors, affecting prevalence rates and
interventions.

In this paper, the authors have chosen to introduce three sociopsychological frameworks related to child
abuse. The first framework is the Social Learning Theory (Burton et al., 2002; Vexler, 1977). This theory
suggests that individuals learn behaviors, including abusive ones, through observation and imitation of
others. In the context of CADb, it implies that children who experience abuse may be more likely to
perpetrate it as adults if they have learned abusive behaviors from their caregivers.

The next framework is the Attachment Theory (Bacon & Richardson, 2001; Olafson, 2002): Attachment
theory examines the emotional bonds between caregivers and children. Research has shown that
secure attachment to caregivers can have a protective effect against CAb, while insecure or disrupted
attachments may increase the risk (Bacon & Richardson, 2001).

The third framewok is the Cycle of Violence Hypothesis (Forsman & Langstrom, 2012; Manchikanti
Goémez, 2011), which suggests that individuals who experience abuse as children are at a higher risk
of becoming abusive parents themselves, perpetuating a cycle of violence.

Today, social psychologists are still working diligently to develop and evaluate interventions and
prevention strategies to reduce CAb (Daro & Donnelly, 2002; Fallon et al., 2013). These strategies may
include parenting programs (Rudolph et al., 2018), educational campaigns (Fortson et al., 2016; Horsfall,
Bromfield, & McDonald, 2010) and policy recommendations (Freeman-Longo, 1997).

4. CAUSES OF CHILD ABUSE

CAb is a specific form of aversive childhood experience. Aversive childhood experiences (ACEs)
encompass a range of negative and harmful events or conditions that children may endure during their
early upbringing. In other words, according to CDC (2021), “ACEs are potentially traumatic events that
occur in childhood ... and ... can include violence, abuse, and growing up in a family with mental health
or substance use problems” (para. 1). In addition, toxic stress from ACEs can impact on the brain
development and affect how a child’s body responds to stress. “ACEs are linked to chronic health
problems, mental iliness, and substance misuse in adulthood” (CDC, 2021, para. 1).
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CAb, which includes physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, is a severe subset of these ACEs. It involves

intentional harm, neglect, or exploitation of a child by a caregiver or adult authority figure. Hence, CAb

can have lasting physical, emotional, and psychological consequences, often leading to trauma and
various long-term issues for the child. The condition of CAb is indeed a deeply troubling and damaging

ACE that can have profound and lasting effects on a person’s life. As a result, with so many various

causes of CAb, the malignant condition often results from a combination of factors that include the

following:

o  Family Stressors (Elmer, 1979; Montgomery et al., 2019; Silvern, 1994): High levels of stress within
a family (e.g., financial difficulties, unemployment, or relationship conflicts) can increase the risk of
child abuse.

e Substance Abuse (Cohen et al., 2003; Min et al., 2007; Stein et al., 2002): Parents or caregivers
with substance abuse issues (e.g., alcohol, binge drinking or drug addiction) may be more likely to
abuse children due to impaired judgment and behavior.

o Mental Health Issues (Afifi et al., 2014; Mullen et al., 1993; Oswald et al., 2010): Untreated mental
health conditions (e.g., depression, anxiety, or personality disorders) can contribute to abusive
behavior.

e History of Abuse (Caliso & Milner, 1992; Milner et al., 1990; Romero-Martinez et al., 2014): Adults
who were victims of CAb or ACEs themselves as children may be more prone to repeating these
patterns in their own families.

e Social Isolation (Gracia & Musitu, 2003; Moncher, 1995; Trucco et al., 2023): Lack of support
networks and social isolation or even severe social withdrawal, also known as Hikikomori Syndrome
(Guo, 2023), can lead to increased stress and frustration, increasing the risk of CAb.

e Lack of Parenting Skills (Karjalainen et al., 2021; September, Rich, & Roman, 2016): Inexperienced
or unprepared parents may struggle to cope with the demands of childcare, leading to unintentional
neglect or CAb.

e  Cultural and Societal Factors (Elliott & Urquiza, 2006; Gelles, 2017): Cultural beliefs, societal norms,
and economic disparities can influence parenting practices and attitudes towards discipline,
potentially leading to abusive behavior.

e Lack of Awareness (Briggs, 2023; Suniega et al., 2022): Some parents may not be aware of
appropriate parenting techniques or resources available for support.

e Parental Expectations (Griffith, 2022; Morgan et al., 2022): Unrealistic expectations of a child’s
behavior or performance can result in frustration and harsh discipline.

e Intergenerational Patterns (Gonzalez et al., 2022; Starget et al., 2022): CAb may continue through
generations as a learned behavior.

For parents and teachers as well as counselors and therapists who have encountered children with
CADb, it is important to note that CAb is a very complex issue and there remains no straightforward
solution to the problem. For professionals to address the problem, CAb often requires a multifaceted
approach, including education, support services, and legal intervention when necessary. More
importantly, teachers, counselors and therapists must play a proactive role in recognizing and reporting
suspected cases of CADb to relevant authorities (e.g., Child Welfare and Protection Office) as it is crucial
to ensure the safety and well-being of these abused children.

5. CONSEQUENCES OF CHILD ABUSE
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Child abuse (CAb) can have severe and long-lasting negative consequences on the physical, emotional,
and psychological wellness of a child victim. Below are four selected key consequences of CAb, each
being briefly described:

e Emotional and Psychological Effects (Arslan et al., 2022; Sayyah et al., 2022): These include Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD); depression and anxiety disorders; low self-esteem and self-
worth; difficulty forming and maintaining relationships; and self-destructive behaviors (e.g., self-
harm, substance abuse). in adddition, emotional and psychological scars are long-term effects and
they include flashbacks and nightmares related to the abuse, and a lifelong struggle to cope with
the traumatic disturbance.

e Physical Consequences (Ma et al., 2022; Kovler et al., 2021): These include physical injuries such
as bruises, fractures, and internal injuries, delayed physical development, and chronic health
problems.

e Behavioral Issues (Choi et al., 2019; Yu, Li, & Zhao, 2020): They involve aggression and conduct
disorders, difficulty in school and academic underachievement, and also delinquency and criminal
behavior.

o Long-Term Impact (Celik & Odaci, 2020; Strathearn et al., 2020): This includes adverse effects on
brain development, potentially leading to cognitive impairments, increased risk of engaging in
abusive behavior as adults, and interference with the child's ability to trust and form healthy
relationships.

5.1 Child Welfare & Protection against Child Abuse

Child welfare and protection against child abuse typically involve a multi-component model that aims to
ensure the safety, well-being, and healthy development of children. While the specific components may
vary by jurisdiction, the authors of this paper have identified the following key elements to design his
basic framework of safeguarding the welfare of children and protect them from CAb and any forms of
harm. The term safeguarding refers to “protecting children from abuse and maltreatment preventing
harm to children’'s health or development” (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children/NSPCC, 2023, para. 4) (see Figure 1):

-

Prevention &
’ Education
Foster Care &
Adoption Services
Legisltion & Child*Welfare &
Policy L Protection Services
* Family Support
Programs
\k Child Advocacy )
\Y
Collaboration & Research &
Interagency Evaluation
Cooperation

Figure 1. A Basic Framework of Safeguarding Children’s Welfare & Child Protection

~

1. Prevention and Education (Daro & Donnelly, 2002; McDonald, 2007): Prevention is always better
than cure and the best approach to prevent CAb is through education that can be done in schools,
community centers, public libraries and other organizations. Education and awareness programs
to prevent CAb by teaching parents, caregivers, and children about its signs, effects, and how to
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create safe environments. This component can help to raise awareness about CAb, providing
psychoeducation to parents, caregivers, and the community on child safety, parenting skills, and
recognizing signs of abuse.

2. Child Welfare and Protection Services (CWPS) (Connell et al.,, 2007; Schene, 1998): This
component covers providing support services (e.g., counseling and therapy) for both the victims of
CAb and families involved in cases of abuse. CWPS agencies investigate reports of child abuse
and neglect, assess the risk to a child, and provide intervention services when necessary. They
work to ensure the child’s safety and may provide family support and counseling. Children who
have experienced abuse often require counseling and therapy to address trauma and promote
healing. In addition, CWPS can also offter the following support services and programs:

2.1 Foster Care and Adoption Services (Barbell & Freundlich, 2001; Landers et al., 2021): When
children cannot remain safely with their biological families, foster care and adoption services
provide temporary or permanent alternative placements, with a focus on finding safe and
loving homes for children.

2.2 Family Support Programs (Chaffin et al., 2001; O'Reilly et al., 2010): These programs offer
support and resources to at-risk families, including parenting classes, substance abuse
treatment, mental health services, and housing assistance to address underlying issues
contributing to abuse or neglect.

3. Legislation and Policy (Davies et al., 2014; Simon, Luetzow, & Conte, 2020): This essential
component involves two key aspects. The first one concerns the enactment and enforcement of
laws and policies to make CAb illegal. It investigates and prosecutes CAb cases as and when it is
necessary, working in conjunction with child protection agencies. The second one looks into the
provision of mandatory outline on the responsibilities of agencies and individuals in protecting
children. This latter focuses on establishing mechanisms for identifying and reporting suspected
cases of CAb, which often involves teachers, healthcare professionals (e.g., doctors and nurses),
and social workers to the relevant authorities. The CWPS operates within a legal framework that
defines CAb and neglect, outlines reporting requirements, and sets guidelines for intervention,
including the removal of children from unsafe environments when necessary.

4. Child Advocacy (Parker et al., 2020; Racine et al., 2021): Child advocacy organizations work to
protect the rights, interests and well-being of children through awareness campaigns, including
legal representation, when necessary, to ensure their best interests are considered in legal
proceedings. It should also involve communities in child protection efforts, fostering a culture of
vigilance and support for children.

5. Collaboration and Interagency Cooperation (Herbert et al., 2021; Kothari et al., 2022): Effective
child protection systems involve collaboration among various agencies, including law enforcement,
healthcare providers, schools, and social services, to ensure a coordinated response to child
abuse cases.

6. Research and Evaluation (Shum et al., 2021; Thackeray et al., 2022): Conducting research to
understand the prevalence and patterns of CAb can inform best practice in prevention strategies.
Ongoing research and evaluation can help refine child welfare policies and practices, ensuring
they are evidence-based and effective in protecting children. It should also involves collaborating
with international organizations and neighboring countries to combat child trafficking and cross-
border abuse cases.
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When these abovementioned six components work together, they can create a basic framework of
safeguarding the child protection against CAb and/or any other forms of harm. The ultimate goal is to
ensure the safety and well-being of children. Specific strategies and programs may vary from one region
to another, but these core elements are generally present in child protection efforts worldwide.

6. CONCLUSION

Child Abuse (CAb) encompasses acts or failures by parents, caregivers, or guardians causing harm or
potential harm to a child, including physical, emotional, or sexual harm, often involving neglect. CAb is
a subset of Aversive Childhood Experiences (ACEs), which include harmful childhood events linked to
adult health and mental issues. As a result, CAb can severely impact a child’s physical and emotional
well-being. Attempts to define CAb can be tricky as its definition varies by location, so child protection
officers, counselors and therapists in this field often have to consult local laws as they play a vital role
in recognizing signs and symptoms of CAb. They also have to provide adequate and appropriate
support to mitigate its effects, aiding survivors in healing and leading fulfilling lives. In order to help
readers, understand CADb better, three sociopsychological frameworks were briefly introduced to give
some insights into the complex interplay of risk factors in the challenging issue. In addition, the authors
have also proposed their basic framework of safeguarding children’s welfare and child protection in this
paper.
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