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Why we are doing this work

The NSPCC’s own research has shown that one in 10 children are experiencing

severe neglect in childhood. We have therefore conducted the first comprehensive
systematic review of scientific evidence relating to the recognition of emotional neglect
or emotional abuse of pre-school children to assist in recognising these children

at a young age, and provide appropriate interventions to minimise the damage done.

Although children may experience child abuse or neglect at all ages, this

piece of work focuses on the youngest infants and children, aged 0-6 years,

as many practitioners lack confidence in identifying emotional neglect or abuse
at this age.

Emotional neglect or abuse has a profound effect in early infancy. Exposing

an infant or young child to chronic stress has been shown to be associated with
post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and antisocial behaviour later in life.
Emotional neglect or abuse of children in the first two years of life has a strong
association with later aggression.

What we mean by emotional neglect and emotional abuse
Definitions of emotional neglect and emotional abuse vary, but all include
persistent, harmful interactions with the child by the caregiver.

Examples of emotional neglect include:
* ignoring the child’s need to interact

e failing to express positive feelings to the child, showing no emotion
in interactions with the child

e denying the child opportunities for interacting and communicating
with peers or adults.

Examples of emotional abuse include:
e persistently telling a child they are worthless or unloved
e bullying a child or frequently making them frightened

e persistently ridiculing, making fun of or criticising a child.

We have used the World Health Organisation (WHO) definitions of emotional
neglect and emotional abuse. We use the terms emotional neglect and emotional
abuse throughout as both have similar consequences for the child.



Signs to look out for in parent-child interactions

There are key features in identifying emotional neglect or emotional abuse.
We have set these out below. The age bands chosen reflect published literature.

What you might notice in the mother-child interaction

in infants (less than 12 months old)

The mother may not seem to be tuned in to their child’s needs, or sensitive

+0 their child’s feelings. They speak little to them, and when they do it is often

in the form of orders. with very little positive feedback. They describe their
babies as irritating and demanding. Even within the first few days of life, you may
observe that the mother fails to engage with their child emotionally during feeds.

What you might notice in the mother-child interaction

among toddlers (1-3 years)

As the child becomes older, it may be obvious that the parent remains unresponsive
2nd uninvolved with their child. or fails to respond to them appropriately (known

as “lacking attunement’). They are often critical of the child, and ignore their child’s
signals for help. In some instances they even seem comfortable when their child is
struggling to complete a task. When the parents are critical or verbally aggressive,
the child shows more anxiety.

What you might notice in the mother-child interaction

among older children (age 3-6)

In this age group, it may be evident that the parents are not engaged in playing with
the child, they show little affection and are unlikely to reach out to the child to relieve
their distress. The mothers may offer less praise, and show less positive contact.
They speak little to the child, which may contribute to language delay that is evident
in emotionally neglected or abused children of this age. Neglectful mothers are more
likely to resort to physical punishment than other mothers.



Signs to look out for in the child

What behaviour in a child aged 0-18 months

might concern you?

A young baby or toddler may be unnaturally quiet and passive, gradually becoming

more angry or aggressive as they reach two years of age. You may notice that when
the mother is separated from the child, the child does not seem upset and when the
mother returns, the child either avoids them or is not comforted by them, or instead

seems preoccupied with their toys.

In contrast, secure infants are often upset on separation, but are easily soothed by
the mother on her return, greeting her with smiles and positive gestures. Emotionally
neglected and abused infants may demonstrate developmental delay within the first
year, particularly in the area of speech and language.

What behaviour in a child aged 1-3 years

might concern you?

As emotionally neglected or abused children grow older, they become less
passive and more aggressive and hostile, particularly with other children.
They may become angry when trying to solve puzzles or problems, and are
noticeably angry or avoidant of their mother, perceiving them as unavailable
to meet their needs.

What behaviour in a child aged 3-6 years

might concern you?

When playing, the older child can be angry or disinterested and show little creativity.
They may also become more socially isolated, having poor interactions with other
children. They may be disinterested, hostile, have poor attention, and have difficulty
correctly interpreting emotions in others. They also tend to be less likely to help
others or expect others to help them.

When tested with ‘story stem battery’ (see glossary) they perceive others as being
sad or fearful and tend to have poor self-esteem. Play leaders can find that these
children are disruptive, that they act out, demand attention and require more
discipline than other children.

As they get older, they may have a noticeable learning delay, in particular
a delay in both understanding and constructing sentences.
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