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When we invest in healthy child development, we are investing in community and economic development. 
Unfortunately, children are sometimes exposed to extreme and sustained stress like child abuse and 
neglect, which can undermine a child’s development.  
 
Prevent Child Abuse America focuses on public policies that prioritize prevention from the start to make 
sure child abuse and neglect never occur. Child emotional abuse is an often misunderstood form of 
trauma that can cause damage to a child’s developing brain, leading to long-term learning difficulties, 
problematic behaviors, and increased incidences of physical and mental health issues.  
 
Given the difficulties defining emotional abuse, we lack good ways to measure it. It is apparent that other 
forms of maltreatment, physical and sexual abuse as well as neglect, may in different ways be 
emotionally abusive.  During childhood, victims of emotional abuse might experience a delay in their 
developmental progress. The long term consequences of emotional abuse are also severe and far-
reaching, including an increased risk for a lifelong pattern of depression, estrangement, anxiety, low self-
esteem, inappropriate or troubled relationships, or a lack of empathy. Moreover, the economic costs of 
child emotional abuse are pervasive. The emotional abuse of children may be the most damaging form of 
maltreatment, affecting their emotional and physical health as well as their social and cognitive 
development. As a society, we have a collective responsibility to prevent child emotional abuse.   
 

Prevent Child Abuse America advocates for: 1  
 

1. Raising public awareness of the seriousness and signs of child emotional abuse.  
Despite the growing awareness and acknowledgement of child emotional abuse, many do not 
fully grasp its seriousness. Therefore, public awareness campaigns that focus on our shared 
responsibility to help optimize children’s development, health, and safety must be launched. 
These campaigns will both educate the public about the issue and help people identify the role 
they can play in preventing child emotional abuse. 
 

2. Making mental health available for all citizens, and especially to all those affected 
by children’s emotional abuse.  
Children who have been emotionally abused may face severe and long-term psychological 
consequences. Mental health services, especially if timely, can help ease some of these 
consequences and may also help stop the intergenerational transmission of child emotional abuse.  
Mental health services to those engaging in abusive behavior can help them address stressors that 
often lead to emotional abuse, helping end such abuse. 

3. Increasing research efforts to improve our understanding of child emotional 
abuse - its nature, extent, causes, and consequences, as well as what helps 
prevent it.  
A better understanding of child emotional abuse is necessary to guide policy makers and 
practitioners in the right direction when developing programs and policies addressing child 
emotional abuse. Programs and activities, such as home visiting programs and parent mutual 
support self-help groups, hold potential for preventing child emotional abuse. Further research is 
needed to learn more about what works to prevent emotional abuse.  

 
 
Contact: Bridget Gavaghan, Senior Director of Public Policy, Prevent Child Abuse America, 312-663-
3520, ext. 819, bgavaghan@preventchildabuse.org.  

                                                 
1
 For more information, see Prevent Child Abuse America’s Position Statement Preventing Child Emotional Abuse, 

available online at: http://www.preventchildabuse.org/advocacy/position_statements.shtml. 


