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Preventing Child Abuse & Neglect

What are child abuse and neglect?

Child abuse and neglect are serious public health problems and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). They can have long-term
impacts on health, opportunity, and wellbeing. This issue includes all types of abuse and neglect of a child under the age of 18
by a parent, caregiver, or another person in a custodial role (such as a religious leader, a coach, a teacher) that results in harm, the
potential for harm, or threat of harm to a child. There are four common types of child abuse and neglect:

« Physical abuse is the intentional use of physical force that can result in physical harm. Examples include hitting, kicking,
shaking, burning, or other shows of force against a child.'

« Sexual abuse involves pressuring or forcing a child to engage in sexual acts. It includes behaviors such as fondling,
penetration, and exposing a child to other sexual activities.

« Emotional abuse refers to behaviors that harm a child’s self-worth or emotional well-being. Examples include name calling,
shaming, rejecting, withholding love, and threatening.'

« Neglect is the failure to meet a child’s basic physical and emotional needs. These needs include housing, food, clothing,
education, access to medical care, and feelings validated and appropriately responded to.'?

How big is the problem?

Child abuse and neglect are common. At least 1 in 7 children have experienced child abuse or neglect in the past year in the
United States.® This is likely an underestimate because many cases are unreported. In 2020, 1,750 children died of abuse and
neglect in the United States.*

Children living in poverty experience more abuse and neglect. Experiencing poverty can place a lot of stress on families, which
may increase the risk for child abuse and neglect. Rates of child abuse and neglect are 5 times higher for children in families with
low socio-economic status.’

Child maltreatment is costly. In the United States, the total lifetime economic burden associated with child abuse and neglect was
about $592 billion in 2018.° This economic burden rivals the cost of other high profile public health problems, such as heart disease
and diabetes.®
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What are the consequences? Preventing Child

Children who are abused or neglected may suffer immediate physical injuries such Abuse and Negle:t:

as cuts, bruises, or broken bones. They may also have emotional and psychological A Technical Package
roblems, such as anxiety or post-traumatic stress.’ .
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Over the long term, children who are abused or neglected are also at increased risk . a. ang

for experiencing future violence victimization and perpetration, substance abuse, Prog rammatic Activities

sexually transmitted infections, delayed brain development, lower educational

attainment, and limited employment opportunities.' ALEEIEH] 1S AL D BR eelEsien oF

strategies based on the best available

Chronic abuse may result in toxic stress, which can change brain development evidence to prevent or reduce public
and increase the risk for problems like post-traumatic stress disorder and learning, health problems. The strategy lays out
attention, and memory difficulties.’” the direction and actions to prevent

child abuse and neglect. The approach
includes the specific ways to advance
the strategy through programs, policies
and practices. The evidence for each

. ] . of the approaches in preventing child
Child abuse and neglect are preventable. Certain factors may increase or decrease the abuse and neglect and associated risk

risk of perpetrating or experiencing child abuse and neglect. To prevent child abuse factors is also included.
and neglect, we must understand and address the factors that put people at risk for
or protect them from violence.® Everyone benefits when children have safe, stable,
nurturing relationships and environments. CDC developed Preventing Child Abuse

& Neglect: A Technical Package for Policy, Norm, and Programmatic Activities to help
communities use the best available evidence to prevent child abuse and neglect. This

How can we prevent child abuse and neglect?

resource is available in English and Spanish and can impact individual behaviors and Trdnagie 1 Aouse
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relationships, family, community, and societal factors that influence risk and protective i b
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factors for child abuse and neglect.

Different types of violence are connected and often share root causes. Child abuse References
and neglect are linked to other forms of violence through shared risk and protective . '
factors. Addressing and preventing one form of violence may have an impact on ol L e e

preventing other forms of violence.® Neglect: A Technical Package for Policy, Norm,
and Programmatic Activities. Atlanta, GA: National
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#ThrivingFamilies and communities depend on prevention with purpose.

Make a difference in your community during National Child Abuse Prevention Month.

Visit childwelfare.gov/preventionmonth to learn more.
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Every child deserves a safe, loving family and to
have his or her basic needs—such as food, clothing, and
shelter—met. Most parents try their best to provide
these things for their children, but unfortunately,

not all parents do, and not all children are cared
for and safe. Some children may not be safe
because their parent or other caregiver (such as
a grandparent, aunt or uncle, or babysitter) is
harming them. Others may not be safe because
there isn't a responsible adult to watch or
take care of them. When children aren’t safe
because of what a parent or other caregiver
does or doesn’t do, this could be child abuse
or neglect. This tip sheet will provide you with
more information about what child abuse

and neglect is and what to do if you
R e [ e ® What is child abuse or neglect?

® How do | know if someone is being
abused or neglected?

©® What should I do if someone
is being abused or neglected?
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Child abuse or neglect is when a parent or other caregiver does
something that harms—or will likely harm—a child. This also includes
times when a parent or other caregiver fails to do things that will keep
a child safe and healthy. Examples of child abuse and neglect are often

organized into four categories:

® Physical abuse is when a parent or other
caregiver seriously hurts or injures a child.
This could include hitting a child with an
object, burning a child, or in other ways
purposely hurting a child. It doesn’t include
accidents, like if a parent tripped and fell
on a child.

@ Neglect is when a parent or other caregiver does
not make sure a child’s basic needs are met. This
could include not providing a safe place to live, not
providing enough food to stay healthy, or not making
sure there is a trustworthy adult or babysitter to watch
the child when the parent or other caregiver isn't
home. It also could include not bringing a really sick
child to the doctor.

@ Sexual abuse is when a parent or other adult
inappropriately touches a child or has a child
inappropriately touch them. This includes
touching “private” areas, but it also could include
other things. For example, it could include the
adult taking or showing sexually inappropriate
photos or videos to a child.

@ Emotional abuse is when a parent or other
caregiver repeatedly puts down, makes fun of,
threatens, ignores, or does other things that
harm a child's emotional health.
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It's often really hard—even for adults—to know if a child is being harmed. Sometimes we may
see it happening with our own eyes, such as if we notice an adult hitting a child. But other times
we may only see signs of what could be happening. These signs may mean a child is being hurt
by an adult, but there could be other causes, too.

The list below gives a few signs that a child may be abused or neglected, but you should remember two
things. First, a child who shows these signs may not necessarily be abused or neglected by an adult, but
these signs may be reasons to be concerned and for you to talk with an adult. (This will be explained
more later.) Second, this list is not complete. There are many other signs of abuse and neglect, too.

® The child is frightened of his or her parents or other adults. !W ‘
® The child hurts pets or other animals. w
® The child spends a lot of time at home without a parent ‘a
or other caregiver (if the child is young).
® The child uses alcohol or drugs. /

® The child avoids going home or spending time with a particular adult.

These are examples of signs a child may be abused or
neglected or otherwise needs help:

® The child has injuries (bruises, burns, cuts, etc.) that he or she
can’t or won't explain, or the explanation doesn’t make sense.

® The child often comes to school in dirty clothes.

Sometimes you also may just get a feeling that something isn‘t right about
how a parent or other caregiver treats a child or how a friend is acting. If you
are concerned about someone, you should talk to a trusted adult, such as a
parent, teacher, or school counselor. We'll explain more about that in the
next section.

The child also may tell you he or she is being harmed. If someone
does tell you he or she is being abused or neglected, here are a
few tips about how you can react:

® Listen to what the child has to say.

® Tell the child you care and want to help.

® Let the child know he or she is not alone.

® Let the child know what is happening is not his or her fault.

® Encourage the child to talk to a trusted adult to get help.



cHOULD 100 IF SOMEOKE 15
‘3‘%&@“ ABUSED \IEGL CTED

If you suspect or know that a child is being abused or neglected, there are ways you can
help. If you or someone else is in immediate and serious danger, you should call 911.
In other cases, you can find a trusted adult to talk with. You don’t need to be 100
percent sure that a child is being abused or neglected to talk with someone.
You should share your worries, and the adult can help determine what to do next.

You also can encourage the child to talk to a trusted adult.

Many times, there is a trusted adult already in your life—such as a parent, teacher,

school counselor, or coach—that you can approach. You can tell this trusted adult what
your concerns are or what you've witnessed. Give a complete, honest description of what
you know. This may be a difficult conversation to have, but remember the reason you're
having it: to keep someone (maybe you) safe. The adult can help figure out what can

be done.

Some children and youth may not have an adult that they trust enough to talk with about
their concerns, or they may have told an adult who does not believe them. In this case,
there are national and local hotlines they can call for help. The Childhelp National
Child Abuse Hotline has counselors available 24 hours every day to talk with
children and adults about abuse and neglect. To reach a Childhelp counselor,
call 1-800-4-A-CHILD (1-800-422-4453) and then press 1. For
more information about Childhelp, you can visit
https://www.childhelp.org/hotline/resources-kids/.
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Here are answers to other questions that might come up in these situations:

Isn’t telling someone else just tattling or snitching?

No. There's a big difference between telling someone about a child who is being hurt and tattling.
Children usually tattle to get another child in trouble for not following a rule. Telling someone about abuse
or neglect—or even bullying—is about keeping a child safe. You aren’t tattling when you report abuse or
neglect to someone.

What will happen after | tell someone?

After you talk with a trusted adult or call a hotline, that person may contact a local agency, often called
child protective services, or CPS. The workers at CPS are trained to help make sure that children and
families are safe. When they receive a call, CPS workers review the information and figure out if they need
to investigate. If so, they may talk with the family, the child, or others to help determine what's making the
child unsafe. CPS workers can help parents or other caregivers get services, education, or other assistance
so they can learn to better care for their children in their own homes. If a child is in danger at that moment
or has been seriously hurt by a parent or other caregiver, the CPS worker may need to have the child stay
with another relative or in foster care, which is a temporary home for the child to live. In these situations,
the CPS worker will work with the family so that the child can return to live with the parent or other
caregiver when CPS determines they will be safe and properly treated.

Will I get in trouble for telling someone?

If you're being honest about what you've noticed, you won't get in trouble, even if the child was not actually
being abused or neglected. You don’t have to be absolutely sure about whether a child is being abused or
neglected when you talk with someone about your concerns. You told someone because you really thought
the child was in danger. However, if someone purposely lies to CPS when reporting abuse or neglect, they
could get in trouble.

Will the other child get upset with me for telling someone else?

Children often tell each other secrets, or you may see or hear something that was supposed to be a secret.
A friend or classmate may tell you they are being harmed and ask you not to tell anyone. When a child is
being harmed, this is a secret that must be shared, and telling a trusted adult is the right move. It's possible
the child could be upset you told, but he or she is probably feeling a lot of different emotions at that time.
The child may feel scared because he or she is being hurt. The child may feel ashamed or embarrassed

that someone else knows about what happened. The child may be confused because someone he or she
cares about is harming them. The child may feel guilty because he or she told someone else about “family
business.” All these feelings are normal, but you should still tell someone. By talking with a trusted adult,
you are showing the child that you care, and it could lead to the family getting help to keep everyone safe.

Why do parents abuse or neglect their children?

There are many reasons why a parent or other caregiver may abuse or neglect a child, but no matter what,
it's never the child’s fault. Adults who hurt children may have trouble controlling their anger. They also may
not know about children’s needs or have unrealistic expectations about how children grow and develop (for
example, thinking a baby should be potty trained by age 1). Adults also may have problems—such as using
drugs or having mental health issues—that affect how they make decisions. Of course, there are many other
reasons an adult may abuse or neglect a child, and not every parent who has the problems mentioned here
will harm their children. No matter the reason an adult harms a child, it is important that the family receives
help to make sure it stops.



Every child deserves a safe, loving family and to
have his or her basic needs—such as food, clothing,
and shelter—met.

Child abuse or neglect is when a parent or other
caregiver does something that harms—or will likely
harm—a child or when a parent or other caregiver fails
to do things that will keep a child safe and healthy.

Help is available. If you or someone else is in immediate
and serious danger, you should call 911. In other cases,
find a trusted adult to talk with or call the Childhelp
National Child Abuse Hotline at 1-800-4-A-CHILD
(1-800-422-4453) and then press 1.

Telling someone about abuse or neglect—or even
bullying—is about keeping a child safe. You aren’t
tattling when you tell someone about abuse

or neglect.
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American Indian and Alaska Native children suffer some
of the highest rates of abuse in the U.S.

Child abuse is any act or failure to act on the part of a
parent of caregiver which results in the physical or
emotional harm of a child under the age of 18.

Signs of child abuse
¢ Neglect. Frequent absence from school; begging
for or stealing food or money; lacking medical or
dental care; consistently dirty; or states that there
is no one at home to provide care.

¢ Physical abuse. Unexplained injuries; seems
frightened of caregivers and protests or cries when
it istime to go home; or fear of adults.

¢ Sexual abuse. Difficulty walking or sitting; suddenly
refuses to change for gym; nightmares or
bedwetting; bizarre, sophisticated, or unusual
sexual knowledge or behavior; or runs away.

¢ Emotional abuse. Extremely withdrawn or
extremely aggressive; emotional or developmental
delays; desperately seeks affection; or lack of
attachment to parents.



If a child tells you that he or she has been abused by
someone, the most important thing you can do is
LISTEN. Ask ONLY four questions:

1. What happened?

2. Who did this to you?

3. Where were you?

4. When did this happen?

Asking any additional questions could cause a child
more harm than good.

For more information on how to help a child, visit
www.childhelp.org

If a child is in immediate danger, call 911.

If you suspect abuse, call the
National Child Abuse Hotline:
1-800-4-A-CHILD (422-4453).
Counselors can talk through the
situation with you and help
decide what to do next.

Many abused children run away.
For more information on how to
help a runaway child, call the
National Runaway Safeline:
1-800-RUNAWAY (786-2929).
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