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Abstract

Children are vulnerable and susceptible to experience various forms of abuse; physical, sexual or emotional.  These forms of abuse can impact the child’s development and functioning which can have a lifetime effect on their emotions and behavior as an adult (Afroz and Tiwari., 2015). For the purpose of this paper, this writer will focus on the impact of emotional abuse on children, the research related to some of effects of trauma and interventions related to assessing and treating children who have been emotionally abused or for prevention of abuse. 

Discussion

In order to understand what research has found related to child emotional abuse, first it has to be defined.  Emotional abuse which has been used interchangeably with the term psychological abuse is very prominent in the field of child welfare.  In the scope of child welfare often workers and providers have to assess for the safety and well-being of minors who are potentially or have been abused or neglected (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015).  Counselors may also play a role in the lives of these children when facing abuse or neglect for assessments or may even result in counseling in the latter as adults, who may have a history of emotional abuse (Christ, Waal, Dekker, Kuijk et al., 2019).
Emotional abuse in relation to children can be defined as a pattern of behavior by parent(s), significant others and/or caregiver that can severely interfere with a child’s cognitive, emotional, psychological or social development (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015).   This form of abuse is continual and severe in the obstruction of meeting the emotional needs of a child (Meller, Kuperman, McCullough and Shaffer., (2016).  Research has found that various policies have elaborated on the definition by including forms of emotional abuse; (1) rejecting, (2) isolating, (3) exploiting/corrupting, (4) verbal assaulting and (5) terrorizing (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015). Hamamrman and Bernet (2000) defined these forms of emotional abuse as the following: 

Rejection, where the adult refuses to acknowledge the child’s worth.  Isolation, when the child is cut off from normal experiences among peers and even normal family functions. Exploitation/Corrupting, in which the adult stimulates destructive anti-social behaviors such as stealing or other illegal activities.  Verbal assault, where the child receives constant name calling, shaming, labeling.  And terrorizing, in which the child is in heightened fear, threats of harm from the adult to the child, hostility and bullying.  This form of abuse can occur on its own or in connection with other forms of abuse.  Emotional abuse is a form of abuse that deprives the child from autonomy which can have a lasting impact that counselors should be aware of when providing services to children who are victims or adults who are survivors of emotional abuse.

Family is the foundation of every individual’s upbringing.   An individual’s infancy and childhood lay a foundation for emotional development as the interactions in a child’s home impact their emotional growth (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015).  This form of abuse is difficult to detect on its own, as children often experience it at home and it does not leave visible evidence.  Most of the research related to this paper agreed that emotional abuse is a form of maltreatment that is least studied because of its difficulty to identify and its close relation to parenting skills and parental capacity (Meller, Kuperman, McCullough, et al., 2016).


The etiology of emotional abuse is hard to trace as often children can experience this form of abuse with other forms such as physical and sexual abuse (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015).  It has also been found that there can be underreporting which can be a result of the lack in assessment, as often abuse occurs in patterns among a child’s experience and not just a single incident or form of abuse (Kim, Mennen and Trickett., 2017).  The common perpetrator of this form of abuse are the parents or caregiver of the child.   Some of the reasons of this form of abuse occurs is the parent is struggling with depressive symptoms that can affect their interpersonal relationships; they have difficulty regulating their emotions that lead to negative parenting practice (Meller, Kuperman, McCullough, et al., 2016).  Parents or caregivers may have also been emotionally abused or experienced other forms of trauma that affect their parenting.  Stress is another indicator which is why emotional abuse can happen in any type of home as economic stressors, lack of resources, lack of parenting skills and other factors can increase the likelihood of abuse (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015).  A parent’s own mental illness in connection with their own emotional abuse can cause disruption in their intrapersonal relationships and increase abuse towards their children (Doyle, 1997). This is particularly important for child welfare workers and counselors as proper observation and assessment can help detect and develop preventive measures with families to reduce the risk of harm and effects of emotional abuse.

Abuse and neglect can have adverse effects on children and adolescents, this can be seen physically, psychologically, behaviorally and in their social functioning.  The variety of the impact found in research can be influenced by a number of factors such as the nature and severity of the abuse and neglect (Kim, Mennen & Trickett., 2017).  Children who suffer emotional abuse can have an increased negative self-association as they internalize symptoms and are unable to develop psychobiological responses to threats which can place them at higher risk for depressive symptoms when stress occurs (Shapero, Black, Liu, Lugman and et al., 2014).  Emotional abuse can distort the process of attachment and affective development in children which can impair their capacity to develop appropriate responses and can lead to a lifetime of difficulties in relationships if left untreated (Hamamrman & Bernet., 2000). Childhood emotional abuse also greatly impacts self-esteem.  Children who grow up with love, respect and encouragement, grow up in confidence and security; early attachment experiences influence the individual in self-image and self-esteem and can create a positive or negative in viewing of themselves (Liu, Chen, Song, Wang and et al., 2018).  Children can suffer a delay in their development in socialization and experience behavioral issues such as self-harm, eating disorders and school problems as a result of emotional abuse (Doyle., 1997).  Children who are emotionally abused are prone to experience emotional trauma as the severity of the abuse impacts the child; co-occurrence of different forms of abuse upon children also impact the effect and increase for trauma-related issues (Kim, Mennen & Trickett., 2017).  
Emotional trauma can be seen as a continuum among traumatic events, trauma symptoms and the patterns of events and symptoms (Griffen, McClelland, Holzberg and et al., 2011).  In other words, the emotional trauma develops through the sequence of continued abuse, the severity of the events and form of abuse.  Children can face emotional trauma due to maltreatment and the trauma is commonly seen in children who’ve been removed from their home (Samuels, 2011).  One research found that out of 95% youth that came into child welfare custody, 75% of those experience moderate to major traumatic events (Griffin, McClelland & et al., 2011).  Since emotional abuse is often repetitive behaviors and occurrences this can lead to mental health disorders.

Some of the common mental health disorders that can develop are disturbances in attachment, a diagnosis related to emotional abuse can be reactive attachment disorder which can be seen in young children.  In the DSM-5 the prevalence is unknown but is seen often commonly in children placed in foster care or raised in other institutions as they may have been exposed to severe neglect.  PTSD is another potential diagnosis for children who suffer from emotional abuse, as it can develop in the latter.  However, research has suggested counselors and child welfare professionals should make efforts to address the impact of trauma before diagnosing with a mental disorder because children can have symptoms develop subsequent to a traumatic event that if addressed may not need to be diagnosed as a mental illness (Griffin, McClelland & et al., 2011).  Addressing the impact of trauma can also reduce the negative impact of further trauma as it has been found that adults who experienced emotional abuse often experience depression (Christ, Waal, Dekker & et al., 2019).  

Families can face a number of crises; the severity and duration of those various crisis are what can lead to the trauma of those events.  As counselors and professionals among the child welfare field one of the greatest interventions related to emotional abuse is education as a preventive measure.  Counselors can educate parents in effective ways to cope with stress helping parents learn that they can apologize when they recognize they lose their temper, refrain from labeling or name calling that may tear their child’s self-esteem and discuss ways to cope when attempting to discipline or address the child’s behavior (Afroz & Tiwari., 2015).  This model of intervention focuses on teaching parents to understand their child’s cues and educate on child development so that parents can have realistic expectations of child behavior as emotional abuse has been linked to a lack of parenting skills and capacity.  Another preventative measure for emotional abuse is advocacy.  Professionals continuing to explain children’s rights and change how they are viewed by adults as well as connecting families to networks outside of their household composition for support should a crisis arise and intervention be necessary is another method that can be useful (Doyle., 1997).  Parenting classes that help develop or enhance skills are also a method of prevention of continued emotional abuse (Meller, Kuperman, McCullough, et al., 2016).  The ABC model can be useful in the preventive method, handling family crisis can help mediate stressful events and improve family functioning (James & Gilliland., 2017).

In counseling, maltreatment related to emotional abuse has gained more interest, the DSM-5 also addresses problems related to family upbringing which can be used when the main focus of the clinical attention is the parent-child relationship or when the quality of the parent-child relationship is affecting a mental or other medical disorder.  It is important for assessments to include trauma whether a child demonstrates mental health symptoms (Samuels, 2011).  Trauma-informed intervention is an effective method to use with emotional abuse as it focuses on the context of safety and support (Griffin, McClelland & et al., 2011).  Trauma-informed focuses on strength and building protective factors for children who experience emotional abuse.  In evaluation and observing families, counselors can determine intent, the degree of emotional abuse and severity of the harm it may be having on the child (Hamamrman & Bernet., 2000).  Trauma-informed therapy recognizes the role trauma has played in a person’s life and adventure therapy is a form which engages the family in the treatment to identify and use activities that promote positive and healthy interaction between the child and adult (Norton, Tucker, Farhman and et al., 2019).  Cognitive behavioral therapy is another method to incorporate the family, empowering children and teaching techniques to cope with stress, anger and other behaviors (James & Gilliand., 2017).  In order to effectively treat children whom, experience emotional abuse, appropriate assessments must be completed to determine the symptoms related to trauma and identify the goals and areas with the family or child receiving counseling (Samuels, 2011).  The earlier emotional abuse is detected and treated, the likelihood of reducing future impact related to PTSD and depression in their adult years (Shapero, Black, Liu, Lugman and et al., 2014).  
Conclusion

Childhood trauma is important to address, including emotional abuse as the impact of trauma can carry into adulthood.  If emotional abuse is accounted for in assessing for trauma and not left unaddressed children are able to heal and receive treatment to reduce the increase of mental health symptoms in their adulthood (Samuels., 2011).  Thorough assessments conducted by child welfare providers and mental health providers looking for symptoms and signs related to trauma can help break repetitive patters and co-occurrence of abuse for children (Kim, Mennen & Trickett., 2017).   Trauma-informed interventions have proven to be effective in strengthening families, enhancing techniques for coping with stress and reducing the long-term impact of emotional abuse.  Continued search and inclusion of emotional abuse can benefit counselors help children receive the acceptance, nurturing and consistency they need to meet their needs and development. 
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