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In reports on child abuse, and, in particular, the abuse cases involving some form of 
child neglect, a large increase has recently been noted in the United States. The 
present study was conducted to determine: (1) specific psychological variables of 
chronic and acute neglected children, and (2) a comparison of similarities and/or 
differences of each. Results suggested 5 of the most frequently stated variables of both 
S groups, and similarities or significant differences between them by S status.  
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Child abuse is a major problem in America. On the basis of youngster mal- 

treatment reported, 76.3% of the abuse cases involve some form of child neglect 

in association with other forms of physical, psychological, and/or social cruelty 

(Nagi, 1987; Oats, 1982). Parents neglecting their children have been found to 

have come from backgrounds where love, affection, attention, and security were 

lacking. Many of these individuals were deprived of loving and secure family 

situations. Subsequently, as adult parents, they were unable and/or unwilling to 

give adequate love, affection, and attention to their children (Peretti & McNair, 

1987; Rogers, 1973; Siegel, 1987).  

Schools have become increasingly aware of the problem of child neglect. 

Within the classroom, neglected children are less responsive to the teaching and 

learning processes. These students find it difficult to attend to the teaching 

lessons, to prepare the appropriate materials, to associate with the other 

classmates, and difficult to become motivated in order to study and learn the 

classwork (Allen & Morton, 1961; Helfer, 1975; US Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare, 1987).  
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Neglected children are often found on the street attempting to develop non- 

neglecting relationships. However, due to their relative lack of social 

communication, they are frequently unable to develop socially acceptable 

relationships. Vandalism, drinking, drugs, or stealing are common occurrences 

among youth. Some people call them troublemakers, but the neglected child is 

not a trouble maker he was socialized for trouble (Korbin, 1981; Levick, 1986).  

Many neglected children are children of divorce. These children not only had  

to endure the hardships of the parental discontent before the divorce, but after the  

divorce they need to live with one parent while the other may or may not visit. In  

some instances, neither parent really wants or accepts the responsibility of the  

child legally awarded to him or her. Many children of divorce feel neglected 

even when the parent or parents may display loving and attentive behaviors 

(Peretti, 1988; Rogers, 1973).  

Today’s economy can contribute to child neglect. With the cost of living both  

parents might have to work in order to make an adequate amount of money. In  

this instance, the child may have to be taken to relatives, friends, preschools, or  

others where adequate attention and care might be wanting for a variety of  

reasons. When the parents do come home with the child after working during 

the day, they may have many other household chores to attend to and neglect 

the child at this time. In some of these instances, the parents may be aware they 

are neglecting the child, however, the after-work household chores have 

preference over the youngster. In other instances, neither parent intends to 

neglect the child, and the parent thinks that he/she is adequately attending to 

the child’s needs (Bee, 1985; Liebert, 1987).  

Neglected children might decide to run away. These children think that the  

parents do not want them and probably will not even miss them. Often when 

they flee, these children do not know where they will be going or what they 

will do when they get there. Some runaway neglected children might find 

themselves directed into areas of pornography and/or prostitution (Burt, 1971; 

Compao & Davis, 1987; Elkind, 1988). Life on the streets for runaways can 

increase feelings of alienation, potential juvenile delinquency, and suicide 

(Calabrese & Adams, 1987; Jacobs, 1980).  

The effects of neglect on a child are far reaching for both the child, others with 

whom the child comes in contact, and with society. Individual as well as social 

disorganization are associated with the neglected child. Psychologically, the youth 

can develop several forms of mental illness and have a variety of cognitive 

problems (Greenspan & Greenspan, 1989; Peretti, 1988).  

The present study was conducted to determine: (1) specific psychological 

variables of chronic and acute neglected children, and (2) a comparison of 

similarities and/or differences of each.  
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One-hundred twenty-eight young people, including 64 chronic and 64 acute 

neglected children, between the ages of 5 and 17, contacted through the Child 

and Family Services, Department of Cook County, Chicago, Illinois, were 

selected as participants and formed a group called Ss. All of them had been 

required to attend the agency for treatment programs, education, and family-

crisis intervention.  
 
MATERIALS  

An interview guide was used which centered on the specific psychological 

variables associated with chronic and acute neglected children. It contained 

questions pertaining to how and why the child felt that he/she was neglected. 

Probe questions were used to amplify and clarify S’s response.  
 
OPERATIONALIZATION OF TERMS  

Selection and grouping of the Ss were based on the operationalization of the 

following terms:  

Neglected children: Children who received little or no attention from their 

parents with reference to satisfaction of their needs. These young people were 

largely treated voluntarily or involuntarily by their parents, with indifference, 

disregard, inattention, and/or carelessness.  

Chronic participants treated with neglect for a period of two years or more.  

Acute participants treated with neglect for a period of less than two years.  
 

PROCEDURE  

All of the Ss had been referred to the agency, and they were currently 

undergoing various forms of treatment or rehabilitation due to child abuse. These 

particular Ss were selected because their case studies or case histories suggested 

a major factor of their abuse was neglect. The Ss were asked by the agency 

personnel if they might want to volunteer in the study.  

After Ss selection, information regarding the participants, their child-abusive 

behaviors, and the events surrounding these behaviors was given to the 

researchers by the agency personnel. All of the information was confidential.  

Interviews were held at the apartments or homes of the Ss at their 

convenience. Parents were not allowed in the same room in which the 

interviews were conducted with the children. Under this condition, it was 

assumed that the young people would be less anxious about the study and its 

subject matter and discuss the questions more openly. The children were given 

no cues or hints as to what to say, but they were asked to respond as truthfully 

as possible to each question. No time limit was set for the termination of the
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interview. The mean time per interview was 47 minutes.  
 

RESULTS  
 

Data were compiled for each Ss in each group according to the 

psychological variables expressed by the neglected children. The five most 

frequently stated variables are shown in Table 1.  
 

TABLE 1  
RANK-ORDER, NUMBER, PERCENTAGE OF RESPONSES, AND LEVEL OF 

SIGNIFICANCE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL VARIABLES OF CHRONIC AND ACUTE 

NEGLECTED CHILDREN 

 

 

Participants 

Chronic Acute 
Variables Responses z* 

Rank      n (%) Rank       n (%) 

Withdrawn 1 62 (97) 3 51 (80) 3.21,  p  <  0.001 
Anxiety 2 61 (95) 1 53 (83) 2.27,  p  <  0.05 
Mood swings 3 57 (89) 2 52 (81) 1.26,  p  >  0.05 
Social inadequacy 4 54 (84) 5 45 (70) 2.13,  p  <  0.05 
Low self-esteem 5 46 (72) 4 50 (78) 0.62,  p  >  0.05 

*z 0.05 = 1.96; z 0.02 = 2.33; z 0.01 = 2.58; z 0.001 = 3.18  

 

These variables were the same for both chronic and acute Ss; the major 

difference in response was the rank-order for each group. Chronic Ss tended to 

express responses associated with the variables of withdrawn (z = 3.21, p < 

.001), anxiety (z = 2.27, p < .05), and social inadequacy (z = 2.13, p < .05) 

significantly more than did the acute Ss. There was no significant difference (at 

the .05 level) for the two S groups on responses associated with the variables of 

mood swings (z = 1.26, p > .05) and low self-esteem (z = 0.62, p > .05).  
 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  
 

Withdrawn, anxiety, mood swings, social inadequacy, and low self-esteem were  

the most frequently found psychological variables of the chronic and acute 

neglected children. Although they were the same criteria most frequently found  

from children of each S group, the variables differed in rank-order by the chronic  

or acute status of the Ss.  

For both the chronic and acute Ss, but particularly for the former group, the  

children became withdrawn and were much less responsive and interactive at  

home and at school. They stated that the inattentiveness they had been given at  

home greatly decreased their motivation and emotion to be actively engaged in  

affairs with others. These Ss felt unloved, unwanted, and disregarded. A lack of
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physical and emotional contact with the parents was influential in the 

development of their socially detached and unresponsive personalities. Many 

of the Ss tried to avoid close contacts with any others because they maintained 

that these might pose threats of further anxiety.  

Chronic neglected children tended to display more anxiety than did the 

acute Ss (61 responses for the former Ss; 53 responses for the latter), 

although the ranking was somewhat less high (ranked second for the former 

children; first for the latter). Both S groups spoke of a generalized fear, a 

foreboding dread, and feelings of threat or apprehension that they had 

developed in relation to their parents and the parental environment. Often the Ss 

stated this anxiety was strongest when they felt confused and uncertain about 

themselves. In many instances the children believed that they were acting 

appropriately for their parents, however, either they would receive little or no 

reward, or, they would be punished for their action. Children of divorced 

parents were anxious due to loss of physical and/or emotional support from one 

or in some cases both parents. Ss of both groups had continued internal conflicts 

based upon how they believed they should adequately behave with their parents 

and how they were treated, especially neglected, with regard to child abuse by 

them. These inner conflicts precipitated anxiety and aided its development.  

There was not a statistically significant difference between the responses of  

both S groups regarding mood swings. Due to their neglect, Ss of both groups  

tended to be passive aggressive with fantasies about being powerful and causing  

injury to their parents and others. However, when they became overcome by the  

neglect, they became excessively active, irritable, aggressive, defiant, and  

intensely emotional. At other times, they stated that they would give in to the  

neglect by having overwhelming feelings of hopelessness, self-blame, despair,  

uselessness, and would sometimes contemplate suicide. Their mood swings were  

cyclical, and they might come at any time when the Ss felt severe stress over the  

imposed neglect. Whenever the mood swings occurred, they might last for hours,  

days, weeks, or even months depending on the individual’s ability to cope with  

the stress.  

Social inadequacy tended to be more significant for the chronic Ss as  

compared to the acute children. Neglected children of both the former and latter  

groups tended to have a lack of social skills, social initiative, social relationships,  

and a lack of social interest. Some of the youngsters of each S group were  

sociophobic. Through the abuse and neglect, the children tended to fail to  

develop the necessary skills and techniques for adequate relationships. Real or  

imagined pathological family conditions, marital and family problems, possible  

separation and/or divorce of parents, and other home conditions created a lack 

of family cohesiveness, family ties, and a lack of adequate social development 

for the children.  
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Low self-esteem was prevalent in both S groups. Through the various modes  

of parental neglect, the Ss demonstrated low self-esteem by expressing feelings of  

failure, inadequacies, guilt, self-rejection, alienation, isolation, and loneliness to  

the interviewers. Their abilities and capacities were either punished, or they went  

unnoticed by their parents resulting in S self-judgments low in self-esteem.  

Several of the children of divorced parents stated that they were the reason for  

their parents’ divorce. For these neglected Ss, the young people were not told of  

other possible factors involved in the marital dissolution and they became fearful,  

guilt ridden, and overanxious with resultant feelings of low self-worth and low  

self-esteem.  
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