Preventing Child Physical Abuse
Child physical abuse brutalizes, traumatizes, and
intimidates children, and can lead to physical injury,
violent behavior, mental and medical health problems,
long-term physical and mental disability, brain injury,
and in some instances death.
We, as a state and as individuals, have the collective
responsibility to promote strong and healthy
families, thereby preventing child physical abuse.
To accomplish this, we must strengthen services that
prevent child abuse and neglect and support children
and families. We must enact legislation to protect
children from child physical abuse. And we must
promote research, training, and public education to
address the risk factors that can lead to child physical
abuse and to foster the factors that protect against it.
Prevent Child Abuse New York Advocates for:
•

Increasing funding for effective family support services such as home visiting, parent support
groups, and parent education classes. Physical abuse often occurs because the stressors of
raising a family compound with one another, leading to anger and loss of control. Services
such as home visiting, family support services, crisis nurseries, and parent education
classes provide emotional support, parenting tools, increased knowledge of how children
develop, and respite from the daily struggles of parenting. Currently, however, such
programs do not reach all families who need them. It is therefore
critical that funding sources for such programs are increased so
that such programs can be made available in every community.

•

Allocating increased resources to initiatives that address the cooccurrence of child abuse and domestic violence. Child physical abuse
is highly correlated with domestic violence against women.
Studies indicate a 30-60 percent overlap between violence against
women and violence against children. Child physical abuse is
fifteen times more likely to occur in families where domestic
violence is present.
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Therefore, initiatives such as multidisciplinary family
violence response teams should be implemented in all
communities. Such teams pool the expertise of victim
advocates, child protection workers, law enforcement,
and attorneys, thereby enhancing the investigation and
prosecution of domestic violence and child abuse cases and
ensuring the safety of women and children.
In addition, professionals from the domestic violence and
child abuse prevention fields should cross train with each
other. Such cross training would enhance coordination and
understanding between the two related disciplines, thereby
increasing the capacity of both to effectively address child
physical abuse and domestic violence.
•

Increasing research to enhance the effectiveness of existing prevention programs.
Evaluation would clarify essential ingredients needed for an effective prevention
program. Areas that require further investigation include the impact of prevention
on family functioning; the effectiveness of prevention on target symptoms to both
general child adjustment and risk for abuse; the comparative effectiveness of
various forms of prevention services offered; and the aspects of a program that are
most essential for achieving positive outcomes.
• Increasing public awareness efforts to educate the public
about positive discipline as an alternative to spanking. Recent
research has shown that spanking can lead to anti-social
behavior, and is often the result of parents’ unrealistic
expectations of their children. In fact, the American
Academy of Pediatrics has called for an all-out ban on
spanking. Educating the public on positive discipline
methods can help to decrease physical abuse and spanking,
and promote social and emotional growth in children.

Background
Definition of Child Physical Abuse
Child physical abuse is commonly defined as the nonaccidental infliction of any type of physical harm or injury onto a child by a parent or caretaker. However, legal
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definitions of physical abuse vary from state to state. State laws also differ in how they define
perpetrators of abuse (i.e. parents, guardians, relatives) and in how they determine exemptions
from such definitions; religion, cultural practices, and physical punishment are among the
most prevalent exemptions.
The most common forms of physical abuse include hitting, kicking, punching, biting, whipping, and burning. Physical abuse can be identified by physical indicators such as welts, human bite marks, bald spots, burns, skeletal and head injuries, lacerations, abrasions, discoloration of skin, and unexplained bruise marks in various stages of healing.
Scope of Child Physical Abuse
In the year 2006, approximately 8,119 children (10.5 percent of all substantiated cases of child
maltreatment) were officially counted as victims of child physical abuse. In 2001 on a nationwide basis, child physical abuse alone was responsible for 342 fatalities (26.3 percent of all
CA/N fatalities), while a combination of physical abuse and child neglect accounted for an
additional 285 fatalities (21.9 percent of all CA/N fatalities).
Physical abuse goes beyond physical injury; a child also suffers long-term effects from emotional trauma. Ultimately, child physical abuse is detrimental to the physical and emotional
development of a child and to the functioning of our society.
Nature of Child Physical Abuse
Physical abuse can occur in all families. Parents do not usually plan to abuse their children.
Parents who physically abuse are often reacting to serious stress in their own lives. Research
has shown that families that suffer from economic stresses, a history of drug or alcohol abuse,
a lack of social supports such as relatives and friends, and/or domestic violence may be at
higher risk.
Consequences of Child Physical Abuse
Children who are physically abused are more likely to have suicidal thoughts, learning impairments, conduct disorder, a poor self-image, abuse drugs or alcohol, sexually act out, and/or
show signs of depression.
Adults who were physically abused as children have problems establishing intimate personal
relationships. They are at higher risk for anxiety, depression, substance abuse, medical abuse,
medical illness, and problems with school or work. Furthermore, adults abused as children
tend to continue the cycle of abuse by abusing their own children.
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