
CORE-INFO: 
Esgeulustod emosiynol 
a cham-drin emosiynol 
ymysg plant cyn ysgol 



Cyflwyniad 

Mae’r daflen hon yn crynhoi’r wybodaeth bresennol am 
blant dan chwech oed sydd wedi cael eu hesgeuluso’n 
emosiynol neu eu cam-drin yn emosiynol. Mae’n rhoi sylw 
i’r ymddygiad a welir ymysg y plant hyn o ran sut maent 
yn rhyngweithio â’u rhieni. 

Byddem wedi dymuno archwilio’r pwnc hwn o safbwynt 
y fam a’r tad ill dau, ond yn anffodus, nid oes digon o 
astudiaethau o esgeulustod emosiynol a cham-drin 
emosiynol ymysg plant cyn ysgol o safbwynt y tadau.  
Felly, mae’r pwyntiau hyn yn cyfeirio at ryngweithio rhwng 
mamau a’u plant. 

Mewn cyfnod lle mae pryder cynyddol am effaith niweidiol esgeulustod emosiynol a 
cham-drin emosiynol, bydd y daflen hon yn helpu ystod eang o weithwyr proffesiynol 
mewn disgyblaethau gwahanol sy’n gweithio gyda babanod, plant ifanc a’u teuluoedd, 
gan gynnwys:

•	 ymwelwyr iechyd

•	 meddygon teulu 

•	 pediatregwyr 

•	 nyrsys meithrin 

•	 gweithwyr cyn ysgol ac athrawon derbyn 

•	 gweithwyr cymdeithasol  

•	 gweithwyr proffesiynol ym maes iechyd meddwl babanod a phlant.

Mae’r daflen hon yn seiliedig ar adolygiad systematig o ymchwil byd-eang i nodweddion 
esgeulustod emosiynol a cham-drin emosiynol ar blant ifanc dan chwech oed. 

Mae manylion llawn ar gael yn: www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk

http://www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk


Y rheswm dros wneud y gwaith hwn 

Mae ymchwil yr NSPCC ei hun wedi dangos bod un ym mhob deg plentyn yn wynebu 
esgeulustod difrifol yn ystod eu plentyndod. Rydym felly wedi cynnal yr adolygiad 
systematig cynhwysfawr cyntaf o’r dystiolaeth wyddonol yn ymwneud â chydnabod 
esgeulustod emosiynol neu gam-drin emosiynol ymysg plant cyn ysgol er mwyn 
helpu i adnabod y plant hyn yn gynnar, ac i ddarparu ymyriadau priodol i leihau’r 
niwed a achosir.

Er y gall plant brofi camdriniaeth neu esgeulustod ym mhob oed, mae’r darn hwn 
o waith yn canolbwyntio ar fabanod a phlant ifanc, rhwng 0-6 oed, gan nad oes 
gan lawer o ymarferwyr hyder i ganfod esgeulustod neu gam-drin emosiynol yn yr 
oed hwn. 

Mae esgeulustod neu gam-drin emosiynol yn cael effaith ddofn ar fabanod ifanc. Os 
yw baban neu blentyn ifanc yn agored i straen cronig, gwelwyd bod cysylltiad rhwng 
hynny ag anhwylder straen wedi trawma, iselder ac ymddygiad gwrthgymdeithasol yn 
nes ymlaen yn eu bywyd. Hefyd, mae cysylltiad cryf rhwng esgeulustod neu gam-drin 
emosiynol yn ystod y ddwy flynedd gyntaf ag ymddygiad ymosodol yn nes ymlaen 
mewn bywyd.

Beth mae esgeulustod emosiynol a cham-drin emosiynol yn ei olygu?
Mae diffiniadau o esgeulustod emosiynol a cham-drin emosiynol yn amrywio, ond 
mae pob un yn cynnwys rhyngweithio niweidiol parhaus rhwng y plentyn a’r sawl sy’n 
gofalu amdano.

Mae enghreifftiau o esgeulustod emosiynol yn cynnwys: 

•	 anwybyddu angen y plentyn i ryngweithio 

•	 methu â mynegi teimladau cadarnhaol i’r plentyn, dim yn dangos emosiwn wrth 
	 ryngweithio â’r plentyn 

•	 gwadu cyfleoedd i’r plentyn ryngweithio a chyfathrebu gyda phlant eraill 
	 neu oedolion.  

Mae enghreifftiau o gam-drin emosiynol yn cynnwys:

•	 dweud wrth blentyn yn barhaus ei fod yn ddiwerth neu fod neb yn ei garu 

•	 bwlio plentyn neu godi ofn arnynt yn aml 

•	 gwneud hwyl am ben plentyn neu feirniadu plentyn yn barhaus.

Rydym wedi defnyddio diffiniadau Sefydliad Iechyd y Byd o esgeulustod emosiynol 
a cham-drin emosiynol. Rydym yn defnyddio’r termau esgeulustod emosiynol a 
cham-drin emosiynol drwy gydol y daflen gan fod y ddau yn cael effeithiau tebyg 
ar blentyn. 



ˆ

ˆ
ˆ

Arwyddion i chwilio amdanynt wrth i riant a 
phlentyn ryngweithio 

Ceir nodweddion allweddol wrth ganfod esgeulustod emosiynol a cham-drin 
emosiynol. Rydym wedi amlinellu’r rhain isod. Mae’r ystodau oedran a ddewiswyd yn 
adlewyrchu’r llenyddiaeth a gyhoeddwyd.

Pethau y gallech sylwi arnynt wrth i fam a baban 
ryngweithio (llai na 12 mis oed) 
Efallai nad yw’r fam yn ymwybodol o anghenion ei phlentyn nac yn sensitif i deimladau 
ei phlentyn. Nid yw’n siarad â’r plentyn rhyw lawer, a phan fydd yn siarad, mae’n 
aml ar ffurf gorchmynion heb fawr ddim adborth cadarnhaol. Maent yn disgrifio 
eu babanod fel “poen” ac yn “mynnu sylw drwy’r amser”. Hyd yn oed yn ystod y 
diwrnodau cyntaf, efallai byddwch yn gweld nad yw’r fam yn gallu ymgysylltu â’i 
phlentyn yn emosiynol wrth fwydo.

Pethau y gallech sylwi arnynt wrth i fam a phlentyn 
bach ryngweithio (1-3 oed) 
Wrth i’r plentyn dyfu’n hyn, efallai y bydd yn amlwg bod y rhiant yn dal i fethu 
â rhoi sylw, ymgysylltu nac ymateb iddo’n briodol (sef yr hyn a elwir yn ‘ddiffyg 
cydymdeimlad’). Maent yn aml yn feirniadol o’r plentyn ac yn anwybyddu arwyddion 
eu plentyn am help. Mewn rhai achosion, maent hyn yn oed yn ymddangos yn 
gyfforddus pan fydd eu plentyn yn ei chael yn anodd cyflawni tasg. Pan fo’r rhieni’n 
feirniadol neu’n ymosodol yn eiriol, mae’r plentyn yn arddangos mwy o ofid.

Pethau y gallech sylwi arnynt wrth i fam a phlentyn 
hyn ryngweithio (3-6 oed) 
Yn y grwp oedran hwn, efallai y bydd yn amlwg nad yw’r rhieni’n chwarae gyda’r 
plentyn, nid ydynt yn dangos llawer o gariad, ac nid ydynt yn debygol o estyn allan i’r 
plentyn i leddfu ei bryder. Efallai bod y mamau’n canmol llai ac yn dangos llai o gyswllt 
cadarnhaol. Nid ydynt yn siarad rhyw lawer â’r plentyn a gallai hyn gyfrannu at oedi 
mewn datblygiad iaith. Gwelir hyn mewn plant o’r oed hyn sy’n cael eu hesgeuluso neu 
eu cam-drin yn emosiynol. Mae mamau sy’n esgeuluso’n fwy tebygol o droi at gosbi’r 
plentyn yn gorfforol na mamau eraill.



ˆ

ˆ
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Arwyddion i chwilio amdanynt mewn plentyn

Pa fath o ymddygiad mewn plentyn rhwng 0-18 
mis a allai beri pryder i chi? 
Efallai bod baban ifanc neu blentyn bach yn annaturiol o dawel a goddefol, ond 
mae’n mynd yn fwy ffyrnig neu ymosodol erbyn ei fod yn ddwy oed. Mae’n bosib y 
byddwch yn sylwi nad yw’r plentyn yn ymddangos yn ypset pan fydd wedi’i wahanu 
wrth ei fam; a phan fydd y fam yn dychwelyd mae’r plentyn naill ai’n ei hanwybyddu, 
nid yw’n cael cysur o’i gweld, neu mae wedi ymgolli yn ei deganau. 

I’r gwrthwyneb i hyn, mae plant bach cysurus yn ypset pan fyddant yn cael eu 
gwahanu wrth eu mam, a phan fydd y fam yn dychwelyd maent yn cael eu cysuro’n 
rhwydd, gan ei chroesawu gyda gwên ac ystumiau cadarnhaol. Weithiau, ceir oedi 
yn natblygiad plant bach sy’n cael eu hesgeuluso neu eu cam-drin yn emosiynol yn 
ystod y flwyddyn gyntaf, yn enwedig o ran siarad ac iaith.

Pa fath o ymddygiad mewn plentyn rhwng 1-3 
oed a allai beri pryder i chi?
Wrth i blant sy’n cael eu hesgeuluso neu eu cam-drin yn emosiynol dyfu’n hyn, 
maent yn mynd yn llai goddefol ac yn fwy ymosodol a gelyniaethus, yn enwedig gyda 
phlant eraill. Efallai eu bod yn colli eu tymer wrth geisio datrys posau neu broblemau, 
ac maent yn amlwg yn ddig gyda’u mam neu’n ei hosgoi, oherwydd nid ydynt yn 
teimlo ei bod hi ar gael i ddelio â’u hanghenion. 

Pa fath o ymddygiad mewn plentyn rhwng 3-6 
oed a allai beri pryder i chi?
Wrth chwarae, bydd y plentyn hyn hwn o bosib yn colli ei dymer neu’n colli 
diddordeb. Nid yw’n arddangos llawer o greadigrwydd. Gallant hefyd fynd yn fwy 
ynysig yn gymdeithasol, ac nid ydynt yn rhyngweithio’n dda gyda phlant eraill. Mae’n 
bosib y byddant yn colli diddordeb, yn elyniaethus, yn methu â chanolbwyntio, ac yn 
cael anhawster wrth ddehongli emosiynau pobl eraill. Maent hefyd yn dueddol o fod 
yn llai tebygol o helpu eraill neu ddisgwyl i eraill eu helpu nhw. 

Pan gânt eu profi gyda’r dull ‘cwblhau llinyn stori’ (gweler yr eirfa), maent yn aml yn 
gweld pobl eraill yn drist neu’n ofnus ac yn dueddol o fod yn isel mewn hunanhyder. 
Bydd arweinwyr chwarae’n sylwi bod y plant hyn yn tarfu ar eraill, yn camhihafio 
hunain, yn mynnu cael sylw ac yn gorfod cael eu disgyblu’n fwy na’r plant eraill.

Wrth iddynt fynd yn hyn, efallai y byddwch yn sylwi eu bod yn amlwg yn araf wrth 
ddysgu, yn enwedig o ran deall a llunio brawddegau.  



Goblygiadau i ymarfer 

Cofnodwch yn union beth a welwch 
Mae’n hanfodol bwysig eich bod yn cofnodi eich arsylwadau o’r plentyn a’r 
rhyngweithio rhyngddo â’i rieni neu’r rheini sy’n gofalu amdano. Casglwch wybodaeth 
am y plentyn gan bawb sydd yn gysylltiedig, gan gynnwys staff meithrinfa, er mwyn 
cael darlun mor gyflawn â phosib.

Gweld pethau o safbwynt y plentyn 
Mae’n bwysig ceisio deall beth yw barn y plentyn am ei rieni oherwydd mae’r 
rhyngweithio rhwng y fam a’i phlentyn, a chanfyddiad y plentyn o’i rieni, yn elfen 
allweddol o esgeulustod neu gam-drin emosiynol. Archwiliwch deimladau’r plentyn 
tuag at ei rieni, a pha gymorth neu help y gall plentyn ei ddisgwyl gan ei rieni. Aseswch 
deimladau’r rhieni am y plentyn mewn perthynas â hyn. A ydynt yn teimlo bod y 
plentyn yn anodd, neu’n mynnu sylw? A ydynt yn mwynhau chwarae gyda’u plentyn?

Meddyliwch am wneud asesiad datblygu ffurfiol 
Mae datblygu’n araf yn gallu bod yn nodwedd o esgeulustod neu gam-drin emosiynol, 
yn enwedig datblygiad araf mewn iaith. Mae’n bwysig cael asesiad datblygu ffurfiol os 
ydych yn poeni am esgeulustod neu gam-drin emosiynol. 

Mae llawer o’r nodweddion a welir mewn plant sy’n cael eu hesgeuluso neu eu 
cam-drin yn emosiynol i’w gweld hefyd yn y rheini gydag anhwylder ar y sbectrwm 
awtistig neu ADHD. Efallai y bydd angen i arbenigwr iechyd meddwl asesu’r plentyn, 
er mwyn gwahaniaethu rhwng y plant sy’n dioddef esgeulustod neu gam-drin 
emosiynol a’r rheini gydag esboniad meddygol am eu hanawsterau. 

Ystyriwch y ffactorau risg  
Nid oedd yr adolygiad systematig hwn wedi ymgorffori ‘ffactorau risg’ ar gyfer 
esgeulustod neu gam-drin emosiynol, ond mae’n glir bod llawer o’r plant hyn yn 
byw mewn cartrefi lle mae yna ffactorau risg penodol. Gallai’r rhain gynnwys 
cam-drin domestig, y fam yn camddefnyddio sylweddau, rhieni’n ddi-waith, materion 
iechyd meddwl, diffyg rhwydwaith gymdeithasol gefnogol a defnyddiol, dim cymorth 
emosiynol agos, a thlodi. 

Yn yr un modd â’r holl asesiadau amddiffyn plant, dylid archwilio ffactorau fel hyn yn 
benodol wrth asesu’r plentyn.

Byddwch yn ymwybodol o esgeulustod a cham-drin 
emosiynol ym mhob asesiad o blant 
Po fwyaf y bydd y plentyn mewn amgylchedd lle mae’n cael ei esgeuluso neu ei 
gam-drin yn emosiynol, y mwyaf o niwed a gaiff. Serch hynny, gall gwaith dwys gyda’r 
teuluoedd hyn, yn benodol o ran gwneud rhieni’n fwy sensitif o anghenion eu plentyn, 
arwain at welliant yn natblygiad emosiynol y plentyn. 

Er bod adnabod ac ymyrryd yn gynnar yn allweddol, nid yw byth yn rhy hwyr i helpu’r 
plentyn. Mae angen i bob ymarferydd ystyried esgeulustod a cham-drin emosiynol 
wrth asesu lles plentyn.



Geirfa 

Adolygiad systematig  
Adolygiad o gwestiwn a luniwyd yn 
glir sy’n defnyddio dulliau systematig 
a phenodol i adnabod, dewis, a 
gwerthuso’r ymchwil berthnasol yn 
feirniadol, yn ogystal â chasglu a 
dadansoddi data o’r astudiaethau sydd 
wedi’u cynnwys yn yr adolygiad. Gellir 
dewis defnyddio neu beidio defnyddio 
dulliau ystadegol (meta-ddadansoddi) i 
ddadansoddi a chrynhoi canlyniadau’r 
astudiaethau a gynhwysir.

Diffiniadau: Esgeulustod 
emosiynol/ cam-drin emosiynol  
Mae Sefydliad Iechyd y Byd yn 
diffinio esgeulustod (gan gynnwys 
esgeulustod emosiynol) fel:
Methiant rhiant i ddarparu ar gyfer 
datblygiad y plentyn – os yw’r rhiant 
mewn sefyllfa i wneud hynny – mewn 
un neu fwy o’r meysydd canlynol: iechyd, 
addysg, datblygiad emosiynol, maeth, 
lloches ac amodau byw diogel. Mae 
esgeulustod yn wahanol i amgylchiadau 
o dlodi. Dim ond mewn achosion lle 
mae gan y teulu neu’r sawl sy’n gofalu 
am y plentyn adnoddau rhesymol y ceir 
esgeulustod. (World report on violence 
and health [2002] tudalen 60. Golygwyd 
gan Etienne G. Krug, Linda L. Dahlberg, 
James A. Mercy, Anthony B. Zwi a 
Rafael Lozano.)

Caiff cam-drin emosiynol ei 
ddiffinio fel:
Mae cam-drin emosiynol yn cynnwys 
methiant y sawl sy’n gofalu am y 
plentyn i ddarparu amgylchedd priodol 
a chefnogol, ac mae’n cynnwys 
gweithredoedd sy’n cael effaith niweidiol 
ar ei ddatblygiad a’i iechyd emosiynol.  
Mae’r gweithredoedd hyn yn cynnwys 
cyfyngu ar allu’r plentyn i symud, 
dirmygu, chwerthin am ben, bygwth 
a dychryn, gwahaniaethu, gwrthod, a 
dulliau eraill (heb fod yn gorfforol) o drin 

y plentyn yn elyniaethus.  (World report 
on violence and health (2002) tudalen 60. 
Golygwyd gan Etienne G. Krug, Linda L. 
Dahlberg, James A. Mercy, Anthony B. 
Zwi a Rafael Lozano.) 

Diffiniad y DU o esgeulustod yw: 
Methiant parhaus i fodloni anghenion 
corfforol a/neu seicolegol sylfaenol 
plentyn, sy’n debygol o gael effaith 
ddifrifol ar iechyd neu ddatblygiad y 
plentyn. Gall esgeulustod ddigwydd yn 
ystod beichiogrwydd os bydd y fam yn 
camddefnyddio cyffuriau. Ar ôl i’r plentyn 
gael ei eni, gall esgeulustod gynnwys 
rhiant neu ofalwyr yn methu â:

•	 darparu bwyd, dillad a lloches 
ddigonol (gan gynnwys gwahardd o’r 
cartref neu ei adael ar ei ben ei hun) 

•	 amddiffyn plentyn rhag niwed neu 
berygl corfforol neu emosiynol

•	 sicrhau digon o oruchwyliaeth 
(gan gynnwys defnyddio gofalwyr 
amhriodol)

•	 sicrhau mynediad at ofal neu 
driniaeth feddygol.

Gall hefyd gynnwys esgeuluso, neu 
beidio ag ymateb i, anghenion emosiynol 
sylfaenol y plentyn.

Oddi ar wefan yr Adran Addysg  
www.education.gov.uk/publications

Profi “cwblhau llinyn stori” 
Defnyddir y dull hwn gyda phlant rhwng 
3 a 8 oed i asesu eu hymgysylltiad mewn 
perthynas. Mae’r aseswr yn defnyddio 
doliau neu sefyllfa i ddechrau stori ac 
yna mae’r plentyn yn ei chwblhau. Bydd 
y plentyn ac aelodau’r teulu yn rhan o’r 
stori, ac mae’n caniatáu i’r aseswr weld 
sut mae’r plentyn yn gweld ei hun, ei 
deulu a’i berthynas ag eraill.

http://www.education.gov.uk/publications


© Hawlfraint NSPCC a Phrifysgol Caerdydd, 2012. 
Ffotograffiaeth gan iStock, defnyddir model yn y lluniau. 
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Rhagor o gymorth gan yr NSPCC 

Os ydych chi’n poeni am blentyn, mae’r NSPCC yma i helpu 
24 awr y dydd, saith niwrnod yr wythnos, yn rhad ac am ddim.

Ffôn 0808 800 5000
E-bost help@nspcc.org.uk
Neges Testun 88858 (Anfonwch neges at 07786 200001 
yn Ynysoedd y Sianel, codir cyfraddau safonol) 
Neu ewch i www.nspcc.org.uk/help 

Gwasanaeth gwybodaeth NSPCC 
Llyfrgell yr NSPCC yw’r casgliad mwyaf cynhwysfawr o adnoddau arbenigol yn 
ymwneud ag amddiffyn plant yn y DU. Mae’n cynnwys dros 40,000 o gofnodion a 
gallwch gael mynediad ato yn www.nspcc.org.uk/inform 

Gallwch hefyd danysgrifio i CASPAR, sef gwasanaeth newyddion sy’n eich cyfeirio 
at y polisïau, yr ymarfer a’r ymchwil diweddaraf ym maes amddiffyn plant. 

Cofrestrwch yn www.nspcc.org.uk/inform  

I lwytho’r daflen hon oddi ar y we am ddim, neu i gael copïau caled ohoni, ewch i  
www.nspcc.org.uk/core-info i gael manylion ynghylch prisiau.

Roedd y wybodaeth yn y daflen hon yn gyfredol ym mis Mai 2012.  
I gael y wybodaeth ddiweddaraf am yr adolygiad hwn ac am adolygiadau systematig 
eraill y prosiect, ewch i wefan Core info: www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk

Gallwch gael rhagor o fanylion am yr adolygiad hwn drwy sganio’r cod QR isod.

Mae hwn yn brosiect ar y cyd rhwng Adran Iechyd Plant, 
Prifysgol Caerdydd a’r NSPCC.

mailto:help%40nspcc.org.uk?subject=
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/help
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/inform
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/inform
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/core-info
http://www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk


CORE-INFO: 
Emotional neglect and 
emotional abuse in  
pre-school children



Introduction

This leaflet summarises what is currently known 
about children aged less than six years who have 
been emotionally neglected or emotionally abused. 
It considers the behaviour that can be observed in  
these children and in the interactions between them  
and their parents. 

We would have liked to explore this subject in relation 
to both mothers and fathers but, unfortunately, there are 
insufficient scientific studies of emotional neglect and 
emotional abuse of pre-school children by fathers. The 
points here, therefore, relate to mother-child interactions. 

At a time when there is increased concern about the damaging impact  
of emotional neglect and emotional abuse, this leaflet will help a wide range  
of professionals in different disciplines who work with babies, young children 
and their families, including:

•	 health visitors

•	 general practitioners

•	 paediatricians

•	 nursery nurses 

•	 pre-school workers and reception teachers 

•	 social workers 

•	 infant and child mental health professionals.

This leaflet is based on a systematic review of worldwide research into the features 
of emotional neglect or abuse on young children less than six years old. 

Full details are available at: www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk

http://www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk


Why we are doing this work

The NSPCC’s own research has shown that one in 10 children are experiencing 
severe neglect in childhood. We have therefore conducted the first comprehensive 
systematic review of scientific evidence relating to the recognition of emotional neglect 
or emotional abuse of pre-school children to assist in recognising these children  
at a young age, and provide appropriate interventions to minimise the damage done.

Although children may experience child abuse or neglect at all ages, this  
piece of work focuses on the youngest infants and children, aged 0-6 years, 
as many practitioners lack confidence in identifying emotional neglect or abuse 
at this age. 

Emotional neglect or abuse has a profound effect in early infancy. Exposing 
an infant or young child to chronic stress has been shown to be associated with 
post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and antisocial behaviour later in life. 
Emotional neglect or abuse of children in the first two years of life has a strong 
association with later aggression.

What we mean by emotional neglect and emotional abuse
Definitions of emotional neglect and emotional abuse vary, but all include  
persistent, harmful interactions with the child by the caregiver.

Examples of emotional neglect include: 

•	 ignoring the child’s need to interact 

•	 failing to express positive feelings to the child, showing no emotion  
	 in interactions with the child

•	 denying the child opportunities for interacting and communicating  
	 with peers or adults.  

Examples of emotional abuse include:

•	 persistently telling a child they are worthless or unloved

•	 bullying a child or frequently making them frightened

•	 persistently ridiculing, making fun of or criticising a child.

We have used the World Health Organisation (WHO) definitions of emotional 
neglect and emotional abuse. We use the terms emotional neglect and emotional 
abuse throughout as both have similar consequences for the child. 



Signs to look out for in parent-child interactions

There are key features in identifying emotional neglect or emotional abuse.  
We have set these out below. The age bands chosen reflect published literature.

What you might notice in the mother-child interaction 
in infants (less than 12 months old)
The mother may not seem to be tuned in to their child’s needs, or sensitive  
to their child’s feelings. They speak little to them, and when they do it is often  
in the form of orders, with very little positive feedback. They describe their  
babies as irritating and demanding. Even within the first few days of life, you may 
observe that the mother fails to engage with their child emotionally during feeds.

What you might notice in the mother-child interaction 
among toddlers (1-3 years)
As the child becomes older, it may be obvious that the parent remains unresponsive 
and uninvolved with their child, or fails to respond to them appropriately (known  
as ‘lacking attunement’). They are often critical of the child, and ignore their child’s 
signals for help. In some instances they even seem comfortable when their child is 
struggling to complete a task. When the parents are critical or verbally aggressive, 
the child shows more anxiety.

What you might notice in the mother-child interaction 
among older children (age 3-6)
In this age group, it may be evident that the parents are not engaged in playing with 
the child, they show little affection and are unlikely to reach out to the child to relieve 
their distress. The mothers may offer less praise, and show less positive contact. 
They speak little to the child, which may contribute to language delay that is evident 
in emotionally neglected or abused children of this age. Neglectful mothers are more 
likely to resort to physical punishment than other mothers.



Signs to look out for in the child

What behaviour in a child aged 0-18 months 
might concern you?
A young baby or toddler may be unnaturally quiet and passive, gradually becoming 
more angry or aggressive as they reach two years of age. You may notice that when 
the mother is separated from the child, the child does not seem upset and when the 
mother returns, the child either avoids them or is not comforted by them, or instead 
seems preoccupied with their toys. 

In contrast, secure infants are often upset on separation, but are easily soothed by 
the mother on her return, greeting her with smiles and positive gestures. Emotionally 
neglected and abused infants may demonstrate developmental delay within the first 
year, particularly in the area of speech and language.

What behaviour in a child aged 1-3 years 
might concern you?
As emotionally neglected or abused children grow older, they become less 
passive and more aggressive and hostile, particularly with other children.  
They may become angry when trying to solve puzzles or problems, and are 
noticeably angry or avoidant of their mother, perceiving them as unavailable 
to meet their needs. 

What behaviour in a child aged  3-6 years 
might concern you?
When playing, the older child can be angry or disinterested and show little creativity. 
They may also become more socially isolated, having poor interactions with other 
children. They may be disinterested, hostile, have poor attention, and have difficulty  
correctly interpreting emotions in others. They also tend to be less likely to help 
others or expect others to help them. 

When tested with ‘story stem battery’ (see glossary) they perceive others as being 
sad or fearful and tend to have poor self-esteem. Play leaders can find that these 
children are disruptive, that they act out, demand attention and require more 
discipline than other children.

As they get older, they may have a noticeable learning delay, in particular  
a delay in both understanding and constructing sentences. 



Implications for practice

Record precisely what you see
It’s of vital importance to record your observations of the child and the interaction 
of their parents or care givers with them. Obtain information about the child from 
all of those involved, including nursery staff to gain as full a picture as possible.

See things from the child’s point of view
It is important to try and understand what the child’s view of their parents is, 
as the mother’s interaction with the child, and the child’s perception of their 
parents, is a key element of emotional neglect or abuse. Explore how the child 
feels towards their parent, and what help or support a child might expect from 
their parent. Assess the parent’s views of the child in relation to this. Do they find 
the child difficult or demanding? Do they enjoy playing with their child?

Consider a formal developmental assessment
Developmental delay may be a feature of emotional neglect or abuse, particularly 
delays in language. It is important to have a formal developmental assessment 
if emotional neglect or abuse is suspected. 

Many of the features found in emotionally neglected or abused children may also  
be observed in those with Autistic Spectrum Disorder or ADHD. An infant mental 
health specialist may need to assess the child, in order to distinguish which children 
are suffering emotional neglect or abuse, and which have a medical explanation 
for their difficulties. 

Consider the risk factors 
This systematic review did not encompass ‘risk factors’ for emotional neglect or 
abuse, but it is clear that many of these children live in homes where certain risk 
factors are present. These may include domestic abuse, maternal substance misuse, 
parental unemployment or mental health issues, an absence of a helpful supportive 
social network, lack of intimate emotional support and poverty. 

As with all child protection assessments, factors like this should be specifically 
explored when assessing the child.

Be aware of emotional neglect and abuse during  
all assessments of children
The longer that the child is left in an emotionally neglectful or emotionally abusive 
environment, the greater the damage. However, intensive work with these families, 
specifically to increase parental sensitivity to their child’s needs, can lead to an 
improvement in the child’s emotional development. 

While early recognition and intervention is vital, it is never too late to help the child. 
All practitioners need to consider emotional neglect and abuse when assessing 
a child’s welfare.



Glossary

Systematic review 
A review of a clearly formulated question 
that uses systematic and explicit 
methods to identify, select, and critically 
appraise relevant research, and to collect 
and analyse data from the studies that 
are included in the review. Statistical 
methods (meta-analysis) may or may not 
be used to analyse and summarise the 
results of the included studies.

Definitions: Emotional neglect/
emotional abuse 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) 
defines neglect (including emotional 
neglect) as:
“The failure of a parent to provide for the 
development of the child – where the 
parent is in a position to do so – in one 
or more of the following areas: health, 
education, emotional development, 
nutrition, shelter and safe living 
conditions. Neglect is distinguished 
from circumstances of poverty in that 
neglect can occur only in cases where 
reasonable resources are available to 
the family or caregiver.” (World report 
on violence and health [2002] page 60. 
Edited by Etienne G. Krug, Linda L. 
Dahlberg, James A. Mercy, Anthony B. 
Zwi and Rafael Lozano.)

Emotional abuse is defined as:
“Emotional abuse includes the failure of a 
caregiver to provide an appropriate 
and supportive environment, and 
includes acts that have an adverse effect 
on the emotional health and development 
of a child. Such acts include restricting a 
child’s movements, denigration, ridicule, 
threats and intimidation, discrimination, 
rejection and other non-physical forms 
of hostile treatment.“ (World report on 
violence and health (2002) page 60. 
Edited by Etienne G. Krug, Linda L. 
Dahlberg, James A. Mercy, Anthony B. 
Zwi and Rafael Lozano.)

The UK definition of neglect is:
“The persistent failure to meet a child’s 
basic physical and/or psychological 
needs, likely to result in the serious 
impairment of the child’s health or 
development. Neglect may occur during 
pregnancy as a result of maternal 
substance abuse. Once a child is born, 
neglect may involve a parent or carer 
failing to:

•	� provide adequate food, clothing and 
shelter (including exclusion from home 
or abandonment)

•	� protect a child from physical and 
emotional harm or danger

•	� ensure adequate supervision 
(including the use of inadequate 
care-givers) 

•	� ensure access to appropriate medical 
care or treatment.

It may also include neglect of,  
or unresponsiveness to, a child’s  
basic emotional needs.”

Taken from the Department 
of Education website  
www.education.gov.uk/publications

Story stem battery testing 
This is used with children aged 3-8 years 
to assess their attachment relationships. 
It relies on the assessor using dolls or 
a story, where they give the child the 
beginning of the story, and the child then 
enacts the rest. Within this the child and 
family members are identified, and it 
allows the assessor to see how the child 
views themselves, their family, friends 
and their relationships with others.

http://www.education.gov.uk/publications


© Copyright NSPCC and Cardiff University, 2012. 
Photography by iStock, posed by a model. 
NSPCC registered charity numbers 216401 and SC037717. 
2013264/13.

Further support from the NSPCC

If you are worried about a child, the NSPCC is here to help,  
24 hours a day, seven days a week, free of charge.

Phone 0808 800 5000
Email help@nspcc.org.uk
Text 88858 (Text 07786 200001 in Channel Islands, 
standard call rates apply)
Or visit www.nspcc.org.uk/help

NSPCC information service
The NSPCC’s library is the most comprehensive collection of specialist resources 
relating to child protection in the UK. It contains over 40,000 
records and you can access it online at www.nspcc.org.uk/inform 

You can also subscribe to CASPAR, a news service that signposts you 
to the latest policy, practice, and research in child protection. 

Sign up at www.nspcc.org.uk/inform 

To download this leaflet for free, or for printed copies of this leaflet, 
please go to www.nspcc.org.uk/core-info for price details.

The information in this leaflet was current at May 2012. 
For the most up to date information on this review and the project’s other systematic 
reviews visit the Core info website www.core-info.cardiff.ac.uk

Further details of this review can be found by scanning the QR code below.

This is a collaborative project between the Early Years Research Programme, 
Cochrane Institute of Primary Care & Public Health, School of Medicine,  
Cardiff University and the NSPCC.
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