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Introduction

The concept of child abuse is relatively new in Estonian society since there was no discussion on child abuse, its types and causes before the restoration of independence of the Republic of Estonia. Now it has become evident that the child abuse is a serious problem in the society. At the same time the domain of child abuse is problematic since there is a lack of single terminology and exact definitions on child abuse. 

According to R.Soonets (1997) child abuse is any behaviour towards a child, which decreases the child’s physical and mental welfare endangering his development appropriate to the age and state of health. Child abuse is a very complex definition comprising several often intertwined types and forms. 

K. Kõiv (2000) has brought out that many researchers classify child abuse into four types: (1) physical abuse; (2) sexual abuse; (3) emotional/psychological abuse; (4) neglect. Child emotional abuse is a consistent maltreatment, which jeopardizes the child’s emotional development (Gough, 2001). 

Compared to the other types of child abuse, emotional abuse is difficult to explore and assess since there is no obvious physical evidence. Nevertheless, the negative influence of child emotional abuse on the development of the child has become more and more understandable and specialists have started to look for alternatives for assessment of child emotional abuse both inside and outside the family. 

In addition to child abuse, the issues concerning children’s homes and its pupils have been emerging to agenda in Estonian society during the past years. The purpose of the activities and work of children’s homes is to integrate the institutionalised children into society. To achieve that it is necessary to meet the different vital needs of children in children’s home. 

According to the earlier studies conducted in Estonian children’s homes (Kõiv, 1994, Siigur, 1998), the main problems of children living in a children’s home are attachment behaviour disorders. 

The objective of this study was to implement the methods for assessing child emotional abuse in the environment of children’s home by exploring different aspects of emotional abuse in child-caregiver interaction. 

Subjects

In order to implement the methods for assessing child emotional abuse in the environment of children’s home 6 structured interviews with caregivers and 18 observations to survey child-caregiver relations were carried out. The experimental group comprised 6 children and 6 appointed caregivers-confidants. All caregivers were females aged 30 to 71 years. According to professions the caregivers were divided into: 3 educators, 2 assistant-educators and 1 nurse. On ground of gender the 6 children were divided into 3 boys and 3 girls all aged 1 year 5 months to 5 years 9 months. Compared to the experimental group the comparison group comprised 12 children who did not have an appointed caregiver-confidant among those who were interviewed. On ground of gender the 12 comparison group children were divided into 7 boys and 5 girls aged 8 months to 5 years 10 months. 

Methods

The methods for assessment of child emotional abuse in the environment of children’s home was adapted by K.Kõiv from D.Iwaniec’ (1998) “The Emotionally Abused and Neglected Child”. The methods were tested during a preliminary study (Edovald, 2001) by interviewing 6 caregivers and observing the interaction and activities of 6 children and their caregiver-confidants. The purpose of the preliminary study was to test the methodology and make necessary amendments to it.  

The basic methods for assessing child emotional abuse in a children’s home were created by K.Kõiv adapting the methods that in origin (Iwaniec, 1998) were designed to assess child emotional abuse in a family environment for assessment in an institutional environment. The data was collected by two methods: firstly, by structured interviews with caregivers and secondly, by observation in which case the assessor had to fill in the checklist for event recording of caregiver-child interactions. 

The author of the present study conducted the structured interviews. The interview included 32 questions about support and help available for the caregiver, the type and frequency of children’s contacts outside the institutional environment, physical and emotional state of caregivers, caregiver-child relationship and interactions, child-rearing practices, difficulties that have become evident at the early age of a child as well as during the study and caregivers’ attitudes regarding child-rearing. 

The author conducted the observations. The observation focused on three variables: child’s behaviour, caregiver’s behaviour and peers’ behaviour. The observation was conducted during one day in caregiver-child interaction during a session of 4,5 hours while the child was wakeful. The author made notes of the frequency of behavioural acts based on the checklist during the session (Edovald, 2000). 

The preliminary study resulted in the conclusion that after amending the structured interview design and the checklist for event-recording of caregiver-child interactions in the environment of children’s home, it was possible to create the methods for assessment of child emotional abuse in institutional environment (Edovald, 2000). 

The methodology specified during the preliminary study was employed during the present study for assessing child emotional abuse in the environment of children’s home. 

Results

The study revealed that in the explored children’s home each child had an appointed caregiver-confidant as prescribed by the Statutes of Children’s Home (1996). During the interviews the caregivers revealed that according to their own consideration their responsibilities for the child were mainly of social and emotional and less of material character. The observation data authenticated the findings and manifested that caregivers-confidants considered their responsibilities for the child to be rather of social and material character and paid less attention to offering emotional responsiveness and responding to the child’s need for attention, love, interaction and protection. That kind of behaviour from a caregiver refers to child emotional neglect (Soonets, 1997). A review of the literature (Bonner et al., 1992; Browne & Herbert, 1997; Ferguson & Dacey, 1997; Iwaniec, 1998; Soonets, 1997; Wiehe, 1998) confirmed the presence of child emotional abuse in the children’s home since the children’s contacts outside the institutional environment were rare and limited resulting in social isolation of children – the child’s emotional needs were not provided for because the children were not allowed and enabled enough contacts and relations with peers or other adults outside the children’s home. 

Emotional abuse in the form of isolation of a child was also present in the children’s home and was used as a means of punishment, when a caregiver-confidant isolated a child from others or sent the child to stay alone in a room. The isolation of a child by a caregiver was also present in cases when the caregiver experienced problems in managing the child’s behaviour or the occurring child-rearing problems. 

According to the interviews the caregivers reported their relationship with children to be generally close and all caregivers hugged, kissed and cuddled the child. The data received from the interviews was in some contravention of the observation data. The latter revealed that very often caregivers-confidants ignored the presence of a child, did not answer the child’s questions and did not respond to the child’s requests. It also happened seldom that a caregiver picked up a child when it cried or was hurt. The caregivers made eye contact and kissed the child rather occasionally, which manifested least intensive and rare emotional caregiver-child contacts. According to different authors (Bonner et al., 1992; Ferguson & Dacey, 1997; Iwaniec, 1998; Soonets, 1997, Wiehe, 1998) these behavioural acts refer to child emotional abuse as a child is being ignored and rejected in public, the caregiver is indifferent towards the child’s needs and refusing to provide for the needs, avoiding emotional closeness with the child, ignoring the child’s attempts for emotional affection and treating the child without hugs, cuddles, kisses and other characteristics of physical affection. 

Child emotional abuse occurs when meaningful adults ignore the child as a personality, leave a child without personal attention, do not provide due supervision and instruction (Iwaniec, 1998; Soonets, 1997). Interviews revealed that there were such appearances of child emotional abuse in the mentioned children’s home since the caregivers applied group rearing and there was no individual approach in working with a child. The practical involvement of a caregiver-confidant with a child was mostly of passive character without encouraging the child in activities. A caregiver played and talked to the child mostly during group-activities. The individual action of a caregiver was formal and didn’t deal with emotional aspect, appearing in the group among other routine activities. This resulted in the lack of individual stimulation.  The caregiver’s individual activities with the child were characterised by minimum or non-existent individual responsibility for the child. Regarding the supervision and instruction of the child it became evident that giving instructions and correcting the child’s actions was exercised by directing (commands and instructions). Child’s individuality was subdued also by the rules applied within the group. Children had to comply with orders and commands and adhere to the daily routine, which didn’t allow considering the child’s individuality. The data received from the interviews was compatible with the observation data which revealed that compared to the comparison group, the appointed caregivers-confidants talked less to the child, delivered more commands than requests, did not encourage the child to participate in play and other activities and very seldom played with the child individually. 

Child emotional abuse and neglect is characterized by the facts that the attachment between the caregiver and the child tends to be weak and insecure and caregiver-child interaction is often hostile and indifferent (Iwaniec, 1998). Conducted interviews revealed that the caregivers knew little about the child’s earlier stages of development or since the time the caregiver started to work with the child. Caregivers also couldn’t acknowledge the difficulties that became evident at the early age of a child or hadn’t observed the child’s development from the moment they were appointed confidants. Caregivers reported that they expected changes in the childrearing practices emphasizing the importance of individual approach in working with a child. At the same time the caregivers didn’t mention the importance of their individual emotional and social responsibility in implementing these changes. The previous is in witness of the fact that there was no close relationship between a child and his/her caregiver-confidant. It is confirmed also by the observation data revealing that caregivers offered very little physical closeness to the child and compared to the comparison group, smiled and looked at a child less. At the same time caregivers didn’t show much interest and concern for a child. The occurrence of child emotional abuse in the children’s home is confirmed by the presence of frequent psychologically aggressive behaviour involved in punishing and disciplining a child. The coldness and hostility in caregiver-child interaction was characterized by the child’s behaviour as the child was not at ease when a caregiver was nearby, was frightened when approached or corrected by a caregiver, responded very little to the affection or other positive emotional expressions, did not seek comfort and help from a caregiver and did not often cuddle up to a caregiver. The data collected from the interviews revealed that the attitude of peers towards a child who had an appointed caregiver-confidant was good and they came along well. These reports were in contravention of the observation data, which revealed that the child was often rejected, ignored and bullied. The attitude of peers towards the child who had an appointed caregiver-confidant was characterized by the lack of protection, comfort and help. The previous proves that the caregivers were neither aware nor interested in the child’s well-being and gave false evaluations to the close relations between the child and its peers. 

The existence of child emotional abuse in children’s home was proved by some behavioural features of a child such as emotional lethargy (stolidity) and phlegm, melancholy, depression, introversion and thoughtfulness, or vice versa – the child was aggressive, has developed attention seeking behavi our or showed no interest in playing (Soonets, 1997). The caregivers in the explored children’s home reported that in an early age children cried rarely which indicates to the emotional lethargy and phlegm of children. The results of the interviews revealed that caregivers characterized children and their behaviour (including aggressiveness) mostly in negative terms. The observation data authenticated the occurrence of child emotional abuse played on child’s activity – children, who were observed, were not very eager to join and enjoy the activities with peers. 

Besides the occurrence of child emotional abuse the data received from the interviews revealed that the existing supporting system was not effective and not always available to the caregiver. The evaluation of physical and emotional state of caregivers revealed that generally the caregivers did not suffer from any somatic health problems. However, most of the caregivers had experienced depressive moods that arise from tensions within the team, long working days and great number of children in a group, children’s stress and working with children with special needs in the group. Most of the caregivers were also not satisfied with their living-conditions and income. The caregivers showed general satisfaction toward their work. According to the caregivers there occurred tension in the explored children’s home and the main reasons for that were the conflicts inside the staff, great number of children in a group. Strangers visiting the children’s home, ignorance and uncertainty about the job and sickened child in the group were mentioned less. Taking into consideration the influence of the above-mentioned factors to the mental health of a caregiver, working environment and attitude towards children, it can be concluded that the occurrence of child emotional abuse in the children’s home was influenced by the hierarchical structure of the children’s home as an institution, management style, conflict relations between staff members, group-rearing of children, great number of children in a group and the resultant lack of close emotional relationship between a caregiver-confidant and a child.  

Summary

According to the results of the study child emotional abuse was present in the children’s home appearing in different aspects in child-caregiver interaction. 

There appeared to be two contraventions issued from interviews with caregivers and observations of children-caregivers behaviour. Firstly, caregivers perceived emotional closeness with the child different from actual observed relations. The data received from the interviews brought out that caregivers considered themselves to be in close emotional relationship with the child. However, objective observation revealed that caregivers ignored the child and avoided emotional closeness with the child. Secondly, the study pointed out another contravention – according to the interviews the caregivers gave false evaluations to the child’s relationship with peers considering the relations to be good. Objective evaluation by observation revealed that peers were ignoring and rejecting the child by leaving him out, pushing and bullying the child. 

The analysis of the observation data revealed that there was one statistically important difference:  the children who had an appointed caregiver-confidant addressed the caregiver for help more frequently than the children in comparison group. Hence, it can be said that in the caregiver-child relationship the child showed up activity by turning to the caregiver-confidant for help and assistance more frequently than the children in comparison group. On the other hand the caregiver-child interaction was characterized by the caregiver’s own low activity. 

Therefore the present study manifested that the implemented methods were applicable for assessing child emotional abuse in the environment of a children’s home. Above all the objective data was received from observations into character of caregiver-child interaction that was supplemented by the interview with the caregiver. 

Thus, the present study fulfilled its objective – the methods for assessing child emotional abuse in the environment of children’s home were implemented and positive results were obtained in applying the methods. 
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