Journal of Qualitative Research in Health Sciences 2021; 10(1):1-10

Open Access
Publish Free

http://jqrl.kmu.ac.ir//
10.22062/jqr.2021.91594

Original Article

Specialists' Perception of the Harmful Consequences of Child-Abuse: A

Phenomenological Study

Mousa Choupani'* ", Faezeh Atefi’

1. PhD Student in Counseling, Department of Counseling, School of Psychology and Educational Sciences, University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran
2.BSc in Social Work, Social Work Department, School of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabatabai University, Tehran, Iran

Received: 06.05.2018
Accepted: 27.06.2018
Published online: 20.03.2021

*Corresponding Author:
Mousa Choupani

Email:
mousachoupani@gmail.com

Citation:

Choupani M, Atefi F. Specialists' perception
of the harmful consequences of child-abuse:
A phenomenological study. ] Qual Res
Health Sci. 2021; 10(1):1-10.

Abstract

Introduction: Child-abuse is one of the most common socio-psychological problems, and
can contribute to the development of a set of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and peripheral
harms in child and adolescent victims. This study aims at identifying the harmful
consequences and harms of child-abuse (child maltreatment) in child and adolescent victims
from the perspective of specialists (counselors, psychologists, and social workers).

Methods: This study was carried out using a qualitative and interpretive phenomenological
approach. The research population included all specialists in the field of psychological and
social health (counselors, psychologists, and social workers) in Isfahan and Tabriz
Universities in 2018, who were experienced in research and treatment in child abuse. The
participants were 9 specialists who were selected using purposive sampling. The data were
collected through interviews with the participants. All the interviews were recorded and then
transcribed line by line. The data extracted from the interviews were analyzed using the
interpretive analysis approach proposed by Diekelmann, Allen, and Tanner.

Results: The analysis of the data extracted from the interviews revealed five main themes
(psychological, behavioral, interpersonal, family, and social harms) and 31 subthemes related
to child-abuse harms and consequences from the perspective of the specialists.

Conclusion: The insights from this study can be used to develop educational, preventive, and
therapeutic programs aimed at reducing child abuse and its harmful effects.
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Introduction

Child abuse as one of the psychological-social
problems (1) refers to any physical, sexual,

2-4 vyears regularly suffer physical punishment
and/or psychological violence at the hands of parents
and caregivers. Moody et al (5) reported that more

emotional, and psychological harm or exploitation
and failure to meet the basic needs of people under
18, and it disrupts the victim’s functioning in all
aspects of life (2-4). In other words, child abuse is
any mistreatment of the child by the parents or
others that leads to consequences such as death,
physical-sexual harm, or emotional-psychological
suffering in the child (5,6). There are different
classifications of child abuse and its types. One of the
most comprehensive classifications divides child
abuse into six groups: physical abuse, psychological
abuse, emotional abuse, educational abuse, economic
abuse, and neglect (7,8).

Nearly 3 in 4 children - or 300 million children- aged

than 30 to 35% of children in Iran have experienced
child abuse. Besides, 70.6% of the children were
exposed to physical abuse. It was also reported that
80% of child abuse cases were perpetrated by their
relatives, with the highest percentage of victims
being boys aged 6 to 10 and girls aged 10 to 15.

There are many psychological, interpersonal, family,
and social factors that account for people’s growing
tendency to child abuse and its prevalence in the
community (9). Some mental health specialists have
highlighted psychological factors such as personality
and neurological disorders (10), emotional deprivation
and depression (11,12), low tolerance for failure and
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inability to control anger (13), impaired empathy
(14), irritability, and the experience of being abused
in childhood (15) as the main factors underlying
the prevalence of child abuse. Some researches,
especially those in the field of family, have suggested
that the family is the first environment in which a
person begins his/her developmental process and
spends most of his/her time, thus, family factors
such as role modeling of violent parents (16), lack of
monitoring in the family (17), excessive family
control and extreme freedom in the educational
system (18), disruption of parent-child emotional
relationships (19), lack of coherent educational
principles and instructions and the increase in
parental conflicts (20) and the experience of being
abused in childhood (21) are the main factors
shaping the phenomenon of child abuse in the
community. Several other studies, especially studies
in the field of sociology, reflect the fact that in
addition to psychological and family factors,
environmental and social factors such as poverty and
economic disability (22), unemployment and
financial distress (23), problems in the educational
system and unhealthy and harsh environment (24),
and positive or neutral cultural attitudes (25) also
contribute to the prevalence of child abuse and its
increase at the family and community.

In addition to the multidimensionality of the factors
influencing people's tendency towards child abuse,
this psychosocial harm is associated with a range of
destructive functional consequences in victims such
as modeling child abuse from parents (16), the
tendency to delinquency, feelings of inferiority,
and worthlessness (26), feelings of insecurity and
perceived rejection (27), isolation (28), sexual
perversion (5), fear and pessimism towards others
(29), internal anger (14), self-harm, self-injury, and
suicidal tendencies (8), academic problems (30),
feelings of sadness and anxiety (31), and drug and
alcohol addiction (26). These problems disrupt the
security and inner peace of affected people and
hinder their functioning in all aspects of life.

Previous studies have explored child abuse in
different societies and its functional dimensions
(causes, problems, and consequences). However,
these studies are not very comprehensive and have
typically focused only on one aspect of the
phenomenon in question. Furthermore, the Iranian
society has a different culture from these societies
and we cannot rationally expect full compliance of
the results of previous studies on child abuse with its
possible outcomes in the Iranian culture. Studies
conducted on child abuse so far have often focused
on child abuse victims, namely children and adolescents.

However, no study has addressed specialists who are
experienced in research and treatment in child
abuse. Focusing on the therapeutic and research
experiences of these specialists can reveal more
aspects of this destructive phenomenon, especially in
the field of pathology. Victims themselves may not
be aware of these aspects and thus extracting
them by focusing on their phenomenological
world is somewhat difficult and even impossible.
Accordingly, this study explores the research and
treatment experiences of child abuse professionals
to provide more information on the multidimensional
consequences and harms of child abuse. Moreover,
the findings of this study can contribute to
developing more strategic prevention and treatment
programs. However, the full exploration of the
experiences of specialists working in the field of child
abuse using quantitative approaches and limited and
guiding questions in questionnaires is not possible.
Using a phenomenological approach and conducting
semi-structured interviews, the present study attempted
to provide the conditions for dialogue in a free and
acceptable context so that the participants could
reveal their hands-on experiences and information
related to child abuse. In general, the purpose of this
study was to provide a qualitative (phenomenological)
survey of the harms and destructive consequences of
child abuse from the perspective of specialists.

Methods

The present study was conducted qualitatively using an
interpretive phenomenological approach. Interpretive
phenomenology is both a philosophical concept and
a research method that was developed to understand
phenomena through human experience (32). It
focuses on describing what people state to lead to the
discovery of new phenomena. The basic and necessary
issue for the application of the phenomenological
approach is the answer to the question of whether the
phenomenon in question needs to be clarified or not.

The research population included all specialists in
the field of psychological and social health (counselors,
psychologists, and social workers) in Isfahan and
Tabriz Universities in 2018, who were experienced
in research and treatment in child abuse. The
participants were selected using purposive sampling.
The sample size was determined based on theoretical
saturation. Accordingly, the final sample included 9
persons. Given the objectives of the study, the
participants were selected from specialists (counselors,
psychologists, and social workers) working in the
universities of Isfahan and Tabriz who met the
inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria were serving
as a faculty member in one of the departments of
counseling, psychology, and social work at the
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University of Isfahan or Tabriz, holding at least a
Ph.D. degree, having experience in conducting
research in the field of child abuse, having medical
and interventional experiences with child abuse
victims, and being willing to participate in the study.
To collect more reliable and detailed data, the scope
of the study was extended and the interviewees who
met the inclusion criteria were selected from three
departments of counseling, psychology, and social
work in two universities of Isfahan and Tabriz. To
select the participants, the researcher visited the
mentioned departments in person and identified the
people who met the inclusion criteria, and invited
them to participate in the study.

The data were collected by conducted semi-
structured interviews with the participants. To this
end, the researcher talked about the process of child
abuse and its prevalence. Then, the interview began
with a general question about the consequences and
destructive harms of child abuse on victims. To
extract detailed and rich data, probing questions
(e.g., Can you explain more about this? or Can you
make it clearer?) were asked during the interviews.
A total of 9 semi-structured interviews were
conducted. Each interview lasted 30 to 45 minutes.
The time and place of the interview were determined
in advance by the researcher with the consent of the
participant. The data were collected, recorded,
coded, and classified into main and secondary
themes over 5 months. To comply with ethical
considerations and protect the rights of the
participants, the researcher obtained informed
consent from the participants and explained the
objectives of the study to them. He also assured the
participants that the data collected through the
interviews would be kept completely confidential
and anonymous. Besides, the participants’ statements
were transcribed carefully without any alteration,
addition, or omission. The participants were also
told the recorded voices would be deleted after the
data analysis and writing of the article and its
publication. Moreover, the participants were told
that they were free to leave the study if they were not
willing to cooperate in the study.

The collected data were analyzed using the interpretive
analysis approach proposed by Diekelmann et al.
(33). The purpose of data analysis in this approach is
to extract concepts and then themes that are a set
of general characteristics that represent the core
meaning of concepts, and also similarities and
differences among them. Following this approach,
the transcripts of the interviews were reviewed
several times to get a general understanding of them.
Then, an interpretive summary was written for each

of the interview transcripts and the meanings hidden
in it were extracted. The researchers were involved in
the extraction process and shared their views to
remove any inconsistency. As more interviews were
conducted, the previous themes became clearer and
evolved further, and sometimes a new theme was
formed. To make further clarification, categorize the
themes, and eliminate the existing contradictions in
the interpretation, the researchers returned to the
transcripts over and again. At each stage, the
interpretive summaries were integrated and a more
general analysis was performed so that finally the
relationship between the interpretations and themes
became more transparent. In fact, during the
analysis, the themes were categorized based on a
careful review of the data, repetition of coding,
classifications, and comparisons. Besides, after
extracting, coding, and classifying the data, common
and related themes emerged in the form of
subthemes, and the main themes, and unrelated
themes were removed.

The four criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba
were used to validate the data collected from the
interviews (34). To ensure the dependability of the
collected data, the researcher tried to highlight the
statements made by the interviewees in the analysis
process and use his interpretive perceptions to
enrich the collected information. To increase the
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