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ABSTRACT

Child abuse has existed since the dawn of human history, yet until recently it was not recognized as a significant social problem. Physical punishment was long accepted as a corrective measure to enforce discipline and conformity, but the profound psychological scars and personality disturbances it produces have disproved this belief. This study investigates how attentive care and emotional support during childhood influence a child’s development and seeks to illuminate the myriad challenges faced by Nigerian children who endure abuse and neglect. By documenting the hidden suffering of these young individuals, the research aims to inform policymakers, practitioners, and communities, inspiring collective action to protect future generations from similar traumas. In addition, the researchers hope that those who read this will understand and pray that the past experiences of these silent sufferers will serve to prevent tomorrow’s children from experiencing a similar faith.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 
Child abuse and neglect are recognized worldwide as serious violations of children’s rights and welfare. Globally, it is estimated that up to one billion children aged 2–17 years have experienced some form of physical, sexual, or emotional violence in the past year, with long‑term consequences for their physical health, mental well‑being and social functioning. While international conventions (e.g., the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) have provided a legal framework for child protection, actual implementation often lags behind, especially in regions beset by poverty, rapid urbanization and uneven access to education and health services.
In Nigeria, the magnitude and forms of child maltreatment vary considerably by region and community. Socio,economic hardship, large household sizes, parental unemployment and limited social safety nets all compound the risk that children will be exposed to neglect or abuse. Cultural norms, such as the acceptance of corporal punishment, early marriage in some communities, and the practice of sending children to boarding “Islamiyya” schools far from home can unwittingly exacerbate children’s vulnerability. Moreover, inadequate reporting mechanisms, low public awareness and minimal enforcement of existing child‑protection laws mean that many cases remain hidden or are dismissed as “family matters. 
Thus, the aim of this research work is to shed more light on the issue of child abuse and neglect, particularly within Sokoto South Local Government Area of Sokoto State. The study seeks to examine the causes, consequences, and possible interventions to curb this growing menace, as well as the societal perception and response to abused and neglected children.
Child abuse on the other hand can be defined as the portion of harm to children that result from human action or in action that is prescribed, proximate and preventable. The definition recognizes that such harm is no accident but something perpetrated on children by others, usually intentionally and that the actors inflicting this harm do not enjoy society approval. It is also point out that abuse generally come from the child immediate environment and that it is preventable child neglect is a passive form of maltreatment or abuse UNICEF (1986).


1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Despite increased awareness of children's rights and various child protection laws in Nigeria, child abuse and neglect remain deeply rooted social problems, particularly in regions such as Sokoto South Local Government Area. Many children continue to face harsh treatment, deprivation, and emotional abandonment, often within their own homes and communities. Cultural practices, poverty, lack of parental education, and weak enforcement of child protection laws contribute to the persistence of these issues.

At the same time, socio‑economic factors such as poverty, parental unemployment, and family breakdown force some children into unstable living arrangements (for example, boarding homes or the almajiri system), where they receive little consistent care or supervision. These practices often go unreported, as victims remain silent due to stigma and fear while community norms discourage external intervention. Local enforcement of the Child Rights Act and related protections is hampered by low awareness among parents, weak monitoring structures, and a shortage of trained social‑welfare personnel. Consequently, many children in Sokoto South endure physical injury, emotional trauma, school absenteeism, and diminished self‑esteem effects that can extend into adulthood and perpetuate cycles of violence and poverty. However, it is widely believed that the good image of any society or community depends largely on the social background of its children; yet, the problem of child abuse in this local government area has been largely neglected. This study therefore seeks to illuminate the true scope of the problem, uncover its underlying drivers, and inform more effective policy and community responses to protect vulnerable children.





1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 
The following research question guided the study:
1. What are the predominant forms of child abuse and neglect experienced by children in Sokoto South LGA?
2. Which socio‑cultural and economic factors contribute most significantly to the occurrence of child abuse and neglect in the area?
3. How do local attitudes, beliefs, and community norms influence reporting and intervention in cases of child maltreatment?
4.To what extent does the absence of either parent in a family setting contribute to child abuse and neglect?

1.3 STUDY OF OBJECTIVES 
The following are the objectives of the study:
1. To identify the common types of child abuse and neglect occurring in Sokoto South LGA.
2.  To identify the factors responsible for child neglect.
3. To investigate how the absence of one or both parents contributes to the incidence of child maltreatment.
4. To assess the influence of religious and cultural beliefs on the practice and perception of child abuse and neglect.

1.7 STUDY OF RATIONALE 
Child abuse and neglect are major issues affecting children’s psychological, emotional, and social development, especially in developing countries like Nigeria.
Despite laws and policies, many children continue to suffer due to cultural norms, poor enforcement, and low public awareness. Abuse often occurs in environments meant to protect children, such as homes and schools. The long-term effects include mental health issues, behavioral problems, and emotional instability.

This study aims to understand the causes, effects, and prevention of child abuse and neglect.It explores how harmful behaviors are learned and repeated across generations.
Theories such as Social Learning and Ecological Systems provide the study’s foundation.Findings will offer practical solutions for caregivers, educators, and policymakers.It will also support advocacy, awareness, and child protection programs.
Ultimately, the study seeks to promote safer environments and healthier development for children. 

1.6 SCOPE AND LIMITATION OF THE STUDY 
This study focuses on child abuse and neglect within Sokoto South Local Government Area. It examines the various forms, causes, and consequences of maltreatment, with particular attention to the roles of family structure, religious beliefs, cultural practices, and community response. Additionally, the research explores:
1. The impact of uncontrolled reproduction: such as the birth of too many children without adequate resources to care for them and underscores the importance of family planning in preventing neglect.
2. The anxiety and fear children experience, which often silences victims and prevents them from sharing their stories and seeking help.
3. The plight of children in large families where parental attention and care are insufficient, leading to emotional neglect and heightened vulnerability.
However, the study is limited by time and resource constraints, which may restrict the number of households or institutions surveyed. Cultural sensitivity around child discipline and reproductive decisions may also limit open discussion. Furthermore, reliable data on unreported cases of abuse may be difficult to obtain due to stigma, fear, and entrenched social norms.

1.7 OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS
1. Child Abuse: Any deliberate act or omission by a caregiver that results in or has the potential to cause physical injury, emotional harm, sexual exploitation, or deprivation of basic needs of a person under 18 years of age.
2.Child Neglect: A form of maltreatment characterized by the failure of a caregiver to provide a child with essential physical, emotional, educational, or medical care necessary for healthy development.
3.Family Planning: The conscious decision by individuals or couples to plan the number and spacing of their children through the use of contraceptive methods or other techniques, often to ensure that parents can adequately care for each child.
4.Anxiety and Fear: Psychological responses that children may experience due to threats, abuse, or trauma. These emotions often prevent them from speaking out about their experiences or seeking help.
5. Almajiri System: A traditional Islamic education system in northern Nigeria where children, mostly boys, are sent far from home to study under a religious teacher (Mallam). While rooted in spiritual goals, the system may expose children to neglect, street begging, or abuse due to lack of parental supervision.
6. Community Response: The collective actions and attitudes of local institutions such as religious bodies, schools, and social services toward identifying, reporting, and intervening in cases of child maltreatment.
7.Socio-economic Factors: The social and economic conditions such as poverty, unemployment, and education levels that influence the risk and prevalence of child abuse and neglect.
8.Social Norms: Shared beliefs and practices within a community that shape acceptable behaviors, including attitudes toward child discipline and care.
9.Child care: This is care which is supposed to be given to children by those who are responsible for looking after them provide them with child care facilities.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.0 INTRODUCTION
In line with the discussions presented in Chapter One, this chapter reviews relevant literature and theoretical perspectives from notable scholars and authors. It explores various interpretations and understandings of child abuse and neglect as presented in academic articles, books, and reports, with particular focus on its manifestation in the study area.

2.1 DEFINITION OF CHILD ABUSE:
According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 1999), child abuse encompasses all forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, or commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or potential harm to the child's health, survival, development, or dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust, or power.

2.1.2 CAUSES OF CHILD ABUSE AND NELEGCT 
Child abuse and neglect are caused by a range of individual, family, and societal factors. According to Umaru (2004), one major contributor is the breakdown of the traditional extended family system, which previously served as a safety net for children when parents were unavailable. The erosion of this structure has left many children vulnerable to neglect and exploitation.

Ibrahim (2006) added that unresolved trauma, combined with low parental self-esteem, contributes to emotional volatility, which may manifest in harsh punishment or neglect. He noted that parents with limited coping mechanisms often resort to violence during stress or frustration.
Alemika (2000)  highlighted several psychological and behavioral factors linked to abusive parenting. These include:
a. Poor mother-child bonding: Failure to develop strong emotional attachment in the early years of a child’s life can lead to instability and emotional neglect.
b. Low self-worth and emotional distress in parents: Parents suffering from low self-esteem, unresolved trauma, or chronic stress may project their frustrations onto their children, resulting in emotional or physical abuse.
c. Depression and aggression: Mental health disorders, particularly depression and unresolved anger, have been linked with higher rates of child maltreatment.
d. Inter-generational transmission of abuse: Children raised in abusive environments are statistically more likely to repeat such patterns in adulthood, thereby creating a vicious cycle of abuse (Ibrahim, 2006).
e. Economic hardship and unemployment: Odetola (1998) argues that poverty creates conditions in which children are neglected or exploited to contribute to family income, such as through street hawking, begging, or domestic labor. These children are exposed to physical, emotional, and sometimes sexual abuse in the course of their survival.
F. Harmful traditional practices: Practices such as early child marriage, child labor, and the almajiri system, especially when not regulated, often lead to situations where children are exploited or deprived of basic care (Shehu, 2009).
g. Weak legal and institutional response: As Ebigbo (2001) observes, many cases of child abuse in Nigeria remain unreported due to stigma, lack of awareness, or poor enforcement of child protection laws.
2.1.3 SOCIOGICAL IMPLICATION OF CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT  
Child abuse and neglect are not only personal or psychological problems but also have profound consequences for society as a whole. From a sociological perspective, their implications extend to social cohesion, institutional stability, crime rates, and inter-generational well-being.
According to Gelles (1990), child abuse undermines the foundational structure of society the family which is the primary unit of socialization. When a child is abused or neglected, it distorts the process through which societal norms, values, and roles are transmitted. This breakdown often leads to social deviance, school dropouts, and even criminal behavior in adolescence or adulthood.
Durkheim's theory of social solidarity emphasizes that the health of a society depends on the strength of collective norms and moral integration. Child abuse erodes these bonds by fostering mistrust, trauma, and behavioral instability, ultimately weakening the social fabric.
2.1.4 CHLIDREN VEIW ON CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT
Children, as the primary victims of abuse and neglect, often have unique insights into the experiences and effects of maltreatment. Their perspectives provide valuable understanding of how abuse is perceived, processed, and internalized, and can help shape more responsive child protection systems.
According to Willow (1997), children are capable of identifying and articulating when they feel unsafe, unloved, or mistreated, even if they lack the formal vocabulary to label such experiences as "abuse" or "neglect." Many describe abuse not just in physical terms, but also through feelings of fear, abandonment, sadness, and anger. Emotional neglect, in particular, is often described by children as being “invisible” or “unimportant” to their caregivers.
Furthermore, studies by UNICEF (2014) found that children in sub-Saharan Africa, including Nigeria, often associate abuse with poverty, parental absence, and overcrowded homes, which create conditions for emotional and physical neglect. Children also report that they are more likely to experience neglect in homes where alcohol abuse, domestic violence, or family conflict are present.
Key concerns voiced by children include:
1. Not being listened to when they report abuse.
2. Being punished for speaking out.
3. Fear of being separated from siblings or familiar environments.
4. Lack of trusted adults to confide in.
5. Teachers and caregivers being both protectors and abusers.
2.1.5 CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS INFLUENCES ON CHILD ABUSE
Cultural and religious beliefs play a significant role in shaping societal attitudes toward child-rearing, discipline, and acceptable behavior. In many societies, certain harmful practices are deeply embedded in tradition and reinforced by religious interpretations, often contributing to the normalization of child abuse and neglect.
According to Lisa Aronson Fontes in her book "Child Abuse and Culture: Working with Diverse Families" (2005), cultural norms influence how abuse is defined and whether it is even recognized. Practices such as corporal punishment, early marriage, or child labor may be viewed as acceptable traditions, despite their harmful effects on children’s physical and emotional development.
Etannibi Alemika (2000), in his publication "Rights of the Child in Nigeria: Report on the 2000 Situation Analysis," criticizes the Almajiri system, originally established to offer Islamic education, for its modern-day failure to protect children. Many Almajiri children are left without parental care, exposed to neglect, street begging, and exploitation under the guise of religious training.
Additionally, UNICEF’s 2014 report titled "Violence Against Children in Nigeria: Findings from a National Survey, 2014," highlights that religious and cultural norms often prevent communities from acknowledging abuse. Discipline is treated as a private family matter, and the fear of public shame prevents many victims from reporting maltreatment.
2.1.6 PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF  CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT
Child abuse and neglect have profound and often long-lasting psychological consequences for the victims. Numerous scholars have examined how different forms of maltreatment impact children's emotional, cognitive, and social development.

According to Cicchetti and Toth (2005) in their book chapter "Child Maltreatment" (published in the Annual Review of Clinical Psychology), children who are subjected to abuse or neglect are at significantly higher risk for developing a range of psychological disorders, including anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and dissociative disorders. They argue that maltreatment disrupts key developmental processes, particularly the formation of secure attachment and emotional regulation.
Furthermore, Font and Berger (2015) in their research article "Child Maltreatment and Children's Developmental Trajectories in Early to Middle Childhood" published in Child Development, assert that abused children often exhibit poor academic performance, reduced social skills, and persistent behavioral issues, which stem from internalized trauma and emotional dysregulation. 
KEY PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS ARE ;
·  Depression and Anxiety: Abused or neglected children are at higher risk of developing mood disorders such as chronic sadness, feelings of hopelessness, and persistent anxiety.
·  Low Self-Esteem: Constant criticism, rejection, or emotional abuse can damage a child's self-worth, leading to feelings of worthlessness or inadequacy.
·  Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Children who experience severe abuse may suffer from flashbacks, nightmares, and hyper vigilance, which are symptoms of PTSD.
·  Attachment Disorders: Neglected children often struggle to form healthy relationships due to disrupted early bonding with caregivers.
·  Behavioral and Emotional Dysregulation: Victims may have difficulty managing emotions, leading to aggression, withdrawal, or impulsive behavior.

2.1.7 HOW TO PREVENT CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT 
Family which is seen as the bed rock of the society has a lot to do in order to prevent or stop the abuse of children in the society.Preventing child abuse and neglect requires a coordinated and comprehensive approach that addresses individual, family, community, and societal factors. Various scholars and organizations have proposed evidence-based strategies aimed at reducing the risk and occurrence of child maltreatment.
Dubowitz and Bennett (2007) advocate for early childhood interventions and parenting support programs as vital tools in prevention. They argue that when parents are equipped with skills to manage stress and discipline positively, the likelihood of abuse diminishes significantly. In their view, community-based services also play a crucial role in providing relief and resources to vulnerable families.
In the Nigerian context, UNICEF (2020) stresses the importance of public sensitization campaigns, school-based child protection programs, and socio-economic support to families as practical steps to reduce violence against children. Their report also highlights the cultural dimensions of abuse and the need for context-specific interventions. 

2.2 THEROETICAL FRAME WORK 
To better understand and analyze the causes, psychological effects, and prevention of child abuse and neglect, this study draws upon two key theories: Social Learning Theory and Ecological Systems Theory. These frameworks provide a broad and practical explanation of how abuse occurs, how it is learned and repeated across generations, and how various environmental factors influence child development. By applying these theories, the study offers deeper insight into both the root causes of abuse and effective strategies for prevention and intervention.

2.2.1 SOCIAL LEARNING THEORY
Social Learning Theory posits that human behavior is largely acquired through observation, imitation, and modeling. Children, in particular, tend to learn by watching the behavior of those around them especially parents, caregivers, and other authority figures.
In the context of child abuse and neglect:
1. Children who witness or experience violence may come to view such behavior as normal and acceptable.
2. Abusive parents may themselves have been abused as children, leading to a repetition of the same harmful behavior across generations.
3. Neglectful parenting may be learned when caregivers model emotional unavailability or a lack of responsiveness.
2.2.2 ECOLOGICAL SYSTEM THEORY
Urie Bronfenbrenner, 1979 The Ecological Systems Theory views a child’s development as being influenced by different layers of environmental systems, each interacting with the other. These layers include:
1. Micro system: Immediate environments like family, school, and peers.
2. Mesosystem: Interconnections between micro-systems, such as the relationship between a child’s home and school.
3. Exosystem: External settings that indirectly affect the child, such as a parent’s work conditions.
4. Macro system: Broader cultural values, customs, and legal systems.
5. Chronosystem: Changes and transitions over time, including family disruptions or long-term exposure to violence.
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