
Definitions of Child Abuse and Neglect 

CAPTA - Federal legislation lays the groundwork for states by identifying a minimum set of acts 
or behaviors that define child abuse and neglect. The Federal Child Abuse Prevention and 
Treatment Act (CAPTA), (42 U.S.C.A §5106g), as amended by the Keeping Children and Families 
Safe Act of 2003, defines child abuse and neglect as, at minimum:  

“Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker which results in death, serious physical or 
emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation; or an act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious 
harm” (CAPTA 2010).  

Child maltreatment generally falls into several distinct categories: physical abuse, emotional 
abuse, neglect and sexual abuse. Expanded definitions of child abuse and neglect gathered 
from a number of resources follow:  

physical abuse refers to a non-accidental injury caused by a parent or caretaker who has 
responsibility for that child’s care. These injuries may be a result of the child being beaten, 
thrown, kicked, bitten, punched, choked, stabbed, burned or in some other way harmed. The 
injury may be intentional or unintentional and may also result from severe discipline, a 
punishment inappropriate for the child’s age or condition, or may result from parental lapses 
brought upon by immaturity, the use or abuse of substances, or extreme stress. It is also 
important to note that a non-accidental injury to a child committed by anyone other than a 
parent or caretaker is considered to be a criminal act and falls under the jurisdiction of law 
enforcement rather than child protective services.  

emotional abuse, although almost always underlying other types of abuse or neglect, can also 
occur alone. Emotional abuse, sometimes referred to as psychological abuse, is behavior that 
impairs the child’s emotional development or feelings of self-worth including belittling, 
blaming, or rejecting a child; constantly treating siblings unequally; and a persistent lack of 
concern by the caretaker for the child’s welfare. Usually one recognizes emotional abuse 
through behavior but it is also possible that the child has so internalized the messages of the 
abuse that he or she exhibits developmental delays, psychosomatic symptoms (e.g. asthma) 
and other physical effects (e.g. stuttering or other speech disorders).  

neglect refers to the caretaker’s lack of attention to the child’s basic needs such as the failure 
to provide food, shelter, clothing, supervision, medical care, or education. Unlike physical abuse 
that tends to be episodic, neglect tends to be chronic - causing the victims to grow up believing 
that everyone lives as they do. As a result, they may not confide how they are being treated to 
anyone. Often, these families have multiple problems although not every multi-problem family 
is neglectful.  

 
 



sexual abuse is defined as inappropriate sexual behavior of an adult or an adolescent with a 
child. This may include fondling a child’s genitals, making the child fondle an adult’s genitals, 
intercourse, incest, rape, sodomy, exhibitionism, sexual exploitation, or the production of, or 
exposure to, pornography. Sexual abuse may take place within the family (incest), or be 
perpetrated by relatives, friends, by the boyfriend or girlfriend of the parent, or by others in 
caretaking roles (e.g. babysitter). Although sexual abuse may occur at the hands of a stranger, 
most victims know their abusers. Sexual abuse may also be committed by other children or 
teens and is considered to be abusive when the perpetrator is significantly older or has control 
over the victim.  

In February of 2012, the law in Massachusetts was amended to further define sexual abuse to 
include human trafficking - the term now used to describe the recruiting, harboring, or 
transporting of children to involve them in commercial sexual activities. In addition, the luring 
of children through “electronic communication’ was also specifically added.  

Resource: Steps Toward Child Abuse Prevention & Creating Safe School Environments A How-To Manual For Massachusetts 
Educators (2017) Children’s Trust. Full Manual available for download at 
http://childrenstrustma.org/uploads/files/PDFs/child_abuse_prevention_manual.pdf  

 


