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EDITORIAL

Advances and challenges in the study of
the sequelae of child maltreatment

DANTE CICCHETTI
Mt. Hope Family Center, University of Rochester

Since C. Henry Kempe and his colleagues
initially identified the "battered child syn-
drome" (Kempe, Silverman, Steele, Droege-
mueller, & Silver, 1962) in the early 1960s,
researchers have directed their energies to-
ward understanding this pervasive and
tragic phenomenon. In 1990, the magnitude
of child maltreatment led the U.S. Advisory
Board on Child Abuse and Neglect to sub-
mit a report declaring the existence of a "na-
tional emergency" (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 1990). In the
three decades since the identification of the
battered child syndrome, substantial prog-
ress has occurred in better understanding
the etiology, sequelae, course, and treat-
ment of child maltreatment (Cicchetti &
Toth, 1993). Relatively simplistic main ef-
fects models that sought to delimit specific
factors that contribute to the occurrence of
an act of maltreatment have been replaced
by models that strive to account for the
complexity and transactions occurring
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among the multitude of factors that result
in the initiation and maintenance of child
maltreatment (Belsky, 1993; Cicchetti &
Lynch, 1993; Cicchetti & Rizley, 1981).
Likewise, operating within an organiza-
tional perspective on development, re-
searchers have sought to conduct increas-
ingly sophisticated and methodologically
sound investigations of the developmental
sequelae of child maltreatment (Cicchetti &
Carlson, 1989; Starr & Wolfe, 1991).

Despite the progress that has occurred,
however, the challenges inherent in con-
ducting work with maltreating families un-
derscore the importance of continuing our
research efforts in this area (Cicchetti &
Manly, 1990; Cicchetti & Toth, 1993; Na-
tional Research Council, 1993). The con-
tributors to this special issue grapple with a
number of issues that have consistently im-
peded progress in maltreatment research on
the consequences of child maltreatment.

Because the identification of child mal-
treatment cuts across a number of disciplin-
ary perspectives, including arenas involving
social services, legal decision-making, child
advocacy, and mental health, disagree-
ments in the operationalization of the inde-
pendent variable have abounded (Aber &
Zigler, 1981; Barnett, Manly, & Cicchetti,
1993; Giovannoni & Becerra, 1979; McGee
& Wolfe, 1991). Unfortunately, the lack of
consensus regarding the definition of mal-
treatment employed by various investiga-
tors has made comparability across studies
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difficult to achieve. Progress that is being
made with regard to increased definitional
specificity is apparent in the work of a num-
ber of maltreatment researchers represented
in this volume.

Another challenge for those invested in
conducting research on child maltreatment
has involved the confluence of risk factors
that often coexist with maltreatment, such
as poverty, substance abuse, and domestic
violence. While a multiplicity of risk factors
are not unique to child maltreatment re-
search (see, e.g., Downey & Coyne, 1990,
and Hammen, 1992, for a similar situation
encountered in studies of depression), in-
vestigators have not always considered the
implications of their decisions regarding
sample composition for the interpretation
of their findings. Research with maltreating
populations that differ on the presence or
absence of associated risk factors can only
provide a more comprehensive understand-
ing of the occurrence and sequelae of child
maltreatment. For example, issues such as
whether maltreated children are from the
lower socioeconomic strata or whether a
range of demographic variables are repre-
sented, as well as the utilization of appro-
priate comparison groups, must be con-
fronted by maltreatment researchers. The
contributors to this special issue illustrate
some creative approaches to this area.

The conduct of longitudinal research, a
rarity with respect to many forms of psy-
chopathological and risk conditions, is an
especially elusive goal in maltreatment re-
search. Factors such as the mobility of mal-
treating families, attrition associated with
mandated reporting requirements, and
methodological issues related to shifting
maltreatment status (e.g., a child desig-
nated as comparison at early assessment pe-
riods may experience maltreatment over the
course of a longitudinal investigation) often
conspire against the investigator invested in
gaining knowledge in areas involving the
long-term outcome of maltreated children
or the intergenerational transmission of
abuse and neglect. While longitudinal work
is being conducted by a number of research

groups, a comprehensive body of knowl-
edge has not yet emerged. Thus, both sea-
soned investigators and those entering into
this area of inquiry must be committed to
following up their samples if real progress is
to be achieved regarding an understanding
of the developmental course of child mal-
treatment. Several studies in this special is-
sue report on longitudinal findings or repre-
sent a cohort that is a component of a larger
longitudinal investigation. Thus, work on
the development of maltreated children
over time is beginning to emerge.

An area that has received little attention
in recent years, and that is well reflected in
this special issue, relates to the elucidation
of the mechanisms and processes that even-
tuate in various outcomes in maltreated
children. Rather than focusing solely on
group differences on outcome variables
that are frequently found between mal-
treated and nonmaltreated research partici-
pants, investigators have begun to examine
mechanisms that may mediate the effects of
maltreatment. This more sophisticated ap-
proach holds great potential for providing
an explanation as to the heterogeneous out-
comes that have been revealed among mal-
treated children. By elucidating the underly-
ing processes that may be contributing to a
given outcome, a more comprehensive por-
trayal of functioning becomes possible.

In yet another attempt to understand di-
verse outcomes and individual differences
among maltreated children, investigators
have sought to shed light on the occurrence
of resilience. Regardless of similar histories
of negative caregiving, some maltreated chil-
dren have been shown to evidence adaptive
functioning (Cicchetti, Rogosch, Lynch, &
Holt, in press). The varied outcomes that
have been observed among maltreated chil-
dren despite similar experiences of adversity
underscore the importance of conducting
work in this area. Several contributions in
this issue have begun to examine resilient
functioning in maltreated children. Much
work remains to be conducted in order to
elucidate fully the processes contributing to
competent adaptation. The incorporation of
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knowledge derived from investigations into
resiliency holds considerable potential for
promoting the development of intervention
strategies for maltreated populations (Toth
&Cicchetti, 1993).

The authors of the current compilation
of articles address many of the issues that
must be confronted consistently if the prog-
ress that has occurred in three decades of re-
search on child maltreatment is to continue
to advance and solidify. While much work
still needs to be done, many questions have
been answered. Research has consistently

documented the effects of maltreatment in
undermining the process of development.
Moreover, the role of intra- as well as extra-
familial influences on the emergence of
maltreatment has been documented consis-
tently. The gains that have occurred and the
associated implications for theory, inter-
vention, and policy are due largely to the
knowledge base provided by research into
the causes, course, and sequelae of child
maltreatment. The articles in this issue re-
flect some of that progress, as well as the
challenges that remain before us.
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