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Abstract This study sought to understand the prevalence of

childhood abuse in Italy using an instrument developed by the

International Society for the Prevention of Child Abuse and

Neglect (ISPCAN) and adapted to the Italian context. The study

participants were 312 young adults, 106 males (34%), and 206

females(64%),aged18–24 years,fromvariousnorthwestItalian

universities and workplaces, using an ISPCAN Child Abuse

ScreeningToolretrospectivequestionnaire(ICAST-R).Withref-

erence to comparative data from other countries, the Italian con-

text reveals a high incidence of emotional abuse (62%) followed

by physical abuse (44%) and sexual abuse (18%). While males

reported more physical abuse, females reported more exposure

to sexual and emotional abuse. Moreover, the validity of the

ICAST instrument was evaluated. The internal consistency

forthethreesubscaleswassimilartothefindingsofpreviousstud-

ies,withCronbach’salphasrangingfrom0.51foremotionalabuse

to 0.59 for sexual abuse. We observe that children undergo forms

ofemotionalandphysicalmaltreatmentfordisciplinarypurposes,

andforthisreason,suchabuseisexcused.Greaterpreventionmea-

suresshouldbeadoptedinthisdirection.Finally,ourstudyhascon-

tributed to the validation of the ICAST-R instrument for use in the

Italian context.

Keywords Child abuse � Psychology of violence �
Childhood adverse experiences � Physical abuse

Introduction

Data fromthe literature showthat theexposureofchildren tovio-

lenceisahistoricalconstantfoundinallculturesandsocieties,and

at every social level (Pereda, Guilera, Forns, & Gomez-Benito,

2009; Putnam, 2003; World Health Organization (WHO), 2014).

ThecommitteeoftheWorldReportonViolenceAgainstChildren

(Pinheiro, 2006) made a review of the literature concerning the

abuseofminors for theUnitedNationsSecretary-Generaland the

UN General Assembly. The purpose was to sum up the epidemi-

ologyandtheconsequencesofchildabuseinthefamily,atschool,

and in other institutions, as well as trying to compare the different

cultural contexts. There are several types of abuse; traditionally,

scientificliteraturehasfocusedonsexual,physical,andemotional

abuse. Among these, child sexual abuse (SA) has been the most

investigated, with many studies published worldwide. SA has

been recognized as an unfavorable child experiencebymany

researchers, who identified serious short- and long-term conse-

quencesonvictims’psychosocialadjustment,physical,andmen-

tal health (e.g., Chen et al., 2010; Howe, 2005; Irish, Kobayashi,

& Delahanty, 2009; Jonas et al., 2011; Longobardi, Veronesi, &

Prino, 2017c; Maldonato, DiLillo, & Hoffmann, 2015; van der

Kolk, 2005; van der Kolk & Courtois, 2005). Although a variety

offactorsaffecttheregulationofchildren’sbehavior,severalstud-

ies have highlighted how abuse can influence their socioemo-

tional, cognitive, and physical development (e.g., Corwin & Kee-

shin,2011;Malloy,Lamb,&Katz,2011).However,notallscholars

agree with this point of view. In fact, the results of the meta-

analyticstudybyRind,Tromovitch,andBauserman(1998)high-

lightthatthepsychologicaldamagelinkedtoexperiencesofabuse

depends on various factors, such as the degree of coercion and

violence experienced by the victims.

Conversely, non-sexual child abuse, namely physical abuse

(PA) and emotional abuse (EA), has received less attention,

althoughdifferentstudieshaveindicatedbothahigherprevalence
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ofthesetypesofabuseinthechildpopulation,andtheirassociation

with increased risk of a wide range of psychological and behav-

ioralproblems, includingdepression,alcoholabuse,anxiety, sui-

cidalbehavior,andincreasedriskofcontractinganHIVorherpes

simplex virus type 2 (HSV2) infection (Desai, Arias, Thompson,

&Basile,2002;Felittietal.,1998;Jewkes,Dunkle,Nduna,Jama,

&Puren,2010;Runyan,Wattam,Ikeda,Hassan,&Ramiro,2002).

Epidemiological data on non-sexual child abuse are relatively less

available in the literature.

Today, many tools exist for assessing the abuse of minors, but

cross-nationalcomparisonsaredifficult,duetotheculturaldiffer-

ences in the definition and operationalization ofSA, PA,and EA.

One of the recommendations made by the Advisory Committee

for theUnitedNations’studyonviolenceagainstchildrenwas, in

fact, the creation of child violence measurement instruments that

facilitate data collection and that are comparable at a cross-na-

tional level.

At this point, the International Society for the prevention of

Child Abuse and Neglect (ISPCAN), promoted by UNICEF and

majororganizationssuchasSavetheChildrenandWorldVision,

took up this idea and tried to answer the call for improved mea-

surement instruments. Their mission was to develop instruments

that might facilitate common measurement approaches to child

abuse (Dunne et al., 2009; Runyan et al., 2009; Zolotor et al.,

2009).

Therefore, starting from the measurement instruments avail-

able in the literature, such as the Parent–Child Conflict Tactics

Scales (Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, Moore, & Runyan, 1998), the

JuvenileVictimizationQuestionnaire(Finkelhor,Hamby,Omrod,

& Turner, 2005), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Scher,

Stein, Asmungson, McCreary, & Forde, 2001), the Comprehen-

siveChildMaltreatmentInventory(Riddle&Aponte,1999),and

the Childhood Trauma Interview (Fink, Bernstein, Handelsman,

Foote, & Lovejoy, 1995), the ICAST instruments were created

(seeZolotoretal.,2009),inaccordancewiththeUNStudyonVio-

lence Against Children (Pinheiro, 2006). Three instruments were

developed with the contribution of a global panel of 122 experts,

withtheaimofcontributingtothecreationoftoolsdesignedspecif-

ically for intercultural, multinational, and multicultural applica-

tion, inorder tounderstand theanalysisof fundamentalquestions

on thecausesofvariationbetweenandwithincountries, cultures,

andethnicgroups(Elliot&Urquiza,2006),soastobeabletopro-

tect children from abuse more successfully. The ISPCAN child

abuse screening toolsareavailable in aparents’ version (ICAST-

P),children’sversion(ICAST-C),subdividedintohomeandinsti-

tution,andaretrospectiveversion(ICAST-R)forindividualsages

18 and up.

AssuggestedbyPinheiro(2006),theConventionontheRights

of the Child, supported by the World Report on Violence Against

Children,considersstudiesonabuseandmaltreatmentofchildren

in all countries, so as to collect and compare results with other

countries.This ispartof theresponsibilityofeverycountry incar-

rying out their obligation to the convention they have subscribed

to.

Italy has acted on this invitation and, after the creation of the

first university Chair in Child Abuse and Neglect, in the Depart-

ment of Psychology of the University of Turin, has adopted a

twofoldaim:ontheonehand, tocontribute tothevalidationofthe

ICAST-Rinstrumentby applying it to the Italian context, and,on

the other, to explore the prevalence of childhood maltreatment

using the ICAST-R in the Italian cultural context, so as to make

the data comparable with those of other countries, and to imple-

ment programs for the protection of children.

Retrospective studies on adolescents and young adults are

used to verify whether they have suffered forms of abuse or mal-

treatmentintherecentpast(Bauserman&Rind,1997;Fergusson

&Mullen,1999;Gilbertetal.,2008;Hardt&Rutter,2004).Albeit

useful,retrospectivestudiesrevealagreatvariabilityinscoresand

leadtoconclusionsthatarenotalwaysconsistentbetweenthevar-

ious countries. This is, unfortunately, one of the main reasons for

the depreciation of the results that emerge from research on mal-

treatment, especially those related toexperiencesof sexual abuse

(Rind et al., 1998; Rind, Tromovitch, & Bauserman, 2001; Rind

& Welter, 2014). Moreover, many of the instruments employed

in the literature vary in the number of items, the operational defi-

nition of the construct of abuse, and, lastly, the weakness of their

psychometric properties (Hulme, 2007). Some researchers have

alsopointedoutthatthestructureandcontentofmanyinstruments

reflect the idea that adults have about the operative definition of

maltreatment, instead of assessing the minors’ perception of it.

Finally,abuseandmaltreatmentperpetratedbypeersareeithernot

includedintheinstruments,ortheyareinvestigatedonlythrougha

limited set of items (Finkelhor, Turner, & Ormrod, 2006; Rind &

Welter,2016).Anotherlimitationisthatsomeinstrumentspresent

poortranslatability.Forinstance,themeaningofthewords‘‘abuse’’

and‘‘molested’’varies greatly between cultures and languages

(Dunne et al., 2009).

OurstudywasaimedatcontributingtotheItalianvalidationof

the ICAST-R and exploring the prevalence of child abuse in the

Italian cultural context, so as to make the data comparable with

thoseofothercountries.Inthisstudy,weinvestigatedSA,PA,and

EA, employing an instrument (the ICAST-R questionnaire) that

doesnotrefertoaspecificdefinitionofchildabuse.Thiswasespe-

ciallyusefultoavoidthepossiblebiasesthatarelinkedwithadher-

encetoatoostrictdefinitionofchildabuse,whichhascausedincon-

sistent findings and low comparability across studies. In fact, the

ICAST-R questionnaire has been developed to study child abuse

withabroadperspective:It includesmany,ifnotall,oftheactions

that can be described as distressing or degrading for a child. The

itemscoverphysical,psychological,andsexualabuse.Withrespect

tosexualabuse,alltheitemsrefertounwantedexperiences,exclud-

ing consensualones. For each type ofabuse, the ICAST-R inves-

tigates the characteristics of the perpetrators and the contexts of

abuse,whichwillbeanalyzedindepthinthisstudywithrespectto

the Italian context.
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Finally, a further aim of this article was to study gender differ-

encesinchildabuseintheItaliancontext,bycomparingmalesand

femalesontheprevalenceandfrequencyofeachtypeofabuse.On

the basis of literature findings, we expected to find different pat-

terns of victimization among males and females, with girls being

more frequently exposed to the risk of SA in particular.

Method

Participants

Our sample consisted of 106 males (33.9%) and 206 females

(66.1%); one participant omitted this information. The age range

was 18-24 years (M=21.3; SD=1.5.). Concerning geographi-

cal origin, 24.6% (n=77) of the participants reported that they

spent theirchildhoodinasmall townor in thecountryside,49.2%

(n=154)inabigtownorasmallcity,and23.6%(n=74)inabig

city; 2.2% (n=7) reported other, non-specified locations, and

0.3%(n=1)omittedthisinformation.Themajorityofparticipants

were students (89.1%, n=279). With reference to employment,

79.9%(n=250)werefull-timestudents/unemployed,12.8%(n=

40) had paid part-time work, 3.5% (n=11) had unpaid work, and

2.9% (n=9) had a paid full-time job. Three participants omitted

this information.

Procedure

Questionnairesweredistributedtouniversitystudentsofdifferent

courses (psychology, engineering, and law) at two large public

universities in the North of Italy, and to students in three different

vocationalschoolsinthesamearea.Alloftheuniversitiesandvoca-

tional school contacted agreed to take part into the research. The

sample size was determined in order to have 95% confidence

limits of 5% maximum error of prevalence estimates, when the

prevalenceis20%(anexpectedprevalenceratebasedonprevious

researches). This leaded to a requirement of 246 participants. Of

the370distributedquestionnaires,a totalof313completedques-

tionnaires were collected and analyzed. The questionnaires that

werenotanalyzed(15.4%)includedmostlyofthosethatwerenot

returned(n=49)and,toaminordegree,thosethathadbeencom-

pleted only in part (n=8).

Measure

Experiences of child abuse were measured using the ICAST-R

questionnaire,whichcoversphysical,emotional,andsexualabuse

(Pinheiro,2006).Theinstrumentisdesignedtobeusedwithyoung

adults (age 18–24 years), and it is used in combination with other

instruments that measure maltreatment retrospectively, but it dif-

fers from them in that it focuses on a few specific indicators rather

than on a wide variety of possible forms of maltreatment.

GiventheabsenceofanItalianadaptationoftheICAST-R,the

original questionnaire was translated from English into Italian,

following the criteria established by Van de Vijver and Hamble-

ton (1996) concerning the adaptation of assessment tools to for-

eign languages and cultures. Two bilingual experts in child mal-

treatment were asked to translate the items conceptually rather

thanliterally,asthelatterisoftendifficultforsensitiveterms,espe-

cially in the description of sexual acts and emotional states. Sub-

sequently,theoriginalquestionnaireandtheItaliantranslationwere

compared by asecond pairofexperts,with the taskof identifying

any discrepancies between the original language and Italian.

The26itemsweredividedintofourparts:Thefirstpart(6items)

was dedicated to the collection of sociodemographic data, while

theotherparts investigateddifferent typesofabuse(i.e.,physical,

emotional, and sexual) and shared a similar structure. Each item

asked the participants whether they had experienced a particular

typeofmaltreatmentorabuse; theresponseoptionswereYes,No,

andCannotremember. If theparticipantsansweredYes, theywere

asked to list the frequency with which the abuse or maltreatment

wereperpetratedduring their lives (rangingfrom1=1–2 times to

3=more than 10 times), the moment of their life in which these

events tookplace,who was/were theperpetrator/s, andwhatwere

theconsequencesoftheevent,iftherewereany.Thesecondpartof

thequestionnaire(5items)investigatedphysicalabuseormaltreat-

ment. The participants were asked to report whether they had ever

been slapped, punched, kicked, beaten, cut, or hit with blunt

objects. The third part of the questionnaire (5 items) investigated

different typesofemotionalabuseormaltreatment, suchasbeing

insultedorcriticized,hearingphrasessuchas‘‘You’veneverbeen

loved,’’‘‘Iwishyouhadneverbeenborn,’’‘‘Iwishyouwoulddie,’’

orreceivingthreatsofphysicalviolenceorabandonment.Finally,

the fourth part (5 items) investigated different types of sexual

abuse,suchasbeingforcedtoshowone’sgenitals,havingtopose

for sexual or pornographic pictures, being touched in the genitals

orhavingtotouchsomeoneelse’sgenitals,andbeingforcedtohave

sexualintercourse.Wecomputedameasureofvictimizationsever-

ity for each type of abuse (i.e., physical, emotional, and sexual) by

summing up the frequency of each type of behavior (e.g., for PA,

havingbeenslapped,punched,kicked,beaten,cut,orhitwithblunt

objects).

In each part of the questionnaire, a number of items were

dedicated to investigating theparticipants’own perceptionof the

physical (Items 12 and 13) or emotional (Items 19 and 20) abuse

or maltreatment they might have experienced. These items also

asked participants whether they excused the behaviors as disci-

plinarymeasures,andtocomparetheirexperiencestothoseofthe

general population. Concerning sexual abuse, there was an item

that investigated whether the abuse had been reported to some-

one.Apositiveanswerledtotheparticipantsspecifyingtheroleof

the person they decided to confide with, the time that passed

between the abuse and their decision to report it, and the person’s

reaction to the news.
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Results

Internal Consistency

The internal consistencyof the threesubscaleswasmoderate

(physicalabuse:Cronbach’sa=0.56;emotionalabuse:a=0.51;

sexual abuse: a=0.59). The low internal consistency was due to

the heterogeneity of the types of abuse under investigation.

Although we anticipated a moderate correlation between differ-

ent types of experienced abuse, we did not expect that being vic-

tims of a specific type of abuse (e.g., being slapped) would make

participants more likely to have experienced other types of abuse

(e.g., being hit with a blunt object) as a consequence.

Types of Abuse

Foreachpartofthequestionnaire,wefoundparticipantsinthesam-

ple who said they had undergone the type of abuse at stake in the

item at least once (see Table 1). The data presented in the table

showthatemotionalabusewas thetypeofabusemostcommonly

reported by young adults (62.0%), followed by physical abuse

(44.4%) and sexual abuse (18.2%). Being insulted or criticized

was the item with the highest frequency: More than half the par-

ticipants(54%)indicatedtheyhadexperiencedthis typeofabuse.

Amuchlowerfrequencywasfoundfortwotypesofphysicalabuse,

namely being punched (27.8%) and being shaken hard (23.3%).

The twotypes ofabuse thatwere found least frequentlyamong the

participantsbothbelongedtothesexualsubscale:posingnudewith-

out having agreed to do so (0.3%) and being forced to have full

sexual intercourse (1.6%).

Frequency and Severity of Abuse

By analyzing the data on the frequency of abuse (see Table2), it

can be seen that, for most of the items, over half the participants

stated they had experienced the type of abuse in question only

onceortwice.However,theitemconcerningbeinginsultedorcrit-

icizeddiffered,presentingadecidedlyhigherfrequency(1–2 times:

25.8%, 3–10 times: 39.3%,more than 10 times: 35%). The most

frequent types of abuse (i.e.,more than 10 times) were being

insulted or criticized, and being touched on the genitals or on the

breasts.

Table 1 Prevalence of child abuse acts reported by young adults

Male (n= 106) Female (n= 206) Total

Yes

(%)

No

(%)

DR/Missing

(%)

Yes

(%)

No

(%)

DR/Missing

(%)

Yes

(%)

No

(%)

DR/Missing

(%)

Physical abuse

Hit or punched* 38.7 52.8 8.5 21.8 73.8 4.4 27.8 66.5 5.8

Kicked* 20.8 67.9 11.3 10.7 80.6 8.7 14.4 76.0 9.6

Beaten with an object 10.4 84.0 5.7 8.7 88.3 2.9 9.6 86.6 3.8

Shaken hard 20.8 63.2 16.0 24.8 63.6 11.7 23.3 63.6 13.1

Cut or stabbed on purpose 4.7 92.5 2.8 1.9 94.7 3.4 2.9 93.9 3.2

At least one episode 50.9 49.1 40.8 59.2 44.4 55.6

Emotional abuse

Insulted or criticized 48.1 36.8 15.1 57.3 33.5 9.2 54.0 34.5 11.5

Told they were not loved 4.7 89.6 5.7 8.7 86.9 4.4 7.3 87.5 5.1

Told‘‘I wish you had never been born or/or were

dead’’

3.8 72.6 23.6 6.3 80.1 13.6 5.4 77.6 16.9

Threatened to be hurt or killed 20.8 70.8 8.5 13.6 81.1 5.3 16.3 77.3 6.4

Threatened to be abandoned/refused access into

the home

16.0 76.4 7.5 18.0 75.7 6.3 17.3 76.0 6.7

At least one episode 55.7 44.3 65.0 35.0 62.0 38.0

Sexual abuse

Someone exposed their genitals* 6.6 89.6 3.8 14.1 83.0 2.9 11.5 85.3 3.2

Made to pose naked 0.0 96.2 3.8 0.5 97.6 1.9 0.3 97.1 2.6

Someone touched the child’s genitals* 3.8 93.4 2.8 12.6 85.0 2.4 9.6 87.9 2.6

Made to touch another’s genitals 1.9 93.4 4.7 6.3 90.3 3.4 4.8 91.4 3.8

Made to have intercourse 0.0 98.1 1.9 2.4 97.1 0.5 1.6 97.4 1.0

At least one episode* 9.4 90.6 22.8 77.2 18.2 81.8

DR don’t remember

* Significant gender differences at p\.05
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Theseverityforeachtypeofabusewascomputedconsidering

the reported frequency for each of the five items included in the

subscales.Descriptivestatistics(MandSD)werecomputedamong

theparticipantswhohadexperiencedatleastoneepisodeofabuse,

separately for PA (M=2.5, SD=1.8), EA (M=2.9, SD=2.0),

and SA (M=2.2, SD=1.9). Correlations among severity mea-

sures foreach typeofabusewereall significant (p\.01):The

strongestcorrelationwasfoundbetweenPAandEA,r(311)= .47,

while SAcorrelations with PA and EA were modest, respectively,

r(311)= .15andr(311)= .16.Nosignificantgenderdifferencesin

correlation strength were found.

Characteristics of the Perpetrators and Contexts

of Abuse

Wecalculated the frequencyof thedifferent typesofperpetrators

foreachtypeofabuse,consideringinparticulartheirage(i.e.,adult

vs. peer) and gender. There were a few cases in which the par-

ticipants, while declaring that they had experienced a certain type

of abuse, did not indicate who the perpetrator was (11 cases out of

thetotalaffirmativeanswersreceived).Table3showsthefivemost

frequent perpetrators as indicated by the participants.

Wewillnowconsiderthethreesubscalesseparatelytodescribe

the features of the situations of abuse declared by the participants,

the contexts where they occurred, the perpetrators, the conse-

quences, and the age of the participants at the time of the abuse.

Withreferencetophysicalabuse,44.4%(n=141)of thesam-

ple declared they had experienced this kind of violence. Physical

abuseoccurredmostoftenathomeandat school; in fact,parental

figureswerethemostcommonadultperpetratorsindicatedbythe

participants. Among the peer group, the most frequent perpetra-

tors of physical violence were children at school, followed by

siblingsandstrangers (seeTable 3).Analyzing theconsequences

of the episodes of physical abuse, 34.5% of the participants suf-

fered bruising, fractures, bleeding or broken teeth; for 11.5%, it

was necessary to visit a hospital or a doctor; 3.4% had to stay at

homedueto the injuries;1.1%hadtomissdaysatschoolorwork,

and 1.1% suffered permanent damage following the abuse.

Amongtheepisodesofphysicalviolence,44.6%of thepartic-

ipantsexcusedthemasdisciplinarymeasures,17.3%didnotexcuse

them,thoughtheysawthemasdisciplinarymeasures,while10.1%

stated that such acts were neither disciplinary nor justified.

Withreference toemotionalabuse,62%(n=196)of thesam-

ple stated that they had experienced at least one of the examples.

Insultsandcriticismsweremainlyreceivedfromchildrenatschool,

followedbyparentsandteachers.Atotalof26.6%ofthosewhosuf-

fered episodes of emotional maltreatment justified such acts as dis-

ciplinarymeasures,11.5%feltthatsuchactshadbeencarriedoutfor

disciplinary reasons, but did not justify them, and 16.9% felt that

such acts were neither disciplinary nor justified.

With respect to sexual abuse, 18.2% (n=58) of the sample

reported that they had experienced it. Most of the perpetrators

Table 2 Frequencies of the episodes of abuse

Male Female Total

1 or 2

times (%)

3–10

times

(%)

More than 10

times (%)

1 or 2

times (%)

3–10

times

(%)

More than 10

times (%)

1 or 2

times (%)

3–10

times

(%)

More than

10 times

Hit or punched 55.0 32.5 12.5 61.4 29.5 9.1 57.6 31.8 10.6

Kicked* 68.2 13.6 18.2 63.6 36.4 0.0 66.7 24.4 8.9

Beaten with an object 72.7 9.1 18.2 72.2 27.8 0.0 70.0 23.3 6.7

Shaken hard* 47.6 33.3 19.0 65.3 32.7 2.0 60.0 32.9 7.1

Cut or stabbed on purpose 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0

Insulted or criticized 20.4 40.8 38.8 28.1 38.6 33.3 25.8 39.3 35.0

Told they were not loved 60.0 20.0 20.0 52.9 29.4 17.6 54.5 27.3 18.2

Told‘‘I wish you had never been

born or/or were dead’’

100.0 0.0 0.0 61.5 23.1 15.4 68.8 18.8 12.5

Threatened to be hurt or killed 57.1 38.1 4.8 67.9 28.6 3.6 64.0 32.0 4.0

Threatened to be abandoned/

refused access into the home

70.6 23.5 5.9 54.1 37.8 8.1 59.3 33.3 7.4

Someone exposed their genitals 85.7 14.3 0.0 75.9 20.7 3.4 77.8 19.4 2.8

Made to pose naked 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0

Someone touched the child’s

genitals

33.3 0.0 66.7 50.0 34.6 15.4 48.3 31.0 20.7

Made to touch another’s genitals 50.0 50.0 0.0 69.2 15.4 15.4 66.7 20.0 13.3

Made to have intercourse 0.0 0.0 0.0 75.0 25.0 0.0 75.0 25.0 0.0

Percentages refer to the total number of participants who reported to have experienced each type of abuse

* Significant gender differences at p\.05
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were known male individuals, and in no cases, participants

reported to have been sexually abused by their parents.

The ensuing questions asked whether the person that suffered

the forms of SE described in the item had talked about the inci-

dent:35.1%(n=20)reportedthattheyhavenevermentioneditto

anyone.Amongthosewhohadtalkedaboutwhathappened,36.8%

(n=7) did so after one day and 31.6% (n=6) talked about it for

the first time after more than three years had passed. In 15.8% of

thecases, the interlocutorswerewelldisposed toward thepartici-

pant, believing his/her words and providing comfort; in 4.2% of

thecases,althoughtheinterlocutorsbelievedtheparticipant, they

did not offer any type of consolation or support. Most often the

experience of abuse was confessed to mothers (11.6%) and to

female friends (11.5%), followed by boyfriends (7.4%).

AgeWhen the Abuse Took Place

By observing the age when the episodes of abuse were experi-

enced, it can be seen (Table 4) that the age group that suffered the

highestamountofemotionalandphysicalabusewastheonerang-

ing from 14 to 17 years, with the exception of two items: being

struck with an object (prevalent between 10 and 13 years of age)

and being struck with a sharp object (prevalent between 5 and 13

years of age).

Gender Differences in Child Abuse

After analyzing gender differences in the experiences of abuse

reportedbytheyoungadults inoursample,onlyafewitemswere

foundtohaveasignificantlydifferentdistributionbetweenmales

andfemales(seeTable 1).Twoitemsrelatedtophysicalabusecon-

cernedprevalentlymales:beinghitorpunched,v2(1)=11.85,p\
.001,andbeingkicked,v2(1)=6.52,p= .01.Conversely, thesub-

scale for sexual abuse concerned mostly females: The percentage

of females who experienced at least one episode of sexual abuse

was23%,whilethepercentageofmaleswas9%,v2(1)=8.39,p=

.003. Differences emerged especially with respect to two items:

being exposed to another person’s genitals, v2(1)=4.16, p= .04,

and being touched on one’s private parts, v2(1)=6.27, p= .01.

Table 2 shows the relative frequencies for each type of abuse,

computed considering the participants who had experienced

what was described in the items at least once. Only two gender

Table 3 Counts of the five most frequently reported perpetrators by abuse item subset, perpetrator gender, and adult or peer age group

Adult female perpetrators Peer female perpetrators Adult male perpetrators Peer male perpetrators

Physical

Mother 52 Sister 12 Father 60 Boy at school 58

Sister 9 Girl at school 6 Brother 12 Brother 25

Other relative 7 Neighborhood female 4 Grandfather 8 Stranger 17

Grandmother 4 Stranger 2 Other relative 2 Other 15

Teacher 3 Neighborhood male 2 Boyfriend 11

Emotional

Mother 33 Girl at school 71 Father 33 Boy at school 86

Teacher 21 Sister 8 Teacher 14 Brother 15

Sister 13 Other 8 Stranger 8 Boyfriend 13

Grandmother 9 Stranger 5 Brother 7 Stranger 11

Stranger 7 Girlfriend 5 Boss or colleague 3 Neighborhood boy 8

Emotional (members of family/household only can be perpetrators): Items 15, 16, and 18

Mother 62 Father 33

Sister 8 Brother 9

Grandmother 4 Step father 3

Step mother 1

Other relative 1

Sexual

Other relative 2 Cousin 5 Stranger 12 Boy at school 21

Girlfriend 4 Neighborhood male 7 Cousin 11

Girl at school 1 Family friend 4 Boyfriend 8

Other relative 2 Other 8

Grandfather 2 Brother 2

The data of the emotional abuse typical of the family context are reported separately (items 15, 16, 17)
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differences emerged: 18% of males had experienced being

kicked more than 10 times during their lives, while no females

reported a similar frequency for the same item, v2(2)= 46.81,

p\.001; additionally, 19% of males had experienced being

shaken hard more than 10 times during their lives, while only

2% of females a similar frequency for the same item, v2(2)=

30.14, p\.001.

Concerning the severity of the abuse, we performed t-tests to

ascertainthepresenceofgenderdifferencesforeachtypeofabuse:

Nosignificantdifferences emerged, PA: t(136)=1.91,p= .06;

EA: t(191)=0.42, p= .67; SA: t(56)=-0.53, p= .60.

Discussion

Before discussing the specific results on the sexual, emotional,

andphysicalabuseofminors,itisimportanttogiveapictureofthe

socialandculturalcontextinwhichittakesplace.Overthepast20

years, the Italian sociocultural context has been changing gradu-

ally(UNICEF,2015).Theeconomicsituationhaschangedbecause

of European monetary unification and the current economic crisis

(Ciccarone &Saltari,2015). Italian schools havebecome more

heterogeneous and many new types of families are present (e.g.,

blended or single-parent families), which means that there is a

higher difference in education styles and children grow up with

schoolmates from different sociocultural background, at times

generatingmisunderstandingsbothinhorizontalandverticalrela-

tionships.Italyhaslongbeenverysensitivetopoliciesforthepro-

tection of children, but also of adults, such as the protection of

female victims of domestic violence or intimate partner violence

(IPV).Nevertheless,therearealmostnoprevalencestudiesinves-

tigatingthephenomenonofchildabuseusinginternationallyrec-

ognized and standardized instruments.

Comments on the Validation of the ICAST-R

Thefirstaimofthisstudywastocontribute tothevalidationofthe

ICAST-Rin the Italiancontext.The instrumentproved tobeade-

quate for our context; the relatively low Cronbach’s alpha values

(ranging from 0.51 to 0.59) were due to the moderate interitem

correlation, which in turn is expected, given that frequently par-

ticipants are the victims of only one of the abusive or maltreat-

mentbehaviorsconsideredbyeachdimension.However, similar

values have been found in previous studies (Dunne et al., 2009;

Lee & Kim, 2011). This result is encouraging since it enables a

meaningfulcomparisonwithanalogousmethodologiesthatmea-

sure children’s exposure to violence.

Comments on Prevalence, Frequency, Severity,

Characteristics of the Perpetrators, and Age

of Victimization for PA, EA, and SA

Asregardsthesecondaim(i.e.,toassesstheprevalenceofthephe-

nomenaintheItaliancontext), thedatawerepartlyinlinewiththe

results of previous research and partly in contrast (WHO, 2014).

Whatemerges,andrequiresattention,isthehighincidenceofemo-

tional abuse (62%) followed by physical (44%) and sexual abuse

(18%). With respect to the severity of each type of abuse, no rel-

evantdifferencesemergedforPA,EA, and SAamong individuals

whohadexperiencedatleastoneepisodeofabuse.Amoderatecor-

relation emerged between severity of experienced PA and EA,

indicatingarelevantassociationbetweenthese twotypesofabuse.

The association of SA with other types of abuse was modest.

Withreferencetophysicalabuse,almosthalfoftheparticipants

reportedhavingbeensubjectedtophysicalviolence.Thisdatumis

farhigherthanforsimilarstudiesconductedinotherWesterncoun-

tries. For instance, Gilbert et al. (2008) studied physical abuse on

Table 4 Age when the abuse took place

\5 year old (%) 5–9 year old (%) 10–13 year old (%) 14–17 year old (%)

Hit or punched 3 13 26 59

Kicked 0 27 34 39

Beaten with an object 7 32 39 21

Shaken hard 3 23 34 39

Cut or stabbed on purpose 20 30 30 20

Insulted or criticized 1 9 32 58

Told they were not loved 0 9 41 50

Told‘‘I wish you had never been born or/or were dead’’ 0 0 47 53

Threatened to be hurt or killed 0 5 27 68

Threatened to be abandoned/refused access into the home 2 10 10 78

Someone exposed their genitals 3 18 36 42

Made to pose naked 0 0 0 100

Someone touched the child’s genitals 4 21 29 46

Made to touch another’s genitals 0 7 43 50

Made to have intercourse 0 0 0 100
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children in European countries, reporting a prevalence of 12% in

Macedonia and 29% in Moldavia. In the UK, May-Chahal and

Cawson (2005) reported a prevalence of 16%, while, in the U.S.,

Hussey, Chang, and Kotch (2006) found that 28% of their inter-

viewees had been slapped, struck, or kicked by a caregiver or an

adult. In the Asian context, Sadowski, Hunter, Bangdiwala, and

Munoz (2004) reported that 36% of their sample used physical

punishmentsontheirchildren.However,thesecomparisonsneed

tobeinterpretedwithcautiongiventhatdifferentstudiesemployed

different instruments to estimate the abuse prevalence.

Itwouldseemthat, inItaly,despitethelawsprotectingminors,

theprevalenceofthephenomenonismuchhigher,mainlyformales

in the 14–17 year age group. Physical aggression is perpetrated

mainly by parents or brothers in the family setting, and by other

boys at school. The high frequency of aggressive behavior expe-

rienced by the participants is undoubtedly something to examine

ingreaterdepth,not leastbecause it isveryfrequentlyexcusedby

theyouthsasa formofdisciplinarybehavioron thepartofadults.

Theexposuretoemotionalabusewasalsoveryhigh.Thelevel

is considerably higher than in all other studies on this aspect. For

instance, May-Chahal and Cawson (2005) reported that 6% of

young English adults have experienced serious emotional abuse.

Bycontrast,22%ofparticipantsintheU.S. reportedmemoriesof

emotional abuse during childhood (Finkelhor, Turner, Ormrod,

& Hamby, 2009; Rind & Tromovitch, 2007). Therefore, the fig-

ure is much higher than in other countries, but it is in line with

findings from previous studies conducted on Italian adolescents

(Longobardi, Prino, Fabris, & Settanni, 2017a, b; Longobardi,

Settanni, Prino, & Gastaldi, 2015). Criticisms, insults, and deni-

grationweretheactsmostfrequentlysufferedbyminors,alsojus-

tifiedhereasdisciplinarymeasures(Longobardi,Prino,Fabris,&

Settanni, 2017a, b). This figure is in line with the emotional abuse

experienced in the family setting. It would benefit from a more in-

depthanalysisinbothcontexts,especiallyconsideringthattheimpact

ofpsychologicalabuseonminorshasbeenassociatedwithincreased

aggressiveness and social withdrawal during primary school, and

lower ratings of socioemotional competence in early adolescence

(Longobardi et al., 2017a; Shaffer, Yates, & Egeland, 2009).

Fromthedatathathaveemerged,andconsideringtheelevated

number of people that consider the abuse they suffered as being

some form of discipline, it appears that the meaning attributed to

acts of physical and emotional abuse might have both an imme-

diateandlong-termimpactonthevictims’mentalhealthandover-

all well-being (Dunne et al., 2009). Further research is needed to

improve our understanding of the relation between abuse and its

psychological consequences.

Finally, the level of sexual abuse (18%) was similar to studies

conducted all over the world. For instance, in a meta-analysis of

39sexualabusestudiesin21countries,Peredaetal.(2009)reported

levels ranging from 10 to 20% for girls, and 10% in boys. Con-

cerning the absence of parental figures as perpetrators of sexual

abuse in this study, the participants in our sample did not provide

this datum. This is in contrast to the literature, which reports that

intrafamilial abuse was the prevalent form of abuse suffered by

minors (WHO, 2014). We believe that participants omitted this

information willingly, probably due to a‘‘code of silence’’that is

imposedonallfamilymembers,sothatcasesofintrafamilialchild

sexualabusearehardlyeverreportedtolawenforcementagencies

when they occur. However, this finding is congruent with what

Dunne et al. (2009) reported in their cross-national study.

As for the age in which the acts of SA occured, the majority of

the participants stated that they occurred between the ages of 14–

17 years, which is an age range that can be considered to be fully

adolescence and not childhood anymore. However, some of the

types of SA are relatively common even among younger partic-

ipants: In particular, about 20% of our participants reported to

have had their genitals touched or that others had exposed their

genitals to them.

It isworthnotingthat thefocusof the instrumentweemployed

in this study wason detecting unwanted sexual experiences. This

allowed us to investigate the prevalence of the experiences that

were perceived as abusive by the participants, but it did not allow

us to measure the prevalence of illegal acts, given that, according

tothelaw,evenconsensualactivitiescansometimesbeconsidered

crimes.Indeed,accordingtoItalianlaw,theageofconsent isset to

14 years,with thepresenceofexceptions:Theageofconsentrises

to 16 years if the person involved in the sexual acts has a role of

authorityover theminor(e.g.,hasinfluenceonhim/her, isaparent

or a legal guardian, or another person who, for reasons of health,

education, or guardianship, is caring for the minor or lives with

him/her);however, itdrops to13 years if the twopartnersareboth

minors and they are not more than 3 years apart from each other.

Gender Differences

Concerninggenderdifferences,ourfindingswere in linewith the

literature(Simsek,Guney,&Baysal,2017;WHO,2014):Wecon-

firmedpreviousfindings thatPAwasmorefrequentamongmales,

and that SA was generally more prevalent among females. Fur-

thermore, it shouldbenoted that inSimseketal.’s (2017)study the

most prevalent types of SA were: being touched in the genitals or

havingtotouchsomeoneelse’sgenitals.WithrespecttoEA,nosig-

nificant gender differences emerged; this is in line with the litera-

ture (Simsek et al., 2017; WHO, 2014). Lastly, with respect to all

three types of abuse, the level of perceived severity did not differ

between males and females.

Insummary,ourstudyappliedtheICAST-RtoanItaliansam-

ple to obtain data that were comparable at an international level.

The results encourage us to continue in this previously unex-

plored field of application, and we believe that they constitute a

fundamental step toward dealing with two emerging problems

thatarenottobeunderestimated:thehighprevalenceofbothphy-

sical and emotional abuse. Our findings highlight that the preva-

lence of PA and EA is higher than that of SA: This is noteworthy,

giventhatPAandEAtendtobeneglectedmorebytheauthorities

and helping professions, compared to SA, which is a form of
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abuse that, especially in Italy, receivesagreatdealofattentionby

scholars, policy makers, and professionals. More studies are nee-

ded to increase awareness on the characteristics and perception of

non-sexualtypesofabuse,andontheirconsequencesonchildren’s

developmental processes.

Limitations

Thisstudypresentssomelimitations.First,thesamplewasnotrep-

resentative. A replication of the study on a representative sample

should be performed in order to acquire more reliable data. The

measurement of the maltreatment of minors was applied retro-

spectively,usingself-report tools.Therefore, itwouldbeuseful to

apply the non-retrospective versions of the ICAST to a sample of

minors inorder toacquiremorereliabledata,andtostudyhowthe

phenomenon of abuse occurs in different life contexts (i.e., at

home, at school, in the community). However, we cannot ignore

the strength constituted by the use of an instrument, such as the

ICAST-R,thatisacceptedinternationally,andthathasbeenadapted

according to the cultural context of application. Furthermore, this

study, like others, followed the UN recommendation for studies

dealing with child abuse, to assess all the settings frequented by

minors.
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