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Abstract 
The present study aimed to examine different degrees of child abuse and re-
lated psychological consequences in the mainland of China. A Chinese ver-
sion of the Norvold Abuse Questionnaire was administered to 981 Chinese 
college students. The prevalence rates of child emotional abuse were 16.4%, 
8.8%, and 6.9% for the mild, moderate, and severe levels of abuse, respective-
ly, and those of physical abuse were 34.3%, 19.3%, and 3.1%, respectively. 
Furthermore, 4.4% of the participants in the mild sexual abuse group re-
ported having had no genital contact and 1.0% of them reported having expe-
rienced emotional humiliation. The prevalence rates of moderate and severe 
sexual abuse were 2.4% and .8%. More males were found to suffer from mod-
erate or severe levels of emotional abuse than females. Similarly, more males 
reported physical abuse than females across all degrees of severity. Mild and 
severe physical abuse had a larger current effect on males than on females, 
whereas the impact of moderate physical abuse was greater on females. Over-
all, Chinese college students reported significantly fewer sexual abuses than 
similar samples in Western countries. Additionally, more females suffered 
from mild sexual abuse than males. These findings suggest a potential influ-
ence of gender and culture. 
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1. Introduction 

Child abuse is psychological, sexual, and physical maltreatment or neglect of a 
child or children, especially by a parent or a caregiver (Runyan et al., 2002). The 
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World Health Organization defines child abuse and child maltreatment as all 
forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, or negli-
gent treatment, or commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or po-
tential harm to the child’s health, survival, development, or dignity in the con-
text of a relationship of responsibility, trust, or power (Runyan et al., 2002). 
Maltreated children may have severe life-long behavioral, cognitive, neurologi-
cal, and psychological or psychiatric problems that persist through adulthood 
(Corsello et al., 2016; Currie & Widom, 2010; Hughes et al., 2009; Jaffee & Mai-
kovich-Fong, 2011; Norman et al., 2012). 

Emotional, physical, and sexual abuse are three distinguished subtypes of 
child abuse that may lead to enduring negative effects on children’s neural, 
physical, and psychosocial development (Krug et al., 2002; Luke & Banerjee, 
2013). Child emotional abuse, also known as psychological abuse, includes six 
major categories of parental behavior: spurning, terrorizing, isolating, exploiting, 
denying responsiveness, and mental health, medical care, or legal neglect (Bras-
sard & Donovan, 2006). It is regarded as an insidious and psychologically da-
maging form of child maltreatment that may result in psychological problems 
like low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, unhealthy dependency, and 
self-destructive behaviors (Calvete, 2014; Kane & Bornstein, 2018; U.S. Depart-
ment of Health Human Services, 2005; Wright et al., 2009). Child physical abuse 
is a form of frequent intentional infliction of physical harm or injury on a child, 
including hitting, kicking, beating, shaking, biting, strangling, scalding, suffo-
cating, poisoning, and burning (Shaffer et al., 2008). Individuals who were sub-
jected to physical abuse in child may suffer a higher risk of mental health prob-
lems such as depressive disorders, eating disorders, and child behavioral disord-
ers (Norman et al., 2012; Shaffer et al., 2008; Springer et al., 2007), suicidality 
(Pompili et al., 2009), and psychotherapy attrition (Chasson et al., 2013). Child 
sexual abuse refers to involving children in sexual activities they do not under-
stand or are not developmentally prepared for, and for which they are unable to 
consciously decide whether to participate (Shaffer et al., 2008). Child sexual 
abuse victims may be at a greater risk of having thought and language disrup-
tions, adverse sexual health outcomes, suicidal or self-injurious behaviors, and 
mental disorders, such as major depressive disorder, phobic disorders, and ge-
neralized anxiety disorder (Amado et al., 2015; Conway et al., 2013; Lacelle et al., 
2012; Maniglio, 2011; Oz & Ogiers, 2006). 

Previous studies have shown a high prevalence rate of child abuse across the 
world (Hillis et al., 2016; Madu, 2001; Stoltenborgh, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & 
Van, 2013; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2012). The global prevalence rate of 
child abuse was estimated to be 26.7% (95% CI: 14.4% - 44.2%) emotional, 
22.6% (95% CI: 19.6% - 26.1%) physical, and 11.8% (95% CI: 10.0% - 13.8%) sex-
ual (Stoltenborgh, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Van, 2013). In Asia, 41.6% (95% CI: 
23.3% - 62.5%) of Asian children have suffered from emotional abuse, 16.7% 
(95% CI: 10.6% - 25.3%) physical abuse, and 11.3% (95% CI: 7.5% - 16.6%) sex-
ual abuse (Stoltenborgh et al., 2012; Stoltenborgh, Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van, 
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& Alink, 2013; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). Based on statistics from 68 studies in 
China, about 19.6% of Chinese children under the age of 18 have suffered emo-
tional abuse, 26.6% physical maltreatment, and 8.7% sexual abuse (Fang et al., 
2015). 

Gender is considered an important factor influencing prevalence rates and 
psychological consequence of child abuse. Prevalence rates for child abuse under 
broad definitions (contact abuse) are higher for girls than for boys, with 20.4% 
versus 16.2% in Ireland, 15.8% versus 6.7% in Denmark, and 7.8% versus 3.2% 
in Greenland (McElvaney & Lalor, 2014). Gender differences are distinct in child 
sexual abuse with a higher prevalence among girls than among boys (Lalor & 
McElvaney, 2010; Pereda et al., 2009a, 2009b). An international review of studies 
conducted in 22 countries worldwide shows that 19.7% of women (19.2% with-
out outliers) and 7.9% of men (7.4% without outliers) had suffered some form of 
child sexual abuse (Pereda et al., 2009b). In a meta-analysis on child sexual abuse 
including 331 studies worldwide, significant gender differences were found in 
Asia, Australia, Europe, and the United States/Canada, with girls showing a 
higher prevalence of child sexual abuse than boys (Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). 
Regarding the effects, females showed significantly higher rates of developing 
depressive disorder (42% over baseline) and/or anxiety disorder (24% over base-
line) (Amado et al., 2015). 

Besides gender, the geographical-cultural factor also has impacts on child 
abuse prevalence rates. Significant differences were found between continents of 
origin of the sample for both girls and boys. The estimated child sexual abuse 
prevalence rates for boys/girls in different regions were 4.1%/11.3% in Asia, 
13.8%/13.4% in South America, 5.6%/13.5% in Europe, 19.3%/20.1% in Africa, 
8.0%/20.2% in the USA/Canada, and 7.5%/21.5% in Australia (Stoltenborgh et 
al., 2011). It is noteworthy that child sexual abuse is asymmetrically distributed 
globally, with the lowest prevalence in Asia for both genders. Moreover, the 
prevalence rates in different countries within one continent are different. In the 
UK, serious maltreatment was experienced by 6% of respondents for emotional 
abuse, 7% for physical abuse, and 11% for sexual abuse involving contact 
(May-Chahal & Cawson, 2005). In a Norwegian mother and child cohort study, 
the prevalence rates of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse in child were 14%, 
6%, and 7% respectively (Sorbo et al., 2013). Furthermore, different prevalence 
rates are found among different ethnicities within one country. According to a 
study of 5,689,900 American children, 12.5% (95% CI, 12.5% - 12.6%) of child-
ren have experienced child maltreatment. The highest prevalence was found 
among Black (20.9% [95% CI, 20.8% - 21.1%]) children, and the lowest preva-
lence was found among Asian/Pacific Islander (3.8% [3.7% - 3.8%]) children 
(Wildeman et al., 2014). 

In China, child abuse is a pervasive and serious social problem without 
enough attention in either academia or society (Fang et al., 2015; Dunne et al., 
2008). Partially due to the lack of validated research instruments, only a limited 
number of studies on child abuse have been conducted among the Chinese pop-
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ulation, especially in mainland China (Kim et al., 2000). The paucity of compre-
hensive statistics on the prevalence of major forms of child abuse and on the 
long-term ill influence of such maltreatments would hinder the development of 
child protection policies in China. Therefore, the present study selected the 
Norvold Abuse Questionnaire (NorAQ) to assess the prevalence and current ef-
fects of child abuse. The NorAQ has been adapted to clearly define and quantify 
abuse, and used as a validated measuring instrument in epidemiological surveys 
among several samples (Wijma et al., 2003).  

To sum up, the current study aimed to investigate in detail the prevalence 
rates of child abuse and current effects in mainland China through the adapted 
Chinese version of Norvold Abuse Questionnaire (NorAQ). Specifically, three 
types of child abuse (emotional, physical, and sexual abuse) for three degrees of 
severity (mild, moderate, and severe) were examined. Furthermore, we explored 
the roles of gender and Chinese culture. Our research would reveal the status 
quo of child abuse in mainland China and offer quantitative evidence for the es-
tablishment and implementation of future abuse prevention and child protection 
programs in the country. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participant 

A cross-sectional survey was conducted among 981 Chinese college students. 
Sixteen copies of questionnaires were incomplete and another three respondents 
did not report their gender. Therefore, 19 cases were excluded. The number of 
valid cases was 962; 555 (57.7%) were from female respondents, and 407 (42.3%) 
were from male respondents. The age of participants ranged from 17 to 23 years 
old (M = 19.69, SD = 1.12; 5 participants did not report their age). 

2.2. Instrument 

The questionnaire administered in the present study was translated from the 
Norvold Abuse Questionnaire (NorAQ). The original NorAQ has eight parts 
consisting of 80 questions, and has been applied to patients visiting gynecology 
clinics in some North European countries (Wijma et al., 2003). Only the 4 - 6 
parts on topics of emotional, physical, sexual abuse represented by 10 questions 
were selected as items of the Chinese version. The selected parts in the original 
NorAQ have good test-retest reliability ranging from 84% - 95% and validity 
(Wijma et al., 2003). The NorAQ’s specificity was 98% for emotional and sexual 
abuse except physical (85%), and its sensitivity ranged from 75% for emotional 
abuse to 96% for physical (Swahnberg & Wijma, 2003). All the selected items 
were translated, back-translated, evaluated, adapted, and finalized by two Chi-
nese clinical psychologists ensuring that the questions were easy to understand 
for Chinese participants.  

The Chinese version of NorAQ includes four parts. Part one has demographic 
questions about gender, age, place of birth, ethnic group, main occupation, and 
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family income; the students were also asked to provide information regarding 
their year of study and major. The following parts are three structured sections 
on emotional, physical, and sexual abuse. The presence or absence of emotional 
and physical abuse is probed by three questions. Each question corresponds to 
the severity of the abusive experience (mild, moderate, and severe). Four ques-
tions concern sexual abuse experiences with two mild abuse questions (no genit-
al contact, emotional sexual abuse), one moderate sexual abuse question (genital 
contact), and one severe sexual abuse question (penetration).  

Answer categories for all questions are: 1 = no; 2 = yes, as a child (<18 years); 
3 = yes, as an adult (≥18 years); 4 = yes, as a child and as an adult. Emotional, 
physical, and sexual abuse are defined as choosing yes to one or several of the 
questions on each type of abuse. Participants who report more than one degree 
of a specific type of abuse are counted only once when estimating the total pre-
valence rates. If a participant scored 2 to 4 for any question, he/she would be 
asked to answer more detailed questions and to estimate to what extent he/she 
was currently affected by the abusive experience on a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = no ef-
fect, 10 = serious effect) (Wijma et al., 2003). 

2.3. Procedure 

The participants were asked to fill out the four-part Chinese version of NorAQ 
in class. The questionnaire packet contained a cover for the purpose of 
protecting the participants’ privacy with a declaration of confidentiality and a 
statement that the questionnaire was for research purposes only. No identifying 
information, such as name, telephone number, or address was solicited. A short 
introduction was given on the cover offering guidance for completing the ques-
tionnaire and soliciting honest answers. If the questions aroused any difficult 
emotions, the participant was encouraged to contact the researchers directly by 
email or phone for professional help. 

2.4. Data Analyses 

Descriptive analyses were carried out with SPSS 24. The child abuse odds ratio 
(OR) was represented by the percentage of people who reported child abuse ex-
periences divided by the total number of males or females included in the cur-
rent study. Pearson’s Chi-square test (two sided) was performed to assess dif-
ferences between the male and female participants, and among the three types of 
child abuse experiences. 

3. Results 

A total of 981 questionnaires were sent out and 962 copies were completed; the va-
lid return rate was 98.1%. Among the 962 participants, 158 reported mild emotional 
abuse experiences in their childhood (a prevalence rate of 16.4%); 85 (8.8%) re-
ported moderate childhood emotional abuse experiences; and 66 (6.9%) reported 
severe childhood emotional abuse. After eliminating repeating counting data, alto-
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gether 213 (22.1%) reported to be emotionally abused before 18-year-old. More 
males experienced moderate (12.3% vs. 6.3%; p < .01) and severe (9.3% vs. 5.1%; p 
< .01) emotional abuse than females. However, no gender difference was found in 
mild emotional abuse experiences. The results are summarized in Table 1.  

Three hundred and thirty (34.3%) respondents reported mild physical abuse 
experiences; 186 (19.3%) participants reported moderate physical abuse, and 32 
(3.1%) reported having suffered severe physical abuse; these experiences also 
happened predominantly before the age of 18. In total, 371 (38.6%) reported to 
be physically maltreated when they were children. Men were more exposed to all 
categories of physical abuse than women (mild: 43.7% vs. 27.4%; moderate: 
28.0% vs. 13.0%; severe: 6.1% vs. .9%; See Table 2). The above three gender dif-
ferences were statistically significant (p < .01).  

While 42 (4.4%) respondents reported mild child sexual abuse without genital 
contact, 10 (1.0%) participants reported mild child sexual abuse consisting of 
emotional or sexual humiliation. Moderate sexual abuse with genital contact was 
reported by 23 (2.4%) respondents and 8 (.8%) respondents have experienced 
severe sexual abuse such as penetration. No gender difference was identified in 
any of the sexual abuse categories (See Table 3). 
 
Table 1. Prevalence rate of child emotional abuse. 

Gender 
Severity of abuse 

Mild Moderate Severe 

Male 82 (20.2%) 50 (12.3%)** 38 (9.3%)** 

Female 76 (13.7%) 35 (6.3%) 28 (5.1%) 

Sum 158 (16.4%) 85 (8.8%) 66 (6.9%) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
Table 2. Prevalence rate of child physical abuse. 

Gender 
Severity of abuse 

Mild Moderate Severe 

Male 178 (43.7%)** 114 (28.0%)** 27 (6.1%)** 

Female 152 (27.4%) 72 (13.0%) 5 (.9%) 

Sum 330 (34.3%) 186 (19.3%) 32 (3.1%) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
Table 3. Prevalence rate of child sexual abuse. 

Gender 

Severity of abuse 

Mild 
(no genital contact) 

Mild 
(emotional/sexual humiliation) 

Moderate 
(genital contact) 

Severe 
(penetration) 

Male 18 (4.4%) 6 (1.5%) 12 (3.0%) 7 (1.2%) 

Female 24 (4.3%)* 4 (.7%) 11 (2.0%) 1 (.2%) 

Sum 42 (4.4%) 10 (1.0%) 23 (2.4%) 8 (.8%) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 
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The current impacts of different types of child abuse were evaluated by res-
pondents’ self-ratings on a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = no effect, 10 = serious effect). The 
average current negative effect of emotional child abuse is 4.96 (SD = 2.78), 3.94 
(SD = 2.97), and 5.10 (SD = 2.70) for mild, moderate, and serious abuse, respec-
tively (See Table 4). 

Respondents having experienced child physical abuse reported a lower degree 
of current ill effect than those having experienced child emotional abuse, with 
average ratings of 2.74 (SD = 2.57), 2.86 (SD = 2.58), and 2.97 (SD = 2.73) (See 
Table 5).  

In contrast, the current negative influence of child sexual abuse was higher than 
the other two types proportional to the severity of the abuse, ranging from 4.21 
(SD = 3.04) for no-contact abuse to 5.38 (SD = 3.53) for abuse with penetration 
(See Table 6).  

The emotional, physical, and sexual forms of child abuse were not found to 
have significantly different current adverse impacts upon the participants in this 
study. Men reported a higher degree of ill influence for physical abuse than 
women, especially in the mild and severe categories. This situation was reversed 
with respect to moderate physical abuse. No gender difference in lasting negative 
effects was found for emotional or sexual abuse. The results are presented in 
Tables 4-6. 
 
Table 4. Current effects of child emotional abuse. 

Gender 
Severity of abuse 

Mild Moderate Severe 

Male 5.26 (2.91) 3.69 (3.10) 5.36 (2.69) 

Female 4.65 (2.62) 4.25 (2.80) 4.75 (2.72) 

Sum 4.96 (2.78) 3.94 (2.97) 5.10 (2.70) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
Table 5. Current effects of child physical abuse. 

Gender 
Severity of abuse 

Mild Moderate Severe 

Male 3.08 (2.81)** 2.74 (2.50) 3.46 (2.67)** 

Female 2.35 (2.20) 3.09 (2.72)** .67 (1.63) 

Sum 2.74 (2.57) 2.86 (2.58) 2.97 (2.73) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
Table 6. Current effects of child sexual abuse. 

Gender 
Severity of abuse 

Mild 
(no genital contact) 

Mild 
(emotional/sexual humiliation) 

Moderate 
(genital contact) 

Severe 
(penetration) 

Male 3.79 (3.47) 5.20 (3.65) 5.13 (3.36) 5.25 (3.69) 

Female 4.43 (2.82) 2.75 (2.32) 4.25 (2.82) 5.60 (3.65) 

Sum 4.21 (3.04) 4.11 (3.29) 4.69 (3.08) 5.38 (3.53) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 
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To summarize, the prevalence rates of the mild, moderate, and severe levels of 
child emotional abuse were 16.4%, 8.8%, and 6.9% respectively, and those of 
physical abuse were 34.3%, 19.3%, and 3.1%, respectively. Regarding child sexual 
abuse, 4.4% of the participants reported having had no genital contact and 1.0% 
of them reported having experienced emotional humiliation. The prevalence 
rates of the moderate and severe types were 2.4% and .8%. More males were 
found to suffer from moderate or severe emotional abuse and all levels of physi-
cal abuse than females. Compared to males, females suffered more by the 
moderate physical abuse and mild sexual abuse. 

4. Discussion 

This phenomenological study conducted among Chinese college students 1) es-
timates the prevalence rates of three types of child abuse (emotional, physical, 
and sexual abuse) with varied severity (mild, moderate, and severe) in China, 
and 2) probes the current negative impacts of such abusive experience.  

Our results show that child physical abuse occurred most frequently among 
the three types of abuse in our sample, and sexual abuse was reported least by 
the participants; emotional abuse rated mid-way between the two. Prevalence 
rates were inversely related to the severity of abuse for physical and emotional 
maltreatment; for instance, the prevalence rates of physical abuse: mild 
(34.3%) > moderate (19.3%) > severe (3.1%). In contrast, sexual abuse was most 
frequent for the middle category of severity, with mild and severe abuse occur-
ring less often. And we found that different types of child abuse’s current influ-
ence on one’s well-being are different. Child physical abuse had the lowest in-
fluence on current sense of well-being while child emotional and sexual types 
had more serious impact. 

4.1. Prevalence Rates of Child Abuse 

Child Emotional Abuse 
Regarding emotional abuse, 16.4% of the participants in this study reported 

that they had been emotionally abused through systematic repression, degrada-
tion, or humiliation for a long period of time during their childhood. Of these 
participants, 8.8% suffered such abuses as being threatened or forced to restrict 
their contact with others, or being totally controlled; a smaller number of par-
ticipants (6.9%) reported that they had experienced the most severe forms of 
emotional maltreatment. Overall, no gender difference was observed for mild 
emotional abuse; however, more males than females experienced moderate and 
severe levels of emotional abuse. 

The estimated prevalence rate of child emotional abuse in our study (22.1%) 
was comparable to the rate of 19.6% reported by Fang et al. in their systematic 
review on child emotional abuse in China (Fang et al., 2015). Nonetheless, the 
overall estimate of prevalence in China was not only significantly lower than the 
prevalence rate of 36.5% (95% CI: 26.6% - 47.6%) in North America, but also 
significantly lower than that of 41.6% (95% CI: 23.3% - 62.5%) in Asia (Stolten-
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borgh et al., 2012). 
These disparities may be attributed to at least two possible factors. First, the 

prevalence of emotional abuse prevalence is indeed low as the result of mainland 
China’s “single-child” policy implemented in the late 1970s and the overall im-
provement of education. Being the only child at home, one is more likely to en-
joy more love, care, and protection, rather than be subject to harsh discipline or 
punishment from his/her parents, grandparents, and other family members. 
With the development of Chinese society, more and more parents are better 
educated and more capable of educating their children in a more enlightened 
and civilized way. Most of our participants are “the only child” in their family, 
and hence they may indeed have been less punished or abused by their more 
educated parents than children of previous generations. The relatively low pre-
valence in our study thus indicates a real decrease in child emotional abuse in 
mainland China. 

Second, the prevalence of child emotional abuse might have been underesti-
mated in the current study. The higher level of child emotional abuse found in 
Western countries may be associated with the parenting style or children’s in-
terpretation of their parents’ behavior in the context of Western culture. Emo-
tional abuse may be perceived as the most extreme manifestation of emotional 
discipline strategies, which might be more frequently used in collectivist Asian 
cultures than in individualist Western countries (Stoltenborgh et al., 2011; Hofs-
tede, 2001). However, under the influence of cultural normativeness of these 
strategies and traditional Chinese culture with filial piety at its core, Chinese 
people, unlike people from other countries, may be more used to viewing their 
parents’ humiliating or controlling parental acts as conventional ways of discip-
line rather than forms of abuse (Lansford et al., 2010). 

Child Physical Abuse 
Child physical abuse was the most common and frequent type among the 

three forms of abuse, reaching 38.6% on average. This number is comparable 
with the estimate of child physical abuse for China (36.6%, 95% CI: 30.4% - 
42.7%) based on a meta-analysis of 47 Chinese studies with participants from 
mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan (Ji & Finkelhor, 2015; Tang, 2006). 
Mild physical abuse was reported by 43.7% of male participants. In other words, 
nearly half of the men were once hit, smacked, or held against their will by their 
parents, elder friends, or even strangers. 

However, these figures stand in sharp contrast to the international physical 
abuse rates and those found in Western countries. For example, the estimated 
prevalence rate of child physical abuse found in this study (38.6%) is higher than 
Stoltenborgh et al.’s (2013a) international estimate (22.6%, 95% CI: 19.6% - 
26.1%) as well as their estimates for North America (24.0%, 95% CI: 20.1% - 
28.5%), Europe (22.9%, 95% CI: 14.9% - 33.6%), and Australia (14.3%, 95% CI: 
7.2% - 26.5%). 

The overall higher level of socioeconomic development in Western countries 
may exert a strong positive effect on family environment resulting in lower levels 
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of child abuse. Furthermore, the higher prevalence of child physical abuse in 
China may reflect the conventional punishment-oriented Chinese parenting (Ji 
& Finkelhor, 2015). According to the traditional Chinese view, dutiful sons are 
the product of physical discipline. Some mild or moderate degree of physical 
abuse is culturally accepted and justified as a necessary and robust way to edu-
cate children, especially young boys. Such a tradition or normativeness of physi-
cal discipline in Chinese society can bring about a frequent use of this strategy, 
or a higher prevalence of physical abuse (Lansford et al., 2010). 

Regarding severe child physical abuse, males (6.6%) scored much higher than 
females (.9%) in our sample. Since boys are believed to be physically stronger, 
more aggressive, and naughtier than girls by nature, they are apt to provoke con-
flict with others and thus get injured in a tussle, and incur more corporal pu-
nishments from family members or teachers. In contrast, girls are often consi-
dered as physically weaker and more agreeable in character, thereby needing 
protection rather than punishment. This may be consistent with our finding that 
only five girls in our study reported having experienced severe physical abuse. 

Child Sexual Abuse 
The prevalence of the mild-level child sexual abuse in our survey was around 

5%, while the moderate (2.4%) and severe (.8%) levels were far less than that. 
The prevalence rate in our study is lower than the reported rates of other areas, 
such as Europe and South Africa. For example, the prevalence of child sexual 
abuse of a community-based sample of 3515 children aged 10 - 17 years (56.6% 
female) in South Africa was 9%, and the prevalence rates in the Nordic countries 
were between 3% - 23% for boys and 11% - 36% for girls before the age of 18 
(Kloppen et al., 2016; Meinck et al., 2016). 

The low prevalence rates of child sexual abuse in China may be related to the 
Chinese traditional conservative attitude toward sex and the sense of shame at-
tached to sexuality. Victims of sexual abuse, influenced by their Chinese collec-
tivist consciousness, might not be willing to disclose their abusive experiences 
for fear of losing their privacy, being stigmatized, or inflicting shame on their 
family. In addition, Chinese parents’ rather high involvement in children’s per-
sonal affairs including sexuality can be a positive factor protecting children from 
being sexually abused. 

Furthermore, cultural differences in people’s conception of sexuality and sex-
ual abuse may also result in differences in the prevalence rates of child sexual 
abuse. For example, an item in our questionnaire “the child is forced to expose 
his or her naked body or to watch somebody else expose his or her naked body,” 
can be taken as forms of mild sexual abuse in countries like America, but this is 
not always the case in the eyes of Chinese people. Therefore, our Chinese partic-
ipants might have chosen not to report such an event. Similar explanations may 
be applicable to other types of abuse. Therefore, despite a large difference in 
rates of child abuse, we cannot exclude the possibility that language, translation, 
or the original structure of the questionnaire in use limit its effectiveness when 
applied to participants with different cultural backgrounds. 
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In regards to gender, inconsistent with the Hong Kong study (Tang, 2006), the 
current survey did not find a significant difference between males and females in 
the prevalence rates of child sexual abuse. Men reported more abuse by an elder 
acquaintance, whereas women reported more abuse by adult strangers. Interes-
tingly, studies in other countries revealed higher rates of intrafamilial abuse of 
girls and extrafamilial abuse of boys (Oz & Ogiers, 2006). If a girl was sexually 
abused by an acquaintance, the abuser was most likely to be her father or anoth-
er male caregiver. 

4.2. Current Effects of Child Abuse 

Different types of child abuse can be related to an array of symptoms later in life 
and this was measured in our study by a self-report of subjective sense of suffer-
ing; none of the results were statistically significant. On a range of 0 (do not suf-
fer today) to 10 (suffer terribly today), the results showed a moderate (about 2 - 
5) level of attribution to past abusive experience. Child physical abuse had the 
lowest influence on current sense of well-being while child emotional and sexual 
maltreatment had the highest impact. 

One interesting finding was that the effect of moderate child emotional abuse 
on present suffering was lower than that of mild emotional abuse. However, 
when looking at the items more closely, we see that the situations of moderate 
emotional abuse, for instance, “someone controlled the child’s freedom,” seem 
to be rather common and socially acceptable for Chinese children raised in a na-
tion with a long history of collectivist culture. In case of child sexual abuse, the 
more severe the abuse was, the more painful the participants reported of their 
current feeling. For both males and females, severe abuse with genital contact or 
penetration was the form that did the most harm. 

Significant gender difference in respect to the present negative impacts was 
found only in child physical abuse. Men presently felt much worse than women 
if they had suffered mild or severe child physical abuse. However, moderate 
physical abuse led to greater present suffering in women than in men. As dis-
cussed above, physical discipline is regarded as an acceptable parenting strategy 
in the context of traditional Chinese culture. Elders, typically parents and teach-
ers as the legitimate performers of strict education do not intend to leave a resi-
due of pain on the grown male child. Nonetheless, this was the case for moderate 
levels of abuse only. Frequent physical abuse, even the mild-level abuse inflicted 
upon Chinese boys could have easily triggered a strong inclination of depression 
observed in the male participants, even if they seldom question such repeated 
abuse events in real life. 

Moreover, as indicated by this study, girls suffered less severe physical abuse 
in Chinese culture and society. The moderate level of physical abuse, while rare, 
caused more negative effects on girls than on boys. Girls may have perceived 
having been punished unjustly because they believed that, as girls, they should 
have been treated more gently. Interestingly, severe physical abuse may also be 
expected to bring a more adverse effect on girls than boys due to the common 
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belief that girls should not be given severe corporal punishments like boys. Non-
etheless, this belief may lead girls to interpret the physical maltreatment as sanc-
tions for their evil or sin. Therefore, girls would then perceive themselves as de-
serving the abuse and that the abuse is appropriate punishment. If this is the 
case, they would be reluctant to blame the abusive experience for negative im-
pacts on their lives and prefer to be “grateful” for having been disciplined 
harshly. 

5. Conclusion 

To summarize, the high rates of child emotional, physical, and sexual abuse in 
China are particularly striking since child abuse in any form is likely to have 
profound adverse effects on children’s physical, emotional, and psychological 
development, with lasting consequences. Furthermore, given the different cul-
tural and social norms between China and Western countries, the prevalence 
rates of child abuse might not be the same. Less experience of child sexual abuse 
was reported by Chinese college students than by similar Western participants. 
However, no difference was found in terms of emotional and physical abuse. 
Our findings leave interesting room for further cross-cultural discussion and in-
vestigation of the interaction between cultural values, historical context, and 
child-rearing practices in different societies. 

The present study has a few limitations. First, the study was conducted with a 
convenient college student sample which may not be representative, and thus 
might introduce sources of error into the survey. Several meta-analyses have 
confirmed that the profile of samples can affect the prevalence of different types 
of child abuse (Stoltenborgh et al., 2013b; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). The 
self-reported prevalence of emotional abuse was significantly higher in college 
samples (72.4%; n = 2149) than in general population samples (23.6%; n = 
15,392) (Stoltenborgh et al., 2012). Second, the questionnaire was adapted from 
foreign studies and translated into Chinese, and its items may not align with 
Chinese reality. This culturally different definition and understanding of child 
abuse may affect the respondents’ feedback. Finally, the study may have unde-
restimated the actual prevalence rates of child abuse in China as it was con-
ducted in the participants’ class rather than in a private space. The classroom 
setup might have lowered the chance for students to respond honestly to 
shame-inducing questions. 

All in all, more comprehensive, accurate, and reliable results of the child abuse 
in China would be possible if a more Chinese-specific survey among a nationally 
representative sample of Chinese people, with improved methods of measure-
ments that are more sensitive to culturally relevant issues, could be conducted. 
Factors like gender, socioeconomic and education backgrounds, as well as 
cultural interpretation of child abuse, deserve more focus in future research.  
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