
Early intervention Key to Long-term Prevention  
 

Young children today have more opportunities than ever to become successful and thriving 
adults. In spite of this, rates of child abuse and neglect remain at persistently high levels. 
Mounting evidence demonstrates the negative long-term effects of child abuse and the 
importance of early prevention and intervention. This makes it imperative that parents, teachers, 
practitioners, researchers, and policy-makers bridge the gap between what we know and the 
prevention of child abuse. 

 
Long-term effects of child abuse 
A recent federal factsheet summarized the long-term consequences of child abuse (including 
physical, sexual, and neglect) and the results were chilling. The effects on children are uniformly 
negative. Children who are abused are more likely to have short- and long-term physical 
damage including impaired brain and cognitive functioning, head trauma, poor physical health, 
and chronic health conditions. But the long-term psychological and behavioral effects of abuse 
may be even more severe. Children who are abused and neglected are more likely to 
experience failure to thrive in infancy, have difficulty developing secure relationships with 
important people in their lives, and experience cognitive, emotional, and mental health 
problems. As they get older, these children are more likely to have behavioral issues, abuse 
drugs and alcohol, and are nine times more likely to become involved with criminal activities. In 
addition, child abuse has lasting costs on our society and economy. It might be shocking to 
learn that child abuse and neglect is more costly per year than the two leading health concerns: 
stroke and Type 2 diabetes. 
 
In spite of these disturbing facts, there is also strong evidence pointing to the success of early 
prevention and intervention strategies. Innovative, evidence-based, and cost-effective programs 
are becoming more common, and have shown strong and promising effects. There’s also more 
work being done to bridge connections between research and practice. For example, there’s 
now hard evidence about things that matter for young children. These include providing warm, 
engaged, and consistent caregiving, helping parents and caregivers develop effective discipline 
techniques, and helping children develop the ability to effectively control their emotions and 
behavior. For example, in one recent Oregon State University study, we found that children who 
could pay attention and persist on tasks and activities at age 4 had nearly 50% greater odds of 
completing college by age 25. Clearly, the benefits of promoting these skills and effective 
parenting strategies more broadly pay off.  And they pay off in economic and societal costs. It is 
estimated that child abuse prevention strategies can save taxpayers $104 billion dollars each 
year.  

 
Helping strengthen healthy children and families early in a child’s life is critical to ensuring that 
all children have the opportunities they need to grow and thrive. The research on child abuse 
and neglect long-term negative effects is clear and is a call to action for all of us. Our children 
and our society deserve no less.  
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