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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the effects of exposure to child maltreatment on self-esteem, social
competence, peer relationships and school performance through a systematic literature review. For this
purpose, a search of articles indexed in Medline, PsycINFO, Embase and Amed databases between
1984 and 2012 was done. In this review, 19 empirical articles in English were analyzed based on
inclusion/exclusion criteria. These studies highlight that, overall, both adults and children/teenagers
who were exposed to maltreatment during childhood showed impairments on self-esteem, social
competence, peer relationships, and school performance. The analysis of the articles has also allowed
the identification of the instruments used to assess the variables of interest and the description of the
profile of those who participated of the studies included in this review.

Keywords: Maltreatment, self-esteem, social competence, peers, school performance.

Resumo

Este estudo teve por objetivo investigar os efeitos da exposi¢do a maus-tratos sobre a autoestima, a
competéncia social, a relagao com pares e o desempenho académico por meio de revisao sistematica
da literatura. Para isso foi realizada uma busca de artigos indexados nos bancos de dados Medline,
PsycINFO, Embase e Amed, publicados entre 1984 e 2012. Nesta revisdo, 19 artigos empiricos € no
idioma inglés foram analisados a partir de critérios de inclusdo/exclusdo. Os estudos destacam que,
de maneira geral, adultos ou criangas/adolescentes que sofreram maus tratos na infancia apresentaram
prejuizos na autoestima, na competéncia social, na relagdo com pares e no desempenho académico.
A analise dos artigos permitiu, ainda, a identificagdo dos instrumentos utilizados para a avaliagdo das
variaveis de interesse ¢ a descrigdo do perfil dos participantes dos estudos incluidos nessa revisgo.

Palavras-chave: Maus-tratos, autoestima, competéncia social, pares, desempenho académico.

The exposure to conditions of abuse and neglect during
childhood has been associated with an increased risk of
psychological, social, and behavioral impairment (Kim &
Cicchetti, 2010). Studies suggest that degree of impairment
depends on the type of abuse involved as well as its
severity (Kim & Cicchetti, 2010; Pears, Kim, & Fisher,
2008). There is also evidence that abused children are
generally exposed to more than one type of maltreatment
(Pears et al., 2008). Therefore, to better understand the
impact of maltreatment on child development, specific
instruments and analyses must be developed to assess the
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type and severity of the abuse involved in situations of
child maltreatment.

Individuals exposed to maltreatment present sig-
nificant impairment in important developmental aspects
such as emotion regulation, the development of attach-
ment, autonomy, peer relationships, adaptation to school,
and self-esteem (Cicchetti & Rogosch, 2002; Cicchetti
& Valentino, 2006; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010; Masten &
Coatsworth, 1998). Furthermore, because they are more
likely to suffer more than one type of impairment during
early development, victims of child maltreatment are also
more susceptible to behavioral problems and psychological
disorders both during childhood and the remainder of their
development (Kim & Cicchetti, 2010; Rogosch, Oshri, &
Cicchetti, 2010). Proctor, Skriner, Roesch and Litrownik
(2010) note that little is known about the predictors of
behavioral adjustment in individuals exposed to maltreat-
ment. A study these authors showed that positive social
adjustment is associated with early cognitive abilities,
social competence, caretaker stability, and low frequency
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of physical abuse in middle childhood and adolescence
(Proctor et al., 2010).

The impact of exposure to maltreatment on psycho-
logical adjustment has been investigated through the
variables that make up this construct, such as academic
performance, self esteem and social competence. Relation-
ships among exposure to maltreatment, academic failure,
and development of psychopathology have been reported
in a number of studies (Buckle, Lancaster, Powell, & Hig-
gins, 2005; Cicchetti, Toth, & Maughan, 2000; Shonk &
Cicchetti, 2001). Children who are victims of maltreatment
tend to have lower grades in school, exhibit impairment
in standardized tests, and display poorer academic perfor-
mance as compared to children who were not maltreated
(Buckle et al., 2005).

Even in school, disadvantages in relation to their
peers are found (Chapple, Tyler, & Bersani, 2005; Cic-
chetti et al., 2000; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010). Children who
experience abuse and neglect tend to react with greater
aggressiveness toward peers or to remain socially isolated
(Bolger, Patterson, & Kupersmidt, 1998; Dodge, Pettit,
& Bates, 1994).

Research regarding psychological adjustment has
also looked into the impact of childhood maltreatment
upon social competence and self-esteem (Kim & Cic-
chetti, 2004; Shen, 2009; Van Bruggen, Runtz, & Kadlec,
2006). Low self-esteem is a common long-term effect of
exposure to physical abuse (Shen, 2009) and sexual abuse
(Kendall-Tackett, Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993). A study
by Levendosky, Okun and Parker (1995) found that de-
pression was the strongest predictor of social competence
scores. Children with depression associated with abuse
had poorer social competence as assessed by parents and
teachers, leading to an even greater risk of problems in
future relationships.

As discussed, the effects of exposure to child maltreat-
ment on self-esteem, social competence, relationships
with peers, and school performance have been widely
investigated by international studies. However, in Brazil,
studies about the relationship between these variables are
scarce. National studies have focused on aspects such
as the prevalence and consequences of abuse, especially
sexual abuse, in certain situations and their related factors
(Amazarray & Koller, 1998; Drezett et al., 2001), the risk
of developing mental illness in individuals exposed to
maltreatment (Bordin et al., 2009; Borges & Dell’ Aglio,
2008; Vitolo, Fleitlich-Bilyk, Goodman, & Bordin, 2005)
and the development of group interventions for victims of
sexual abuse (Habigzang et al., 2009). Furthermore, most
of these published studies did not compare groups with the
presence and absence of childhood maltreatment.

Considering the evidence regarding the impact of child-
hood maltreatment upon development, the present study
aimed to answer the following research question: how does
exposure to childhood maltreatment affect psychological
adjustment? To investigate this issue, the present article

carried out a critical, systematic review of studies inves-
tigating the effects of exposure to childhood maltreatment
upon self-esteem, social competence, relationships with
peers, and academic performance.

Method

A systematic review was carried out in search of
studies investigating the effects of exposure to childhood
maltreatment upon psychological adjustment. The de-
pendent variable childhood maltreatment was defined
according to Bernstein and colleagues (1994; Bernstein et
al., 2003), and included traumatic experiences of physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse, as well as emotional or
physical neglect. A systematic review was conducted based
on Mulrow and Oxman (1997).

The Medline, PsycINFO, Embase and Amed databases
were searched using the following terms: “maltreatment”
and “child” and “self-esteem” or “social competence” or
“academic achievement” (or scholastic achievement) or
“peers” and “child”. The articles obtained were then fil-
tered based on the following characteristics: (a) presence
of an abstract; (b) text in the English language; (c) empiri-
cal study; (d) publication in a peer-reviewed journal; (e)
research on human subjects; (f) presence of a reference list.
Qualitative and duplicate articles were excluded. Results
were not filtered by publication year.

The initial search returned 349 abstracts published
between 1984 and 2012. Two independent judges read
each abstract and selected articles according to the
following inclusion criteria: (a) empirical investigations
of maltreatment and self-esteem, social competence,
academic performance or peer relationships; (b) cross-
sectional, case-control, randomized clinical trial or cohort
study design; (c) at least one control group composed of
individuals with no history of maltreatment. All inclusion
and exclusion criteria aimed ensured the selection
of studies with a higher level of evidence. In case of
disagreement between the two judges, the criteria have
been resumed and discussed by both with a third judge in
order to seek a consensus.

After application of inclusion criteria, the initial sample
was reduced to 38 articles. Then, after full text reading, 19
articles were excluded as their objectives were not in line
with those investigated by the present study. After exclu-
sions, 19 articles were included in the present systematic
review. The Figure 1 shows the flowchart of the systematic
review performed in this study.

Results and Discussion

The results will be presented and discussed in two dis-
tinct sections. The first section will describe the methods
employed in the studies as well characteristics of samples
and assessment instruments used in the investigations. The
second section, the main findings regarding the effects of
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MEDLINE, PsycINFO, Embase, and Amed (Ovid) search using the terms “maltreatment” and
“child” and “self-esteem” or “social competence” or “academic achievement” (or scholastic
achievement) or “peers” e “child”.

Abstracts selected after setting the
following limits: abstract available;

Abstracts excluded due to
absence of control group

English language; original research;
published in peer-reviewed journal;
human study; and including references
(n=349)

(n=15)

Abstracts excluded due to
design (review; n=20)

Abstracts excluded due to
design (case report; n=9)

Abstracts excluded due to
failure to include variables

Articles deemed potentially relevant

of interest (n=267)

Articles excluded after
analysis of full text

for inclusion (n = 38)

Articles included in systematic review
(n=19)

(n=19)

Figure 1. Article selection flowchart.

childhood maltreatment on self-esteem, social competen-
ce, academic performance and peer relationships will be
discussed.

Methodology of Studies and Instruments Used to
Assess Maltreatment, Self-Esteem, Social Competence,
Academic Performance and Peer Relationships

All selected studies involved an experimental group
(EG) including individuals with a history of abuse, and a
control group (CG) whose members had no such history.
Studies were published between 1989 and 2012. Out of

the 19 studies analyzed, 12 were cross-sectional, six were
cohort studies and one involved a case-control design.

Table 1 presents the analyzed studies and the number
of participants per group in each case. A total of 8014
participants were analyzed in the 19 studies. Fifteen studies
investigated 4947 children or adolescents aged between
0 and 18 years, 58.4% of whom had been exposed to
maltreatment. The remaining four studies analyzed 3067
adults aged between 21 and 61 years, 38.5% of whom
were part of the EG.
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Table 1

Description of the Selected Studies, Including Sample Size, Variables Analyzed and Instruments Used

Author (year)

Sample (N) Variables analyzed

Instruments used

Arata, Langhinrichsen-Rohling,

Bowers, & O’Farrill-Swails
(2005)

Van Bruggen et al. (2006)

Shen (2009)

Herrenkohl, Klika, Herrenkohl,

Russo, & Dee (2012)

Vondra, Barnett, & Cicchetti
(1989)

Kaufman & Cicchetti (1989)
Hibbard, Spence, Tzeng,
Zollinger, & Orr (1992)

Eckenrode, Laird, & Doris
(1993)

Bolger et al. (1998)

Kinard (1999a)

Kinard (1999b)

Lynch & Cicchetti (1998)

Sullivan & Knutson (2000)

Kinard (2001)

818

384

402

1924

357

104

137

82

840

214

334

334

322

562

374

Studies with adults

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Studies with children

Maltreatment
Social competence

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Maltreatment
Academic
performance

Maltreatment
Self-esteem
Peer relationships

Maltreatment
Social competence

Maltreatment
Academic
performance

Maltreatment
Self-esteem

Maltreatment
Academic
performance

Maltreatment
Academic
performance

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ;
Bernstein et al., 1994)
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965)

Childhood maltreatment interview schedule short
form (CMIS-F)

Sexual Self-Esteem Inventory for Women
(SSEI-W)

Conflict Tactics Scales, Physical Assault SubScale
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) — Chinese
Version

Protection programs or official registries
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965)

Not described in the article
Harter’s Perceived Competence

Protection programs or official registries
California Child Q-sort

Protection programs or official registries
Janis-Field Feelings of Inadequacy Scale

Protection programs or official registries

School reports. Standardized lowa Test of Basic
Skills scores. Final grades in reading/English and
mathematics. Number of failed grades

Protection programs or official registries
Self-Perception Profile (Harter, 1985)
Peer nomination task

Not described in the article
Harter self-perception profile for children

Protection programs or official registries
Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT)

Protection programs or official registries
Self-Esteem Inventory (SEIL; Coopersmith, 1981)

Protection programs or official registries
California Achievement Test. School attendance

Protection programs or official registries
Harter Self-Perception Porfile for children. Wide
Range Achievement (WRAT)
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Kim & Cicchetti, (2004) 345 Maltreatment
Self-esteem
Social competence
De Bellis, Hooper, Spratt, & 106 Maltreatment
Woolley (2009) Academic
performance
Kim & Cicchetti (2010) 421 Maltreatment
Peer relationships
Soler, Paretilla, Kirchner, & 722 Maltreatment
Forns (2012) Self-esteem
Leeson & Nixon (2011) 50 Maltreatment

Self-esteem

Protection programs or official registries
Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI; Coopersmith, 1981)
Pupil Evaluation Inventory (PEI).

Protection programs or official registries
Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Academic
Achievement

Protection programs or official registries
Peer nomination task

Juvenile Victimization Questionnaire
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965)

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein
et al., 1994)
Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI; Coopersmith, 1981)

The mean age of EG participants was 11.5 years, vs. 11
year for CG participants. The studies by Arata et al. (2005),
Herrenkohl et al. (2012), Kaufman and Cicchetti (1989),
Kinard (2001), Leeson and Nixon (2011), Shen (2009),
Soler et al. (2012) and Sullivan and Knutson (2000) did not
report the mean age of participants for individual groups,
describing only overall mean age for combined sample.

The studies by Arata et al. (2005), Kinard (2001),
Soler et al. (2012) and Vondra et al. (1989), described the
participants’ level of education. In the first study, children
had between three and eight years of schooling; in the se-
cond, participants had between three and six, while in the
third, participants had between 9 and 12 years of formal
education. Arata et al. (2005) did not provide information
on the number of years of education, but did specify that
the investigation was conducted with university students.
The remaining studies did not present information related
to level of education.

Most studies classified participants into two groups,
considering the presence or absence of exposure to mal-
treatment. Ten studies classified individuals in the EG
according to the type of maltreatment suffered (Arata et
al., 2005; Bolger et al., 1998; Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; 2010;
Kinard, 1999a, 1999b; Lynch & Cicchetti, 1998; Shen,
2009; Sullivan & Knutson, 2000; Vondra et al., 1989). The
categories investigated were sexual abuse (Eckenrode et
al., 1993; Hibbard et al., 1992; Kinard, 2001; Leeson &
Nixon, 2011; Van Bruggen et al., 2006); physical abuse
(Eckenrode et al., 1993; Herrenkohl et al., 2012; Hibbard
et al., 1992; Kaufman & Cicchetti, 1989; Kinard, 2001;
Leeson & Nixon, 2011; Soler et al., 2012; Van Bruggen
et al., 20006); neglect (Eckenrode et al., 1993; Herrenkohl
et al., 2012; Hibbard et al., 1992; Kaufman & Cicchetti,
1989; Kinard, 2001; Leeson & Nixon, 2011; Soler et al.,
2012), and emotional abuse (Hibbard et al., 1992; Kaufman
& Cicchetti, 1989; Leeson & Nixon, 2011; Soler et al.,
2012; Van Bruggen et al., 2006). De Bellis et al. (2009)
focused on victims of neglect.

As shown in Table 1, the selected studies assessed chil-
dhood maltreatment from various perspectives. Thirteen
studies selected participants exposed to childhood mal-
treatment from protection programs or official registries,
without using any specific assessment instrument (Bolger
etal., 1998; De Bellis et al., 2009; Eckenrode et al., 1993;
Herrenkohl et al., 2012; Hibbard et al., 1992; Kim & Cic-
chetti, 2004, 2010; Kinard, 1999a, 1999b, 2001; Lynch
& Cicchetti, 1998; Shonk & Cicchetti, 2001; Sullivan &
Knutson, 2000). Five studies used differents instruments
to assess distinct types of maltreatments.

Self-esteem was assessed by 11 of the studies analyzed
(Arata et al., 2005; Bolger et al., 1998; Herrenkohl et al.,
2012; Hibbard et al., 1992; Kaufman & Cicchetti, 1989;
Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; Leeson & Nixon, 2011; Lynch &
Cicchetti, 1998; Shen, 2009; Soler et al., 2012; Van Bru-
ggen et al., 2006). The instrument most commonly used
to assess self-esteem was Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Arata et al., 2005; Herronkohl et al., 2012; Shen, 2009;
Soler et al., 2012).

Social competence was investigated by three studies
(Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; Kinard, 1999a; Vondra et al.,
1989) using different assessment instruments. Kinard
(1999a) used the ‘social acceptance’ subscale from the
Harter Self-Perception Profile for Children to assess social
competence. Harter’s Perceived Competence Scale, used
by Vondra et al., (1989), consists of a self-report instrument
to assess cognitive and physical competence, as well as
peer and maternal acceptance. Kim and Cicchetti (2004)
assessed social competence through the Pupil Evaluation
Inventory (PEI). The authors used the likeability subscale,
which investigates prosocial behaviors.

Relationships with peers were the focus of two
of the articles examined (Bolger et al., 1998; Kim &
Cicchetti, 2010), both of which assessed the variable
through peer nomination tasks involving the appointment
of colleagues they liked and they don’t liked. Finally,
academic performance was investigated by five studies
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(De Bellis et al., 2009; Eckenrode et al., 1993; Kinard,
1999b, 2001; Sullivan & Knutson, 2000). Eckenrode et
al. (1993) assessed academic performance from report
cards as well as the following measures: (a) standardized
scores in the lowa Test of Basic Skills; (b) final grades
in reading/English and mathematics; and (c) number of
grade repetitions. Kinard (2001) explored this variable
using the Harter Self-Perception Profile for Children
and the Wide Range Achievement (WRAT). Some of
the studies also used the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of
Academic Achievement (De Bellis et al., 2009) and the
California Achievement Test (Sullivan & Knutson, 2000)
to assess school performance.

According to the above, the selected studies used
different ways to recruit participants. The majority of stu-
dies recruited participants in protection programs without
using any specific instrument to assess maltreatment. This
approach indicates that the identification of individuals in
the EG groups depend on the reliability of the records of
the programs. The most widely studied form of psycholo-
gical adjustment was self-esteem, followed by academic
performance, social competence and relationship with
peers. The investigation of self-esteem indicated the exis-
tence of greater consistency between studies regarding the
instruments used to measure this variable, primarily self
report scales. The development of other studies that inves-
tigate other variables related to psychological adjustment
seems necessary, including to enable the construction of
appropriate instruments. These conceptual and methodo-
logical differences could create inconsistencies regarding
the impact of maltreatment on psychological adjustment.

Effect of the Exposure to Maltreatment on Self-Esteem,
Social Competence, Academic Performance and Peer
Relationships

Analysis of the articles in this systematic review sug-
gests that exposure to childhood maltreatment is associated
with impairment in self-esteem (Arata et al., 2005; Bolger
etal., 1998; Herrenkohl et al., 2012; Hibbard et al., 1992;
Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; Leeson & Nixon, 2011; Lynch
& Cicchetti, 1998; Shen, 2009; Soler et al., 2012, Van
Bruggen et al., 2006), social competence, relationships
with peers, and academic performance (De Bellis et al.,
2009; Eckenrode et al., 1993; Kaufman & Cicchetti, 1989;
Kim & Cicchetti, 2010; Kinard, 1999b, 2001; Sullivan &
Knutson, 2000).

A wide range of results was obtained by studies looking
into self-esteem in adolescents and children. Comparatives
analyses between CG and EG indicated no statistically
significant differences in some studies (Hibbard et al.,
1992; Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; Lynch & Cicchetti, 1998),
but the association analyzes were consistent in showing the
relationship between the self-esteem and other variables
related to psychological adjustment, such as depression,
externalizing (Leeson & Nixon, 2011) and relationship
with peers (Bolger et al., 1998).

Comparative studies that indicated statistically signifi-
cant differences have specific methodological characteris-
tics, such as the division of EG in individuals exposed to
only one type of maltreatment and exposed to more than
one type of maltreatment (poly-victims) (Soler et al., 2012)
or research in a clinical sample (Leeson & Nixon, 2011).
Soler et al. (2012) compared groups of adolescents aged
14 to 18 years, using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale.
The participants were divided into three groups: control,
victims (exposed to one type of maltreatment) and poly-
victims. The group of adolescents exposed to more than
one type of maltreatment showed worse performance in
self-liking, compared to the control group and the group
exposed to only one type of maltreatment. Self-competence
did not vary significantly according to the degree of
participant victimization. This suggests that experienc-
ing multiple types of abuse influences the perception of
personal self-worth in adolescents, but not their sense of
competence (Soler et al., 2012).

Leeson and Nixon (2011) conducted an investigation
on a clinical sample of 24 children who had been exposed
to maltreatment. The CG was composed of 26 children
drawn from various schools in the area. The study found
significant differences in self-esteem between groups. EG
participants had lower self-esteem scores (M = 67.1; SD
= 18.5) as compared to CG participants (M = 77.4; SD =
12.8; t=2.9, df = 48, p = .03). Additionally, the authors
used multivariate regression analysis to confirm the central
role of psychological abuse in the relationship between
depression, low self-esteem, and externalization problems.
The results suggest that psychological abuse is strongly
correlated to these difficulties, even when controlling for
other types of maltreatment.

Three of the studies reviewed, all of which conducted
with children, did not find statistically significant dif-
ferences between children with and without a history of
maltreatment in terms of self-esteem (Hibbard et al., 1992;
Kim & Cicchetti, 2004; Lynch & Cicchetti, 1998). How-
ever, regression analyses indicated an association between
maltreatment (sexual and physical abuse, and neglect) and
self-esteem (Bolger et al., 1998; Hibbard et al., 1992; Kim
& Cicchetti, 2004; Lynch & Cicchetti, 1998).

The severity and chronicity of exposure to maltreat-
ment seem to affect psychological adjustment results.
In a study by Bolger et al., (1998), these variables
were associated with lower attached to peers and poor
self-esteem.

The results also show that self-esteem plays an impor-
tant mediating role during childhood. Kim and Cicchetti
(2004), for instance, found that self-esteem mediates the
link between the quality of the mother-child relationship
and the impact of maltreatment upon social functioning.
The authors found that the presence of maltreatment and
insecurity in the mother-child relationship negatively
influences the child’s self-esteem and social competence,
leading to impairment in childhood adjustment.
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Studies in adults have found significant differences
in self-esteem between GE and GC (Arata et al., 2005;
Herrenkohl et al., 2012; Shen, 2009; Van Bruggen et al.,
2006), with members of the former displaying inferior lev-
els of self-esteem than the latter. Furthermore, individuals
with a history of multi-type maltreatment presented worse
self-esteem than individuals who did not suffer abuse
or had a history of a single type of abuse. Herrenkohl
et al. (2012), beyond the comparative analysis between
the groups, performed the multivariate linear regression
analysis indicated that exposure to childhood maltreatment
was a significant predictor of self-esteem in adulthood (B
=-.19, p <.01).

In contrast with other studies that investigated self-
esteem in adults, Shen (2009) examined the impact of
childhood exposure to both interparental violence and
physical abuse upon self-esteem in adults and examined
the differences between gender. Participants exposed to
both types of violence in childhood reported lower self-
esteem than those who did not experience maltreatment, or
experienced a single type of it. The group exposed to both
forms of violence reported lower scores of self-esteem than
women in the same conditions. The author concludes that
physical abuse can contribute to impairments in develop-
ment and lead to a model of the self as incompetent and
deserving of punishment.

Contrary to what was observed in studies with children
and adolescents, studies with adults have found differences
between the CG and EG. Donnellan, Kenny, Trzesniewski,
Lucas and Conger (2012) suggest that self-esteem in-
creased consistently as the child develops, so that making
inferences about the individual’s self-esteem based on a
single assessment may be a methodological limitation.
Furthermore, it is possible that the impact of life events
upon self-esteem may be more clearly observed in adult-
hood, as there is greater consistency in self-esteem by this
point in development (Donnellan et al., 2012).

Results regarding academic achievement, social
competency and peer relationships are consistent among
the analyzed studies (De Bellis et al., 2009; Eckenrode et
al., 1993; Kaufman & Cicchetti, 1989; Kim & Cicchetti,
2010; Kinard, 1999b, 2001; Sullivan & Knutson, 2000).
Children exposed to maltreatment presented significantly
poorer academic performance than non-exposed peers
(De Bellis et al., 2009; Eckenrode et al., 1993; Kaufman
& Cicchetti, 1989; Kinard, 1999b, 2001; Sullivan &
Knutson, 2000). Academic performance was investigated
by the authors through the analysis of academic results,
disciplinary problems, school absences and number of
grade repetitions. When the types of maltreatment were
analyzed separately, neglect was found to be more strongly
associated with negative academic performance (De Bellis
etal., 2009; Eckenrode et al., 1993), while physical abuse
was associated with problems related to discipline and
aggressiveness (Eckenrode et al., 1993). These findings
were congruent with those of other studies, who found that

childhood maltreatment could lead to academic difficul-
ties (Erickson, Egeland, & Pianta, 1989; Kendall-Tackett
& Eckenrode, 1996; Kurtz, Gaudin, Wodarski, & How-
ing, 1993; Rowe & Eckenrode, 1999; Shonk & Cicchetti,
2001). These changes in academic performance could be
a result of greater difficulties in concentration (Carlson
& Kashani, 1988; Manly, Cicchetti, & Barnett, 1994),
decreased motivation (Carlson & Kashani, 1988; Shonk &
Cicchetti, 2001), short-term memory impairment (Lauer et
al., 1994), impulsivity and deficits in executive functioning
(Manly et al., 1994).

As for peer relationships, children who suffered
maltreatment displayed more elevated levels of rejection
toward classmates, and lower levels of peer acceptance
(Kim & Cicchetti, 2010). The longitudinal analyses in
the study by Kim and Cicchetti (2010) also revealed that
maltreatment, particularly neglect, physical and sexual
abuse and multi-type trauma, as well as earlier onset, are
related to emotional dysregulation; this, in turn, may lead
to the development of behavior problems, contributing
indirectly to negative relationships with peers.

Studies of social competence also suggest impairments
in this ability in children exposed to maltreatment (Kim
& Cicchetti, 2004). Kinard (1999a) investigated mother-
child dyads and their perceptions of the child’s social
competence. Participants were divided in four groups
according to exposure to maltreatment (physical abuse,
sexual abuse, neglect and no exposure). No statistically
significant differences were found between self-reports of
perceived social competence by children in the CG and
EG. However, the comparison among groups of moth-
ers indicated that those whose children were exposed to
maltreatment provided more negative assessments of their
children’s social competence.

Vondra et al. (1989) investigated social competence
in children of two different age groups, comparing ones
who were exposed with ones not exposed to maltreatment.
In this study, the younger age group, children exposed to
maltreatment obtained better social competence scores
than non-victims. However, these results were not found
in the group of older children. The results of these two
studies could be ascribed to low accuracy in children’s
self-perceived social competence. A second possibility
could be that, in cases of exposure to maltreatment, self-
perceptions of social competence and control over the
environment (Vondra et al., 1989) might have adaptive
value as a compensatory/coping strategy.

In general, the studies included in this systematic
review show that an exposure to childhood maltreatment
may cause impairments on self-esteem, social competence,
peer relationships, and academic performance. Given that,
there is a consistency about the negative impact of exposure
to childhood maltreatment on children and adults, it is im-
portant develop studies that explore the mechanisms which
this negative effect happens. For example, Cicchetti et al.
(2000) suggest that the relationship of the mother-child
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dyad can protect children from the adverse effects from
exposure to maltreatment. Thus, there is a methodological
challenge for future studies in this area. Identify the impact
of childhood maltreatment on psychological adjustment
and the mechanisms by which this impact happens, beyond
develop appropriate instruments to assess the maltreatment
and other psychological variables will contribute signifi-
cantly to the planning of direct and indirect interventions
in situations of child victimization.

Final Considerations

The results obtained in this systematic literature review
underscore the negative effects of exposure to childhood
maltreatment on self-esteem, social competence, peer re-
lationships, and academic performance. Children exposed
to maltreatment had a worse performance in these aspects
as compared to children who were not exposed to such
conditions, suggesting that the experience of maltreatment
is a risk factor for psychological adjustment.

Self-esteem was the most extensively studied variable,
most frequently assessed through the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). The results obtained
corroborate the developmental perspective of self-esteem
(Donnellan et al., 2012), as impairment in individuals
exposed to maltreatment was most consistently identi-
fied in adults. However, even studies that did not find
statistically significant differences between the EG and
CG found correlations between exposure to maltreatment
and self-esteem.

Social competence and relationships with peers were
analyzed by a small number of studies, showing that the
relationship between these variables and the experience
of maltreatment requires further investigation. Unlike the
other variables analyzed by the present review, peer rela-
tionships were assessed through behavioral tasks (Bolger
etal., 1998; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010), indicating a possible
methodological limitation in the assessment of this vari-
able. Furthermore, impairment in this aspect appears to be
mediated by the development of behavior problems that
occur as a result of exposure to maltreatment.

The analysis of articles for this systematic literature
review also pointed to some important methodological
limitations. These limitations include: (a) the diversity of
instruments used to assess the variables analyzed by this
study; (b) age distribution in samples studied is usually
limited to children/adolescents, with only four studies ana-
lyzing adults; and (c) assessment of maltreatment varied
among studies, ranging from self-report to case registries
in social service agencies.

This systematic literature review has some method-
ological limitations that must be mentioned. The inclusion
criteria of the articles provide greater empirical evidence,
however exclude articles with other designs, such as
qualitative research. Moreover, under these criteria were
excluded articles published in other languages, like French,
Spanish and Portuguese.

The development of systematic review involving major
empirical studies enabled the description of the profile
of the samples studied, the main assessment instruments
used, and the effects of exposure the maltreatment on the
variables of interest. These results intended to contribute
to the research on the impact of exposure to maltreatment
on psychological adjustment, both from the point of view
of psychological practice, as the development of new
researches.
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