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ABSTRACT 

In order to enhance our understanding of verbal abuse, the current study provides 

an overview of the impact of parental verbal abuse on children. This study examines the 

relationship between parental verbal abuse with children's self-esteem, anxiety, depression 

and behavior. A sample of 302 Malay children is selected from an apartment complex in a 

residential area of Petaling Jaya. A questionnaire was used to measure the frequency of 

verbal abuse received by the children from their parent, and measure the symptoms of self­

esteem, anxiety, depression, and behavioral problem occur in children. The data were 

coded and analyzed by using SPSS Version 12 involving the usage of three statistical 

analyses, which are Spearman's rho Correlation analysis, Mann-Whitney U Test, and 

Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test. The result of the analysis shows that verbal abuse by parents 

were associated with children's self-esteem, anxiety, depression, and behavior. Findings 

from the present study indicated that the mother is more significantly verbalized the 

children compared to the father. The result also a showed significant difference between 

genders in children's anxiety, depression, and behavior. On the other hand, the finding 

showed a significant difference between age group in children's anxiety and depression 

score. For gender and age differences, the result showed no significant difference in 

parental verbal abuse. 
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CHAPTER1 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Childhood abuse has always been a focus of interest and concern, especially when 

it is sexual or physical. However, exposure to verbal aggression has received little 

attention as a specific form of abuse, and little is currently known about the harshness or 

consequences of childhood verbal abuse. According to Claussen and Crittenden (1991), 

physical abuse tends to co-occur with verbal abuse, and produce the most dreadful 

outcomes. Physical abuse is apparent from visual clues, such as bruises, broken bones or 

wounds, which indicate that a child is suffering. On the other hand, there is little evidence 

of verbal abuse. As noted by Spillane-Grieco (2000), children who experience verbal 

abuse may never be recognized as victims. 

According to Vissing, Straus, Gelles and Harrop (1991), verbal abuse is 

independent of physical abuse, and there is virtually no relationship between physical 

abuse and children's self-adjustment unless the parents were simultaneously using verbal 

abuse. Ney, Moore, McPhee and Trought (1986) reported that parental verbal abuse is 

more likely than any other kind of abuse to affect children's views of themselves. It causes 

longer-lasting consequences and it is more damaging to children compared to other forms 

of abuse (Ney, 1987; Claussen & Crittenden, 1991). In addition, it has been found that 

verbal aggression by parents correlates to children's problems, such as aggression, 

delinquency and interpersonal relationships (Vissing eta/., 1991 ). 

According to Hem.emway, Solnick, and Carted (1994) and Davis (1996), parents 

frequently use yelling and threats at home and in public, suggesting the common usage of 

communication in many situations by ordinary parents as a means to control their 

children's behavior. As reported by Evan (1992), yelling and threats are categorized as 
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verbal abuse. Based on child abuse reports, insulting, name-calling, belittling, denigrating, 

disapproving, using sarcasm, and threats of abandonment are forms of verbal aggression 

(Dean, 1979; Rohner & Rohner, 1980; Brown, 1984; Hart & Brassard, 1990). According 

toNey (1987), verbal abuse is directly supplied to the children by the parent, and children 

tend to internalize and carry the verbally abusive statement throughout their lives. The 

action of verbal abuse may cause the children to consider themselves as worthless, 

unloved and uncared about, and a failure. This eventually develops a negative cognition in 

the children's lives (Sachs-Ericsson, Verona, Joiner, & Preacher, 2006). 

Previous studies (e.g.: Claussen & Crittenden, 1991; Ney, 1987; Ney, Fung, & 

Wickett, 1994; Vissing et al., 1991) indicated that verbal abuse is associated with 

dysfunctional social and emotional development in children, and that the negative effects 

may persist into adulthood (Briere & Runtz, 1988; Braver, Bumberry, Green, & Rawson, 

1992). In several retrospective studies (e.g.: Briere & Runtz, 1990; Braver et a/., 1992), 

childhood verbal aggression has been associated with symptoms of anger, anxiety, 

depression, interpersonal sensitivity, low self-esteem, and dissociation. Children 

experiencing verbal abuse may also tend to have negative outcomes, such as academic 

failure, loneliness, and social isolation (Loos & Alexander, 1997). 

Parents who verbally abuse their children by insulting, mocking, undermining, and 

never praising or saying anything positive about their child may cause the child to take 

revenge on their parents for the way they are treated (Spillane-Grieco, 2000). Children 

who often being verbally abused may develop low self-esteem (Briere & Runtz, 1988; 

Wodarski, Kurtz, Gaudin, & Howling 1990; Gross & Keller, 1992), which makes them 

more likely to be manipulated by others and may perhaps even lead to destructive and 

delinquent acts (Roger, 1977; cited in Solomon & Serres, 1999). This low self-esteem 

subsequently causes the children to become the target of further victimization at the hands 
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of their peers or partners (Solomon & Serres, 1999; Hutchinson & Mueller, 2008). 

Parental verbal abuse may also increase the risk of developing personality disorders by 

increasing the children's experience of maladaptive thoughts and feelings, such as 

mistrust, shame, doubt, guilt, inferiority, and diffusion of identity during their 

psychological development stage (Erikson, 1963). 

According to Moore and Pepler (1998), mothers use verbal aggression more 

frequently compared to fathers. This is because children are more exposed to their mother, 

and it is the mothers who take on the role as primary caregiver who is responsible for 

raising their children, becoming their disciplinarian, nurturer and provider (Spillane­

Grieco, 2000). Therefore, a mother's remark has a greater influence on children and it is 

the more potent predictor of a child's maladjustment compared to the father's (Moore & 

Pepler, 1998; Spillane-Grieco, 2000). In addition, a hostile mother-child relationship may 

affect the child's sense of security and may give the child a feeling of hopelessness, low 

self-esteem, fear and anxiety (Fincham, Grych & Osborne, 1994; Harold, Fincham, 

Osborne & Conger, 1997). 

Looking at the seriousness of parental verbal abuse, the current study aims to 

investigate the specific effects of this abuse on children's self-esteem, anxiety, depression, 

and behavior. In addition, the current study also wishes to identify which parents are more 

frequently abuse their children verbally. Another aim of this study is to identify the 

different types of parental verbal abuse and their effects (self-esteem, anxiety, depression 

and behavior) on different genders and different age groups. In the current study, the 

theory of social learning (Bandura, 1977) and the theory of differential oppression (Regoli 

& Hewitt, 2003) are used in this current research in explaining how verbal abuse can 

affect children. 
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1.2 DEFINITION 

Verbal abuse 

The term 'verbal abuse' has been defined by Evan (1992) and Grady (2003) as 

words that attack or injure an individual, words that can cause one to believe an untrue 

statement or words that speak falsely of an individual. Evan (1992: 221) characterized 

verbal abuse as "hurtful, attacking the nature and abilities of the partner, may be overt or 

covert, manipulating and controlling, and insidious". "Verbal abuse may also be voiced as 

sincere and concerned, unpredictable, the source of problems in a relationship, contains 

double meanings, and usually escalates, increasing in intensity, frequency and variety" 

(Evan, 1992: 221). Evan (1992) and Grady (2003) found that the underlying assumption of 

verbal abuse is controlling, by holding or gaining power over someone. 

The various forms and techniques of verbal abuse are insulting and name-calling 

(Brown, 1984; Evan, 1992; Grady, 2003}, belittling and denigrating (Dean, 1979; Evan, 

1992; Grady, 2003), disapproving, using sarcasm (Rohner & Rohner, 1980; Grady, 2003), 

threatening (Hart & Brassard, 1990; Evan, 1992; Grady, 2003), yelling (Davis 1996; 

Grady 2003}, accusing and blaming, criticizing, trivializing, countering (Evan, 1992; 

Grady, 2003), withholding, undermining, joking, forgetting, denial, abusive anger (Evan, 

1992}, intimidating, humiliating, ridiculing, mocking (Grady, 2003}, putting down 

(Schaefer, 1997; Grady, 2003), predicting negatively, comparing negatively, making 

someone a scapegoat, shaming and swearing (Schaefer, 1997). 

Richardson (2004) reported in the National Child Protection Clearinghouse, 

Australia, that verbal abuse had been identified as a core of emotionally abusi,ve behavior, 

which falls under psychological or emotional abuse. Psychological abuse can be defined 

by a broad range of behaviors, including isolation, ostracism, and lack of attention 

(Claussen & Crittenden, 1991). The Administration for Children's Services in New York 
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(2006) has defined emotional abuse as non-physical maltreatment of a child that can 

seriously interfere with the child's emotional development. According to Vissing et al. 

(1992: 224), the meaning of parental verbal aggression is "communication intended to 

cause psychological pain to another person or communication perceived as having that 

intent". This implies that verbal abuse can also take the form of a silent treatment, which 

may impact a child's development. 

Parent-child relationship 

The parent-child relationship is one that exists in a family. Parents usually act as 

role models in children's development (Spillane-Grieco, 2000). A parent's behavior in 

front of their children will affect their children's social and emotional development as well 

as their attitude and behavior. Based on the theory of social learning (Bandura, 1977), 

children learn through observation. Therefore, verbal abuse by parents may prompt 

children to do the same toward their peers or parents. On the other hand, some parents 

believe that their verbally aggressive behavior will motivate their children to try harder to 

do better (Solomon & Serres, 1999), and that it also functions to control their children's 

behavior (Hememway & colleagues, 1994). However, children may interpret it otherwise. 

Tolan, Guerra and Kendall (1995) stated that family relationship characteristics 

and parenting practices are related to the risk of antisocial behavior among children. 

Children who had been verbally abused by a parent could cause a more damaging impact 

on their own children (Claussen & Crittenden, 1991; Vissing et al., 1991) because they 

tend to internalize and carry the verbally abusive statement throughout their lives (Ney, 

1987). This produces a disturbance in the parent-child relationship (Moore & Pepler, 

2006). 
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Self-esteem 

Self-esteem is an aspect of self-concept that involves the judgment about one's 

own worth and the feelings that are associated with that judgment (Berk, 1997). According 

to Colman (2003), self-esteem has been defined as one's attitude towards oneself, or one's 

evaluation or opinion of oneself, which may be positive, negative or neutral. Self-esteem 

is inborn and the development of a sense of self is very complex. It is developed from 

within a person and influenced by the people around them (Katz, 1996). People tend to 

build self-esteem based on two criteria: their sense of competence or efficacy, and their 

sense of virtue or moral worth (Kuper & Kuper, 1996). 

Roger (1961; cited in Huffman, 2004) has stated that there is an intimate 

connection between mental health, congruence, and self-esteem. When self-concept is 

matches with life experiences, people generally will have high self-esteem and better 

mental health. According to Rosenberg (1979; cited in Berk, 1997), people with high self­

esteem are satisfied with themselves. In spite of that, they may acknowledge their 

weaknesses, while trying to overcome it. In children's social-cognitive development, self­

esteem is ranked as the most important aspect (Berk, 1997). Children's evaluations of their 

own competencies affect emotional experiences and future behavior. The increase in self­

esteem during childhood leads to the feeling of pride and self-confidence in young 

children and this carries through into adolescence (Powers, Hauster & Kilner, 1989; cited 

in Beck, 1997). Meanwhile, children with low self-esteem often discourage and shame 

themselves. 
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Anxiety 

Anxiety can arise from real or imagined circumstances. Anxiety is an "emotion 

characterized by the subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness and worry, 

triggered by the activation and discharge of the autonomic nervous system" (Kuper & 

Kuper, 1996: 26). According to Huberty (2004), the central characteristic of anxiety is 

worry, which is an excessive concern about situations with uncertain outcomes. Excessive 

worry is unproductive; because it may interfere with the ability to take action to solve a 

problem (Huberty, 2004). People experienced unreasonable anxiety (anxiety disorder) that 

is so intense and chronic; it seriously disrupts lives (Huffinan, 2004). In order to 

understand the meaning of anxiety, it is important to differentiate between state anxiety 

and trait anxiety. According to Kazdin (2000), state anxiety refers to a transient feeling of 

anxiety at a given moment of time. On the other hand, trait anxiety reflects a person's 

tendency to appraise a situation as threatening and this would subsequently develop into 

anxious behavior. 

According to Huffinan (2004), people with anxiety disorder have persistent feeling 

of threat in facing everyday problems. The four major anxiety disorders are phobia (fears 

of specific objects or situation), generalized anxiety disorder (persistent free-floating 

anxiety), panic disorder (brief or lengthy episodes of panic attack), and obsessive­

compulsive disorder (persistent anxiety-arousing thoughts are relieved by ritualistic 

actions). Anxiety may develop during childhood when a child lives in a strict and 

disciplined famiiy. Parents who rely too much on punishment and withdrawal of love in 

order to discipline their children can cause high levels of anxiety in their children, and this 

prevents them from thinking clearly about how they should react in such a situation (Berk, 

1997). Furthermore, according to Freud (1961), during the phallic stage, the fear oflosing 

parents' love and of being punished for unacceptable behavior will lead to intense anxiety. 
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When the anxiety becomes excessive, problems m social, personal and academic 

development may occur (Huberty, 2004). 

Depression 

Depression is a serious health problem that can affect people of all ages, including 

children and adolescents. Depression is a "state of sadness, gloom, and pessimistic 

ideation, with loss of interest or pleasure in normally enjoyable activities, accompanied by 

loss of initiative, listlessness, insomnia, loss of appetite, and difficulty in concentrating 

and making decisions" (Colman, 2003: 196). These feeling are without appearance can 

cause and may be so severe that the individual loses contact with reality (Huffinan, 2004). 

According to Cash (200 I), children have a greater risk of developing depression 

when they are under stress. Signs of depression in children include: feeling sad or irritable 

most of the day, decreased interest in doing things that used to be enjoyable, trouble 

sleeping, lack of energy, and difficulty in concentrating (Pearlman & Levine, 2006). In 

addition, it is also common for depressed children to experience the feeling of 

worthlessness, hopelessness, or guilt about things that are out of their control (Pearlman & 

Levine, 2006). According to Cash (2001), children with depression cannot get rid of the 

depression on their own. If treatment is delayed, the depression can lead to academic 

failure, substance abuse, even suicide (Cash, 2001). 

Behavior 

Behavior i& made up of actions, reactions, and interactions in response to external 

or internal stimuli, including objectively observable activities, introspectively observable 

activities, and unconscious processes (Corsini, 1999: 99). According to Corsini (1999), 
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psychology accepts two types of behavior, namely overt and covert behavior. According 

to Spiegler and Guevrement (2003), overt behavior is behavior one can directly observe, 

whereas covert behavior is behavior that one cannot directly observe but may be able to 

infer from overt behavior. 

Behavioral problems can arise when children experience stress (Feldman, 1998) 

and according to Huffinan (2004), disturbance in behavior may take the form of unusual 

actions that have special meaning. Common behavioral problems in children include 

negative behavior, such as getting angry easily, fighting with friends, and refusing to do 

things adults ask of them (Feldman, 1998). Patterson et al. (1992) and Tolan et al. (2000); 

cited in Winslow and Shaw (2007) stated that overt behavioral problems during early 

childhood (e.g., minor aggression) that progress into more serious forms of overt (e.g., 

fighting and rule violations) and covert (e.g., stealing, vandalism) behavioral problems 

later in childhood and adolescence can lead to the development of antisocial behavior. If 

young children are consistently exposed to aggressive behavior, they may form normative 

beliefs that aggression and other forms of antisocial behavior are acceptable. This may 

lead them to become increasingly more aggressive and antisocial as their normative beliefs 

crystallize (Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). 
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1.3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Several researchers such as Ney (1987), Claussen and Crittenden (1991), and 

Vissing et al. (1991) have carried out research linking parental psychological abuse with 

problems in child development. According to Rose and Abramson (1992), parental verbal 

abuse can produce problematic children due to the development of a negative self-schema 

because negative self-cognition was directly supplied to the children by their abuser. In the 

case of verbal abuse, the parent is the abuser and child is the victim of this abuse. 

Verbal aggression by parents is significantly related to childhood problems and it 

tends to have negative outcomes, such as low self-esteem (Briere & Runtz, 1988; Hart, 

Binggeli & Brassard, 1998), aggression (Kaufinan & Ziegler, 1987; Vissing et al., 1991}, 

anger, anxiety, depression and dependency (Briere & Runtz, 1988}, as well as loneliness 

and social isolation (Loos & Alexander, 1997). Literature on parental verbal abuse and its 

effects on the psychological and behavioral development of children were obtained from 

Western publications, journals and articles. No statement in these journals and articles was 

made on the Malaysian population. 

Verbal abuse and children self-esteem 

Self-esteem is the feeling of pride that helps people believe in and rely on 

themselves. A good level of self-esteem helps children cope with their environment (Beck, 

1997). Solomon and Serres (1999) used the Harter Self-perception Profile for Children 

(Harter, 1985) to evaluate children's self-esteem, and the Children's Perception of Parental 

Verbal Aggression {Solomon & Serres, 1999) to determine whether a child had been 

subjected to verbal aggression, physical punishment, or both. 

Solomon and Serres's (1999) findings indicate that social acceptance, scholastic 

competence, behavioral conduct and global self-worth pointed to poorer self-esteem 
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among children who reported experiencing repeated verbal aggression. Poor self-esteem 

leads the children to perceive themselves as the most aggressive, feeling most doubtful 

about their peers accepting them, and subsequently causing problems in their social 

relationships. Two retrospective studies by Briere and Runtz (1990) and Mullen, Martin, 

Anderson, Romans, and Herbison (1996) supported Solomon and Serres's (1999) findings 

by showing that verbal aggression is positively related to low self-esteem. 

Sach-Ericsson, Verona, Joiner and Preacher (2006) studied the impact of childhood 

parental verbal abuse on adult internalizing symptoms (social phobia, post-traumatic stress 

disorder and depression) and these internalizing symptoms are mediated by self-criticism. 

Self-criticism represents the negative evaluation of the self (Blatt, 1974) and being 

consumed by the feelings of failure, worthlessness, inferiority and self-doubt (Blatt & 

Homann, 1992). This self-criticism indicates that the children have poor self-esteem. 

Negative self-schema is more likely to develop in children who experienced verbal abuse 

because the negative self-cognitions were directly supplied to the child by the abuser who 

is a parent (Rose & Abramson, 1992). Sach-Ericsson et al. (2006) found that participants 

who experienced verbal abuse by a parent were linked with internalizing symptoms, and 

self-criticism was found to fully mediate the relationship between parental verbal abuse 

and internalizing symptoms. Another research study by Gibb (2002) and Gibb, Abramson 

and Alloy (2004) also supported Sach-Ericsson's et al. (2006) study by showing that 

negative cognitive style has a meditational role in the relationship between childhood 

verbal abuse and symptoms of internalizing. 

Verbal abuse and children anxiety 

Anxiety is a state of worry and nervousness. In a study conducted by Ferguson and 

Dacey (1997), data on the anxiety levels of participants consisting of female healthcare 
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providers who experienced psychological abuse during their childhood was collected 

using the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, I983). Ferguson and Dacey {1997) 

used the Childhood Experience Questionnaire with II items of psychological 

maltreatment based on Hart and Brassard's ( I99I ), which consists of spurning, terrorizing, 

isolating, exploiting or corrupting, and denying emotional responsiveness to measure 

women who experienced psychological abuse. The result of Ferguson and Dacey's (I997) 

study showed that women in the abused group had a higher level of trait and state anxiety 

compared to that of participants in the non-abused group. Ferguson and Decay's (1997) 

finding concludes that women who experienced verbal abuse during childhood reported a 

greater anxiety compared to women who had not experienced it. This study is supported 

by previous study (e.g.: Briere & Runtz, 1988) that show that higher levels of anxiety are 

seen in university women who have a history of childhood verbal abuse. 

Another study conducted by Teicher, Samson, Polcari and McGreenery (2006) 

found that anxiety and anger-hostility are impacts of childhood verbal aggression. The 

study focused on young adults with histories of unhappy childhoods. In Teicher's et al. 

(2006) study, Cohen's d' values were used to measure the effect of childhood verbal 

abuse. Results showed that subjects exposed to verbal abuse alone had relatively weak 

effects on their anxiety ratings. However, subjects exposed to both verbal abuse and 

domestic violence during childhood showed anxiety scores which are two times higher 

compared to those of non-abused subjects. 

Other findings from Teicher's et al. (2006) study also indicate that anger-hostility 

in young adults who had been exposed to verbal ab~se have a moderately strong effect 

size. These subjects had scores that are 58% greater than those of non-abused subjects. For 

individuals exposed to verbal abuse and had witnessed domestic violence, the data showed 

that they suffered additive harmful effects. Teicher's et al. (2006) findings were agreed by 
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Ney, Fung and Wickett (1994), who stated that the combination of verbal abuse with other 

types of abuse will produce the most damaging outcomes. 

Verbal abuse and children depression 

Ferguson and Dacey (1997) had conducted a study to measure the depression and 

dissociative experience effects of childhood verbal abuse on female healthcare providers. 

The result found that women in the psychologically-abused group had a greater level of 

depression and more frequent dissociative episodes. The result of the Beck Depression 

Inventory (Beck & Steer, 1987; cited in Ferguson & Dacey, 1997) showed that the women 

who reported having experienced psychological abuse had clinically significant mild to 

moderate depression. The mean score on the Dissociative Experiences Scale (DES) 

(Bernstein & Putnam, 1986; cited in Ferguson & Dacey, 1997) in both the experimental 

group and the control group in Ferguson and Dacey's (1997) study fell within the normal 

range. Even though the DES score did not reach the clinical diagnostic value, women who 

had suffered psychological abuse reported significantly more frequent dissociative 

experiences than the non-abused women. Ferguson and Dacey's (1997) results on 

depression and anxiety are congruent with research done by Briere and Runtz (1990), and 

Gross and Keller (1992). Briere and Runtz (1990) had reported that higher levels of 

depression and anxiety are seen in adults who experienced psychological abuse during 

childhood. 

A study done by Rich, Gidycz, Warkentin, Lob and Weiland (2005) on 

interpersonal problems showed that depression and tra~a symptoms were related .with 

the experience of being verbally abused by parents. The measurement of these effects was 

done using the Impact Event Scale (Horowitz, Wilner, & Alvarez, 1979; cited in Rich et 

a/., 2005), the Beck Depression Inventory-11 (Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996; cited in Rich et 
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a/., 2005), and the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems (Horowitz, Rosenbery, Baer, 

Ureno, & Villasenor, 1988; cited in Rich eta/., 2005). According to Rich eta/. (2005), 

college women who experienced verbal abuse by both their fathers and mothers showed a 

correlation to symptoms of depression. In addition, verbal abuse by the father predicted 

trauma symptoms, while verbal abuse by the mother predicted interpersonal problems in 

college women. Previous studies (Braver, Bumberry, Green & Rawson, 1992; Mullen, 

Martin, Anderson, Romans & Herbison, 1996) suggested that verbal abuse may be equally 

or more traumatic than physical abuse. 

The impact of parental verbal abuse on limbic irritability, dissociative experiences 

and depression symptoms are the focus in a study by Teicher et a/. (2006) study. These 

researchers used the Limbic System Checklist {Teicher, Glod, Surrey & Swett, 1993; cited 

in Teicher eta/., 2006) to evaluate the frequency of subjects experiencing symptoms of 

ictal temporal lobe epilepsy. The study found that exposure to verbal abuse gave a larger 

effect size compared to other types of emotional abuse. In measuring the effect on 

dissociation, the data was measured using the Dissociative Experience Scale (DES) 

(Bernstein & Putnam, 1986; cited in Teicher et a/., 2006) and it showed that subjects 

exposed to both verbal abuse and domestic violence had DES scores 4.5 times higher than 

those of non-abused subjects. 

According to Teicher et a/. (2006), subjects exposed to verbal abuse alone had a 

moderately strong effects size on depression. In combining exposure to verbal abuse and 

witnessing domestic violence, the result was greater than the additive deleterious effect. 

Subjects who were exposed to both types of abuse had depression scores which are three 

times higher than those of non-abused subjects. The studies by Teicher, Andersen, Polcari, 

Anderson, Navalta and Kim (2003), and Teicher et al. (2006) have raised the possibility 
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that exposure to verbal aggression does affect the development of certain regions of the 

brain and results in psychiatric symptoms. 

Another study conducted in the Philippines in middle- to high-income families 

with well-educated parents has been found regarding to parental verbal abuse. Esteban 

(2006) found that 48% of the respondents consisting of college students were highly 

abused and 34% were moderately abused. The data showed that the impact of verbal abuse 

on children was higher in terms of emotional reaction. The highest mean value among the 

reactions in male respondents was for post-traumatic stress disorder whereas for the 

female respondents, it was depression. Interviews with both male and female respondents 

revealed that boys are likely to share their frustrations with a friend, while girls are prone 

to keep the problem to themselves. This behavior leads to significant depression seen in 

daughters compared to sons. 

Verbal abuse and children behavior 

The relationship between delinquent behaviors in juveniles and the experience of 

childhood verbal abuse had been studied by Spillane-Grieco (2000). His study was based 

on Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) and believes that people learn aggressive 

behavior through direct experience (Lennings, 1996). In this study, the juveniles had 

reported seeing their parents being verbally aggressive toward each other. In addition, the 

juveniles also reported that their parents had constantly put them down, and they never 

heard anything positive about themselves from either parent, especially their mother. On 

reflection of their parents' attitudes, the juveniles also reported responding with verbal and 

physical aggression toward both parents, especially their mother because of her role as the 

primary caregiver. Spillane-Grieco's (2000) findings indicated that verbal aggression is 

more presents in families of the offender group. The offender group in Spillane-Grieco's 
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study did not experience a positive regard or love from their parents (Rogers, 1980). In 

such a situation, children would feel much more demeaned and their behaviors would be 

affected by this feeling. 

Moore and Pepler (2006) had conducted a study to discover the effects of maternal 

verbal aggression on children. In this study, the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979; cited 

in Moore & Pepler, 2006) was used to measure the use of verbal aggression and physical 

violence, and the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach & Edelbrock, I 983) was used to 

measure the nature and extent of behavioral problems in children. The result of Moore and 

Pepler's (2006) study showed that insult and threats had been used with comparable 

frequency in both violent and non-violent families. Moore and Pepler's (2006) study also 

found that the mother's use of insults and threats are associated with poorer adjustment in 

the children, and frequent use of insults was correlated more strongly with behavioral 

problems in children. A previous study by Moore and Pepler (I 998) also showed that 

maternal verbalization is more potent compared to paternal verbalization. This is because, 

as the primary caregiver, a mother's remarks to her children may have more influence than 

a father's. This finding has been supported by other studies (e.g.: Claussen & Crittenden, 

199I; Vissing et al., 199I; Ney et al., 1994) that show that parental verbal abuse is often 

associated with children's maladjustment, given the number of resulting behavioral 

problems. 
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1.4 THEORIES RELATED TO THE STUDY 

The theory of Social Learning (Bandura, 1977) and the theory of Differential 

Oppression (Regoli & Hewitt, 2003) can be used to understand the relationship between 

parental verbal abuse and the psychological and behavioral problems in children. 

Theory of Social Learning 

The theory of social learning provides an explanation for the continuation of verbal 

abuse from one generation to the next. Human behavior, as hypothesized by Bandura 

(1977), is developed and shaped through observing and modeling the behaviors, attitudes 

and emotions of others. According to Huffinan (2004), this observational learning is very 

important to biological, psychological and social survival. In the context of verbal abuse, 

parent acts as the role model and the children are the learner. Children will form an idea of 

how a new pattern of behavior is performed and use it as guidance for future action by 

observing their parents. Theory of Social Learning is accepted in the Spillane-Grieco 

(2000) study which indicates that violent behaviors and abuse were being learned by role 

modeling their parents' behaviors through the responses and perceptions of the teenagers. 

Bandura's (1977) learning theory requires four separate processes: 

i) Attention: Observers cannot learn unless they pay attention on what's happening 

around them. Children are very much identifying with their parents and involved 

emotionally with them. If the child is being verbally abused or witnessing abuse, 

they would likely to paying attention (Roth, 2004). 

ii) Retention: To le~ something, the observer is required to note and remember 

what they see and it depends on the observer's ability to code or structure the 

information. The children store what they see in form of mental image or verbal 
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description. When the information has been stored, the children can bring up the 

information later, so that their own behavior can be reproduced (Roth, 2004). 

iii) Motor reproduction: Observational learning cannot occur if the observer lacks 

the motor skill necessary to copy the model. In many instances, the observer 

possesses the necessary response. For example, the child may verbally abuse a 

sibling if they have been verbally abused by a parent or has witnessing the parent 

verbally abusing the sibling. However, reproducing the model's behavior may 

involve the observer's skill which has not yet been gained (Roth, 2004). 

iv) Reinforcement: The observer will perform the act if they have some 

reinforcement or reason to do so. 

According to Funderstanding (2002; cited in Roth, 2004), attention and retention provided 

the explanation for acquiring or learning a model's behavior, whereas production and 

reinforcement regulate the action or performance. Human thought, affect and behavior can 

be influenced by observation as well as direct experience (Roth, 2004). 

A history of verbal abuse in childhood by a parent is a good predictor that these 

abused children will verbally abuse their own children (Fortin & Chamberland, 1995). In 

addition, parents who had been abused in their childhood may repeatedly reactivate their 

own unresolved conflict and may remain with their unworthiness when they become 

adults (Roth, 2004). Studies done by many researchers, such as Ney (1987), Fortin and 

Chamberland (1995), and Spillane-Grieco (2000) indicate that parents who experienced 

' verbal abuse in their childhood often continue this pattern on their children. 
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Theory of Differential Oppression 

The theory of differential oppression (Regoli & Hewitt, 2003) can be used to 

explain the various effects that such abuse may have on children. Some parents use erratic 

and coercive forms of control that involve highly punitive actions. These punishments are 

harsh and may include yelling, teasing, humiliation and threats (Regoli, Hewitt & 

Kingston, 2002). The theory of differential oppression suggests that delinquent acts and 

self-defeating behaviors often arise out of power struggles between children and adults 

(parents). According to this theory, children have little power in their society compared to 

adults, and they are all oppressed. 

According to Sutherland (1947), the psychological, emotional, or physical 

consequences that a child suffers depend on the duration, frequency, and priority of the 

oppression, and on the child's stage of development. The successful adaptation during a 

child's stage of development is influenced by earlier development histories, and long-term 

exposure to oppression will result in worse development outcomes for children (Duncan, 

Brooks-Gunn & K.lebanov, 1994; Korenman, Miler & Sjaastad, 1995; Smith, Brooks-Gun 

& K.lebanov, 1997; Pagani, Boulerice & Tremblay, 1997; cited in Regoli, Hewitt & 

Kinston, 2002). 

Child oppression that takes place within a family has the greatest effects on a 

child's use of delinquent adaptation. Children adapt to oppression in four ways. The first 

type of adaptation is passive acceptance of their subordinate and inferior status (Regoli & 

Hewit, 2003). This acceptance will produces obedience to their oppressor, which is built 

on fear and develops into a repressed hatred for their oppressor (parent). Then, this 

repression may results in a negative self-perception that manifests itself in a wide range of 

behavioral problems including alcoholism, drug addiction, eating disorders, low self-
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esteem and psychiatric disorders (Gecas & Schwalbe, 1986; Tosone, 1998; cited in Regoli, 

Hewitt & Kingston, 2002). However, in some children, passive acceptance may be a 

weapon for fighting back (Kingston, Regoli & Hewitt, 2002). 

The second type of adaptation is the exercise of an illegitimate coercive power by 

being attracted to and participating in delinquent activities to help them establish a sense 

of autonomy and control (Regoli & Hewitt, 2003). A low-level form of this adaptation 

may include challenging parental authority, defiant body language, sexual misbehavior, 

illicit drug use and criminal acts (Ferguson, 2001; Regoli & Hewitt, 2003). The third type 

of adaptation is manipulation of one's peer or sibling in order to become empowered. 

Through the manipulation of others, a child who has experienced oppression at the hands 

of their parents may acquire a sense of strength and control or a degree of empowerment 

(Regoli, Hewitt & Kingston, 2002). 

The last type of adaptation is retaliation, which suggests that some children react to 

their oppressive environment by lashing out directly at their parents or indirectly through 

other avenues, such as vandalism at school (Regoli & Hewitt, 2003). Some severely 

oppressed children may retaliate by striking their parents, even assaulting or killing them 

(Paulson, Coombs & Landsverk, 1990; Flowers, 2002; cited in Regoli, Hewitt & 

Kingston, 2002). However, some children may retaliate against their parents by turning 

inwards and becoming chronically depressed and committing suicide (Chandy, Blum & 

Resnick, 1996; cited in Regoli, Hewitt & Kingston, 2002). According to Regoli and 

Hewitt (1994; cited in Hutchinson & Mueller), oppressed _People frequently internalize the 

images of their oppressor and they become fearful of freedom. In extreme cases, it may be · 

possible for some children to develop an acute sense of self-hatred, leading them to 

acquire behaviors that enhance further victimization or to become fearful of the world. 
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1.5 OBJECTIVES 

The aims of this study are to: 

i) Understand about verbal abuse by parents on children. 

ii) Examine the relationship between verbal abuse by parents and the children's self­

esteem, anxiety, depression, and behavior. 

iii) Identify either mother or father, are more significantly verbalized their child. 

iv) Examine the differences of gender and age groups in verbal abuse by parents, self­

esteem, anxiety, depression, and behavior. 
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1.6 HYPOTHESES 

In this study, few hypotheses has been developed which divided into four sections. 

Section A 

Section A examines the relationship between verbal abuse by mother with the variables of 

children self-esteem, children anxiety, children depression, and children behavior. The 

following hypothesis examines the relationship between verbal abuse by father with the 

same dependent variables. 

Section B 

Section B investigated the relationship between each dependent variable. 

Section C 

Section C investigated the significant difference between verbal abuse by mother and 

verbal abuse by father. 

Section D 

Section D examines the significant differences between genders and age group of 

participants in all the independent and dependent variable~. 
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1.7 RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 

The current study would benefit the world by providing more information on 

verbal abuse. By investigating verbal abuse, this study will contribute to the pool of 

information and understanding about the seriousness of verbal abuse. Some people may 

not realize or know that the words they utter in daily life may contribute to negative 

consequences on the listener. The most damaging outcome can be seen in children who are 

growing up and are just starting to know the world. This study will inform readers about 

the negative effects of verbal abuse. Verbal abuse does not only affect children 

psychologically but it also affects children's behavior, which is important to children 

facing the challenging life. Since most of the research literature regarding parental verbal 

abuse was found from Western country, the rationale of the current study is to observe 

whether the similar situations occur in Malaysia. 
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