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Disciplinary Excesses - Social and  
Psychological Determinants 

Maria Doina SCHIPOR1 

Abstract 
This study aims to highlight the most frequent factors that determine the 

educational interventions to exceed into disciplinary excesses. Explanatory models are 
presented including social factors, parental personality characteristics and child emotional 
factors. In the maltreatment etiological equation the parent or educator psychological 
personality represents a strong determinant. Attachment, defined as an emotional 
relationship between parent and child, has also profound influences in maltreatment 
phenomenon. The key factors involved in the development of attachment are considered to 
be mainly the responsibility of the adult to signals transmitted by the child (modulating 
arousal) and the various interactions initiated by the adult (stimulation). Child 
maltreatment involves risk factors correlated with attachment problems, but also with 
interference of ego organization and the poor integration of cognitive, social, emotional and 
motivational dimensions of behaviour. 
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Introduction 

Inadequate educative interventions are based on non-adjustment 
conduct patterns that occur over time. The differences between perceiving 
the parental behaviour as a part of a continuum behavioural (as appropriate 
or inappropriate) or as a unique set of behavioural problems with a distinct 
aetiology (Gelles, 1991) helped at clarifying the origins of parent conduct. In 
this regard Belsky (1993) provides an ecological model on the involved 
factors, a model that provides a coherent reference frame in the abuse 
aetiology. Belsky (1993) considers socio-psychological abuse as a 
phenomenon which is influenced by forces within the individual, family, 
community and culture in which the individual and his family live. The 
ecological model includes four levels of analysis: 1. ontogenetic 
development, which includes factors that are associated with being an 
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abuser; 2. The microsystem, consisting of the factors in the family that may 
contribute to the initiation of the abuse; 3. The exo-system, containing 
aspects of the community that contributes to the incidence of abuse; 4. The 
macro system, comprising the beliefs and cultural values that contribute to 
the perpetuation of abuse. 

The ecological model developed by Belsky (1993) suggests that child 
abuse occurs when risk factors remove the protective, compensatory factors. 
The model gives the opportunity of a probabilistic approach in abuse risk 
assessment. Cicchetti and Rizley (1981) developed a transactional model to 
specify the processes that can determine and conceptualize risk probability 
in cases of abuse. 

In the transactional model, the environmental forces, the child and 
child carers‟ characteristics influence each other and provide mutual 
contributions to events and to the subsequent child development. In terms 
of risk factors, Cicchetti and Risley (1981) assert that they are grouped in 
categories: potential factors that increase the likelihood of abuse and clearing 
factors that decrease the risk. There are also mentioned temporal 
distinctions within each factor. The transitional risk factors fluctuate and 
indicate a temporary state, while the lasting risk factors represent permanent 
conditions or features. 

Combining the category and temporal dimensions of the risk factors, 
the authors suggest four classes of abuse determinants. The lasting 
vulnerability factors include all the permanent factors, conditions or 
attributes that potentiate the abuse (child, parent or environment 
characteristics). The transitory challenges involve stress factors or short term 
conditions that may contribute to the beginning of the abuse (experiencing a 
loss of the job or a loved one, physical accidents or a disease, financial or 
legal difficulties, family or marriage problems, children misconduct, children 
passing into a more difficult development phase).  

Long lasting protective factors include relative permanent conditions 
that increase abuse risk (the fact that the parent had a good relationship with 
its own parents). The transitory protective factors consist of conditions that 
can prevent stress in a family (an unexpected recovery of the financial state, 
marital harmony periods and the child overcoming a difficult period).  

J. Sargent (2002) made a detailed inventory of the protective and risk 
factors involved in child abuse. The author mentions within the risk factors 
the children with mentally ill parents, or parents with affective disorders, 
parents which do not understand the child‟s development; children with 
teenager parents (especially with undesired pregnancies); poverty, vagrancy, 
unemployment; a prenatal feeding deficiency; large family; sick or 
handicapped children, angry ones, parents drug or alcohol abuse; conflictual 
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family, conjugal violence; a stepparent or concubinage for the sexual abuse 
cases; the abuse or neglect experience lived by the parents themselves. 

The abuse itself is considered a risk factor correlated to: attachment 
problems; interfering with self-organization; adjustment and integration 
problems of the cognitive, social, emotional and motivational conduct 
(Schipor, Schipor, 2014). In assessing the factors that influence the child 
abuse phenomena, J. Sargent (2002) highlights the possibility of positive 
protective factors involvement for the child. Within this system the author 
distinguishes seven distinct factor categories: 

The child itself by: the ability of conceptualizing problems, 
strategies and solutions, to describe the situation and imagine the future; 
fantasy - the ability of dreaming; identifying and emotionally defining the 
experience; its values system, the desire to be earnest and prove its integrity; 
using its competence and controlling the anxiety; desire of knowledge and 
understanding; to communicate with peers and adults; the ability to choose 
and be responsible for its own choices and their consequences; the desire of 
spending time with groups sharing its own values and interests; the self-
control ability, a good state of health.  

The family that: ensures a cultural identity, prepares for the child 
roles and a responsibility specific to the adult, gives support in difficult and 
stressful situations, the feeling of unconditional acceptance of the child; rules 
but also consequences of their transgression; it has the ability of offering the 
child the possibility of independent action; 

School as a factor that implies the child inclusion into an institution 
and community out of the family; gives opportunities for competence; 
encourages achievement and aiming at adult specific tasks; achieves an 
average of learning activities with the ones of relating to other people or 
even with sports; involves adults in the specific matters of child 
development and influences the values, roles and community structure.  

Peers who can provide support and friendship as well as the 
opportunity of separate affiliation from the family; provides the framework 
within which competition and cooperation can be put into practice, as well 
as experimenting of different points of view on certain issues and enable a 
wide range of relationships with a variable intensity. 

Community is the one that provides the values and opportunities, 
punishes the attitudes and activities, gives adult role models and establishes 
rules and consistent norms, as well as the necessary sanctions to promote 
health and the proper functioning of the society and its members.  

Other mediator factors for adjustment, which include religion and 
religious organizations, employment and other adult, ethnical groups, clubs, 
teams, communitarian organizations, responsibilities, etc.  
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Systems organized in order to promote adjustment, including: 
healthcare, mental health system, social system agencies, special education 
and counselling programs, youth justice system, adoption and placement 
programs for the abused children, parents training programs, intervention 
programs in drug or alcohol abuse cases, etc.  

This enumeration of the factors involved in child abuse phenomena 
reveal the complexity of the processes system that can lead both to the 
negative proliferation of this kind of events and at the pre or post event 
improvement.  

The parents - children interaction and attachment– implications in the 
abuse phenomena  

The interaction between the child and its parents is very important 
for the way the child perceives itself and its environment, and for its 
development.  

The attachment is defined as “an emotional relationship between 
two people that overcomes time and distance and connects emotionally the 
two individuals” (Klaus, Kennel, 1995) and as a “relationship that creates 
and develops between two or more bodies when their physiological and 
behavioural systems get into a relation of affinity and mutual resonance” 
(Reite, Field, 1985). 

It materializes behavioural in looking for closeness and contact with 
the person in the matter especially when the situation is uncertain (when the 
child or the adult are exhausted, scared, ill, or need special care). The child 
attachment toward a parent varies though, depending on the quality of the 
relationship they have (Killen, 1998). In this respect Ainsworth (1971) 
described three attachment models which can be presented in different 
states: 

Sure attachment, characterized by the fact that the child always trusts 
his parents availability, receptivity and help and from this point it has the 
courage to explore. This model is mentioned and developed by the parents 
especially during the first years of life, being attentive at the child‟s signals 
and offering him support.  

Anxious attachment, based on the child‟s uncertainty on its parents‟ 
availability, receptivity and help when needed. This is how uncertainty, 
separation anxiety raise in the mind of the child who is fearful in his 
exploration actions. This model is maintained by the parents, who 
sometimes are available and other times not. Violence or abandonment 
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threats are used in this child‟s education and raising, heading towards 
uncertainty feelings.  

The anxious - avoidant attachment is specific to the child that does 
not trust his parents reacting positively and being ready to help him, but on 
the contrary, he expects rejection from them. This is the case with the 
children who try to manage without the help of the others, becoming 
sometimes prematurely emotionally independent.  

Accomplishing a superior qualitative attachment is characterized by 
the appearance of sometime long lasting sano-genetic effects: 

Safety and protection (developing trust in the others, creating an 
adequate equilibrium between dependence and independence); 

Encouraging the organization of the nervous system (achieving fully 
intellectual potential, differentiating sensory perceptions, facilitating the 
assimilation of the cause - effect system which is fundamental for acquiring 
additional skills of logical thinking and abstract learning, the individual‟s 
learning to modulate its body excitation: self-sooth / relief, enhance the 
ability to cope with stress and frustration, with fears and worries); 

Life skills training (early attachment relationships become prototypes 
for the future ones, learning reciprocity in a relationship, developing 
emotions involved in relationships, decreasing the envy, lay the foundations 
for consciousness development). 

Identity development (self-esteem increment, establishing its own 
limitations). 

The attachment is thus considered an important factor of both body 
and mental functions control, the relationship between baby/child and adult 
being the decisional one in the child ulterior development. Thus, the key - 
factors in attachment development are considered to be mainly the adult‟s 
response to the child‟s signals (excitation modulating) and the initiation by 
the adult of different interactions (stimulation). 

Trauma involvement in the adult-child relationship assumes an 
important disturbance of the pshycho-phisiologic balance caused by stress 
and especially prolonged stress. Perry (2001) proves that the experience the 
traumatized child knows is: fear, threatening, frustration, chaos, hunger and pain. That is 
why the base of the mental organization will be the reaction to stress. Its brain develops as 
if the entire world was chaotic, impredictible, frightening and lacking affection. 

Van der Kolk (1978) reveals that with traumatized children the 
traumatic experience is relived at behavioural, affective, interpersonal, 
pshycho-physiologic and neuroendocrinology levels. These children see the 
present as the past, the more the traumatic experience took place earlier: 
traumas taking place in toddler period have a more important long term 
impact on self-control and self-identity then similar traumas happening later 
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in life. At this age, memories are encoded at sensory-motor level and not at 
the verbal one. 

Regarding the attachment-trauma relationship, Briere (2010) proves 
that if the majority of the normal children have to pass through bearable 
frustration and pain situations, learn to master their feelings, face pain and 
develop a strong feeling of the self, the traumatized children pass through 
such a pain that either they dissociate or become hyper irritable and develop 
a series of tension relieve attitudes. They do not learn to control their 
feelings and the abuse influences emotions modulation (by attachment and 
trust in the others decrement, low self-consciousness because of the 
hypervigilance and by reducing world exploration). 

The children with anxious attachment before the traumatic 
experience are more severely affected by it. The effects of the trauma itself 
subsequently interfere with developing a healthy attachment, even when the 
child is removed from a traumatic environment.  

On the whole, attachment quality is determined by parents‟ action, 
family microsystem being the first set of factors influencing children social 
inclusion and therefore, the involvement of other factors, outside the family, 
in the further development of the child. 

Child abuse involves risk factors correlated with attachment 
problems, but also with the interference of self-control and the integration 
of the cognitive, social, emotional and motivational behaviour issues. 

Characteristics of the parents involved in children abuse situations 

Practical experience, clinical literature and research assert that certain 
traits of the parents negatively affect their parental functions. These 
functions are therefore the result of constant aspects of their personality. 
Most of the research emphasizes that in abuse risk assessment, the 
assessment of whether the child's needs are met largely or not depend on the 
internal situation within the family which takes on the characteristics of the 
parent, while the external factors have almost always a secondary role. In 
case of a faulty care incurred by parents who have a distorted perception of 
the world and the child or if parents have rigid expectations and demands 
and limited ability to prioritize the basic needs of the child, the child is in 
danger regardless the external situation. 

Regarding the type of personality that is a risk factor for child abuse 
Bryant (1963), Boisvert (1972) and Gil (1971) distinguished between two 
groups: 
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Uncontrollable parents that include: mentally ill persons for which 
the child plays a role in their own idiosyncratic psycho-productive fantasies; 
immature, impulsive people responding to any conflict by aggression; 
passive aggressive people who view the child as an adversary in obtaining the 
partner‟s affection and sadistic persons.  

Controllable parents, cold, compulsive individuals, who educate 
severely and the kind of person that shifts towards aggression who normally 
is an appropriate parent, but has limited resources to deal with marriage.  

Trying to synthesize the particular traces of the groups of parents 
using aggressivity as a means of educating children, Toch (1986), Spineta and 
Rigler (1972), as well as Gilles (1973) pointed out these types of 
characteristics: 

1. Demographic characteristics: most frequently held by the parents with 
an unstable marriage, who are divorced and separated. Also, the 
beaten child is often the result of an unwanted birth.  

2. “The history” of the parents‟ own life: most of the abuser parents 
were abused themselves or neglected by their parents  

3. Parental attitudes in relation to raising children: the abusive parents 
using physical punishment tend to look at the child as a means of 
satisfying their needs, having for them requirements beyond their 
means. 

 
Parents suffering of psychologic and psychiatric disorders 
Another type of parents that use aggression against children is 

Marrsill‟s (1962, in S. Chelcea, 1996): 
Type I: parents that are characterized by a high and continuous 

degree of aggressiveness. They are impulsive persons, who cannot control 
their emotions. The explanation of such a conduct aims, mainly, experiences 
lived by parents in their own childhood. 

Type II: rigid, compulsive, affectively cold parents, which advocate 
for their rights more than those of children.  

Type III: passive and dependent parents. They are modest and 
reticent persons, which have difficulties in expressing their feelings and 
desires. Apparently they are non-aggressive, but they often compete with 
their children to gain the attention of the spouse, being usually depressed, 
immature and moody. 

Type IV: frustrated parents, either very young fathers, or intelligent 
persons, but with certain physic disorders which prevent them from 
supporting their own family. This is also the case of the staying home fathers 
who take care of the children, while the wife has a job. In such situations 
their frustration degree may lead to severe punishment of their own children 
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Studies by Killen and Heap (1988) show that parental functions may 
be severely affected by few personality traits in which are primarily included 
immaturity, emotional problems, psychosis and mental retardation. 

The authors state that it is possible for several aspects to be present 
in the same individual, one of them dominating. Also, these traits can be 
strengthened by external issues as alcohol, drugs, substance abuse, 
destructive marital relationship, a negative social network or isolation. Other 
authors also include as external factors that enhance the internal factors the 
high level of tension and stress states, a difficult child and its own childhood 
marked by violence etc.  

A central concept in the causal relationship of abuse is considered to 
be immaturity (Killen, 1998). Studies have shown that immaturity could be 
the factor that strongly affects parental functioning (Evans, 1980 
Werogerger, Cook, 1983), often being causally associated with parents 
experiencing a weak attachment to their own parents. Lack of positive 
parenting models can lead to child's needs neglecting. 

Killen (1998) distinguishes between “primary” and “secondary” 
immaturity, highlighting that immaturity can be situational.  

The concept of “early adulthood” is used when parents activity in 
most roles, it is characterized by immaturity. The concept of “secondary 
immaturity” is used for parents who previously had a reaction to a more 
mature level, but some stress in later childhood, adolescence or early adult 
life (traumatic experiences), failures in education or at the job, teenage 
pregnancy or early marriage, drug abuse led to forms of conduct that 
characterize “primary immaturity” (Killen, 1998). 

Emotional problems are issues that occur as factors of abuse in 
terms of parental traits. There are included here the anxiety and depression, 
uncontrollable coercive states, aggression, suicidal behaviour. Psychosis and 
mental illness are traits of the parents that may expose the child to both 
neglect and physical and sexual emotional abuse. Parents‟ mental retardation 
is the factor which often involves child neglect due to their inability to 
perceive and react appropriately to situations of the reality and to their 
reduced social autonomy. These parents have fewer opportunities to help 
their child to explore, learn and structure their world, everyday life and to set 
limits of behaviour. 

Conclusions 

Immaturity, emotional problems, psychosis, mental retardation, use 
of drugs, alcohol, affect parents‟ possibilities for child care. But the key 
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factor influencing the possibility of improving the situation of neglected or 
abused children is the parents‟ attitude towards the abuse situation. The 
problem of child abuse is the result of several factors, parental 
characteristics, the type of attachment and socio-educational determinant 
elements. Efficient handling of cases of this type involves the complex 
intervention at the level of the victim- aggressor- community system. 

A primary goal of this intervention should aim at parents and 
education factors raising awareness, on differences between child conduct 
modifications resulted from domination and the cognitive and emotional 
change achieved through education (Schipor, Schipor, 2014). The second 
goal could include the achievement by the educational factors of the rational 
changing tools and techniques, which enable them to reorient the focus of 
action from releasing negative emotions caused by undesirable behaviour 
towards the strategic steps aiming at cognitive and emotional child change. 
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