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Prior research has shown detrimental effects of child neglect on many aspects of

self-development.

e Young neglected children demonstrate deficits in autonomy and seli-
development. They are less likely to discuss their negative internal states, and
show more shame 1n response to failure and less pride in response to success.
Not surprisingly, by preschool and school-aged years, maltreated children show
general deficits 1n self-esteem (Cicchett1 & Lynch, 1995).

Observations of neglectful families indicate that they are less organized, more
chaotic, less verbally expressive, and show more negative affect than non-neglectful
families (Gaudin et al., 1996). Child neglect also 1s associated with additional forms
of environmental adversity.

e Child neglect demonstrates a strong association with neighborhood poverty,

family poverty, parental unemployment, and poor education (Drake & Pandey,
1996).

The current study investigated the influences of child neglect on self-representation
in young children over the course of a one-year period. We hypothesized that
children exposed to neglect in the home would have increased negative affect
pertaining to the self, and decreased capacity to admit imperfection. We also
expected that additional environmental adversity would be predictive of less adaptive
self-representation. Finally, we anticipated that exposure to neglect would affect the
trajectory of self-representation over time.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 147 children (70 male, 77 female) who were assessed
at age 5 and again at age 6. A total of 100 children 1n the sample were neglected,
with 47 non-maltreated children serving as a control group. Neglected children

were 1dentified through Child Protective Services. The majority of participants were
African American (60.5%).

Measures

A semi-projective puppet interview adapted from Cassidy (1986) was
administered. The puppet interview assesses the self-representation of young
children who lack advanced verbal and self-reflection skills necessary for a standard
interview. Strategic questions were answered through the use of a hand puppet
named “Bi1x” which was controlled by the child. The interview consisted of two
types of questions: (1) fifteen questions measuring affective quality, or positive/
negative self-perceptions, and (2) five questions measuring openness to imperfection,
or the child’s willingness to admit to flaws.

Procedure

Trained interviewers administered the puppet interviews to children at ages 5
and 6. Interviewers and research assistants later coding the interviews were blind
to the care-giving experiences of the child. The child’s responses were transcribed
verbatim. Eight trained research assistants coded responses to 20 individual items
on each interview using specific coding criteria adapted from Cassidy (1986;
Verschueren et al., 1996). Global ratings of affect and openness were also provided
on a scale from 1 to 6, and raters classified each interview as reflecting one of four
self-representation categories: Negative Open (NO), Negative Pertect (NP), Positive
Open (PO), and Positive Perfect (PP). Inter-rater reliability was high. Kappa
ranged from .51 to 1.0 on the individual 1tems (with a mean value of .77). Kappa
= .71 for the self representation classifications. Correlations between raters on the
global ratings were .80 for affect and .76 for openness. Each interview was coded
separately by two research assistants, and discrepancies were resolved through
consensus.
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Results

Self-Representation at Age 5 and 6

Global ratings of self representation at ages 5 and 6 are 1llustrated in Table 1.
Affect ratings were significantly correlated across both ages (r = .34, p <.001).
Openness scores showed a more modest relationship over time (r = .17, p=.05). In
addition, the distribution of self-representation categories at ages 5 and 6 can be seen

in Table 2. The most common pattern at both ages was Positive Perfect.

Table 1
Mean Global Ratings of Self Representation at 5 and 6 Years

Age 5 Age 6
Affect 3.63 4.15
Openness 2.85 2.99

Table 2
Distribution of Self Representation Categories at 5 and 6 years (in percent)

NO NP PO oy

Age S 264 16.0 23.6 34.0
Age 6 22.7 12.8 63 5t 32.6

NO — Negative Open; NP — Negative Perfect; PO — Positive Open; PP — Positive Perfect

Context of Child Neglect
Child neglect was associated with a broader context of socioeconomic adversity.

Specifically the homes of neglected children were significantly more likely to have:

* Lower household income
* Lower socioeconomic status (SES)

e Fewer adults
e More children
e [ ess maternal education

Prediction of Self-Representation

Child neglect did not significantly predict either global ratings or self-
representation categories. Since child neglect occurred 1n a broader context of
socioeconomic adversity, we conducted a cluster analysis to 1dentify naturally
occurring environmental profiles. The severity of child neglect (individual and
family), the number of adults and children in the home, maternal education,
household income, and SES were entered as variables. This approach resulted in the
1dentification of three different environmental profiles (see Figure 1). The profiles
reflected the following distinct patterns:

(1) Child neglect combined with low SES
(2) No child neglect and low SES
(3) No child neglect and relatively high SES

Figure 1. Environmental Profiles
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These environmental profiles were associated with self-representation
categories at age 6 (y>=11.2, p = .08). Specifically, children raised in non-neglectful
and relatively high SES environments were more likely to have Negative Open
representations and less likely to have Positive Perfect representations. More
detailed analysis revealed that children 1n these environments displayed significantly
greater openness in self-representation at age 6 than children coming from either
of the other two environmental profiles (F = 15.5, p = .006).

Patterns of Self-Representation over Time

Cluster analysis was used to identify patterns of self-representation over time.
Global ratings of affect and openness at age 5 and 6 were entered as the variables.
This approach resulted 1n the 1dentification of two groups of children whose profiles
across the four cluster variables were similar to each other and different from
members of the other group (see Figure 2). The specific profiles indicate that there
are different patterns of self-representation over time that help differentiate children
as follows:

(1) High positive affect combined with low openness to imperfection
(2) Relatively low positive affect combined with relatively high openness to
imperfection

Figure 2. Patterns of Self-Representation
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Predictors of Self-Representation Patterns

Subsequently we examined the relationship between the three distinct
environmental profiles that had been 1dentified and the two distinct patterns of self-
representation. Environmental profiles significantly predicted patterns of self-
representation (y*= 8.4, p =.015). Specifically, children raised in non-neglectful,
relatively high SES environments were more ikely to display the low affect, high
openness pattern of self-representation.

A more fine-grained assessment of the environment indicated that child neglect
predicted differences in patterns of self-representation (y*= 4.6, p =.03), such
that non-neglected children were more likely to display the low affect, high openness
pattern over time.

In addition, multivariate analysis and subsequent univariate analyses of
socioeconomic 1ndicators of adversity revealed that maternal education was
significantly related to patterns of self-representation (F = 8.8, p =.004). Higher
levels of maternal education were associated with the low affect, high openness
patterns of self-representation.

These two specific indicators of environmental adversity were entered into
a hierarchical multiple regression analysis. The combination of child neglect,
maternal education, and their interaction significantly predicted patterns of
self-representation over time (F =3.9, p=.01). Only maternal education remained
a significant predictor when all three terms were entered (see Table 3).

Table 3

Results of Regression Analvsis Predicting Self Representation from Neglect and Maternal
Education

Vanable Beta Significance
Step 1: Neglect 18 . .03

Step 2:  Neglect 14 : 10
Maternal Education 22 : 01

Step 3: Neglect -.06 . 90

Maternal Education 23 : .009
Neglect x Maternal Education 21 : .68

Discussion

Data from this study revealed two distinct patterns of self-representation over time.
» A clearer picture of the effects of adversity on self-representation emerged

when we examined the profile of children’s scores from age 5 to 6. This person-

centered approach allowed us to identify two different groups of children.

1. Those who displayed more positive affect and less openness to admitting
imperfection

2. Those who displayed less positive affect and more openness to admitting
imperfection.

Environmental adversity predicted patterns of self-representation.

» Child neglect occurs in a broader context of environmental adversity.
Identification of three specific environmental profiles was critical in determining
the effects of adversity on self-representation in young children. In general, non-
neglectful and relatively high SES environments were associated with less
positive and more open patterns of self-representation.

» Examination of specific aspects of the environment confirmed that both child
neglect and maternal education were important predictors of self-representation.
Maternal education may have a unigue role in the development of self-
representation 1in young children. Education level may be associated with cognitive
and economic resources that affect one’s ability to provide adequate care and
attention to children.

Some patterns of self-representation appear to be more adaptive than others.

» The evidence suggests that less adverse, more supportive environments are
assoclated with the less positive, more open pattern of self-representation.

This finding leads us to conclude that the pattern of self-representation that was
characterized by significantly higher positive affect was 1n fact less healthy. These
children also were significantly less likely to admit imperfection.

» The more positive, less open pattern of self-representation may reflect a defense
mechanism that protects children raised 1n less supportive environments. These
children may have a positive illusory bias that helps them avoid the discomfort of
acknowledging negative aspects of themselves and their environment.

» Neglected children also tend to be more socially isolated, providing fewer
opportunities for social comparison (especially prior to school entry), which could
contribute to unrealistically positive self-perceptions.

» With this in mind, the less positive, more open pattern of self-representation may
actually represent a more accurate and candid self-appraisal that could indicate
more adaptive self-system processes and lead to healthier long-term outcomes.

» Longitudinal research is needed to confirm which pattern of self-representation
1s associated with healthier, more adaptive outcomes.
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