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Abstract: Childhood abandonment is a complex social and psychological issue that has lasting effects on
emotional well-being, development, and social integration. This study, Breaking the Silence: Understanding
Childhood Abandonment, Its Lasting Impact on Childhood, and the Path Toward Healing and Awareness,
examines the causes of abandonment—including poverty, parental vulnerabilities, cultural stigma, and systemic
failures—while analyzing its consequences such as trauma, attachment disorders, educational difficulties, and
intergenerational cycles of instability. Guided by Attachment Theory, Trauma Theory, and Resilience Theory,
the study highlights the importance of trauma-informed interventions, caregiver training, community-based
support, and resilience-building as effective paths to recovery. It further emphasizes the need for public
awareness, survivor storytelling, and policy reforms to dismantle stigma, strengthen family support systems, and
prevent future cases. The study concludes that breaking the silence around abandonment is essential not only
for survivors’ healing but also as a societal responsibility to protect vulnerable children and promote lasting

reintegration.
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Introduction

Child abandonment is a complex issue that
poses significant challenges to most societies
worldwide. It is described as a situation where a
child is left unsupervised or neglected, often
stemming from a mix of socio-economic
insecurity, family issues, and cultural factors
(Kapeleris & Paivio, 2011; Dorahy et al., 2015).
Causes such as parental mental illness, poverty,
and social stigma can worsen children's feelings

of neglect and isolation (Kapeleris & Paivio,
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2011; Wang et al., 2018). Child abandonment
encompasses not only physical neglect but also
emotional cruelty, which can negatively impact
a child's development and well-being (Kapeleris
& Paivio, 2011; Hughes et al., 2017).

Despite ongoing efforts in child welfare and
mental health, prevalent cases of childhood
abandonment reveal gaps in current knowledge
and emphasize the need for practical solutions.
Addressing root causes and barriers to

intervention is crucial for developing strategies
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that can reduce the long-term impact of
abandonment on future generations (Palagyi et
al., 2020; Kapeleris & Paivio, 2011; Friedrich et
al., 2016). This issue extends beyond individual
cases because childhood abandonment has
profound social, psychological, and cultural
repercussions.

Sociologically, children who are abandoned
often face exclusion and stigma, which hinder
their ability to fully integrate into society
(Kapeleris & Paivio, 2011; Hughes et al., 2017).
Psychologically, early abandonment can lead to
long-lasting trauma manifesting as post-
traumatic stress disorder, depression, and
anxiety (Dorahy et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2018).
Additionally, the social and cultural
environment influences how abandonment
stories are constructed and whether affected
families receive support or encounter further
stigma (Buiten & Coe, 2021). Understanding
these factors underscores the complexity of
abandonment and its profound impacts on a
child's life.

The goal is to bridge gaps in the current study
and develop an integrated model for
understanding childhood abandonment. The
highlight

practitioners, policymakers, and community

study  will implications  for
leaders working to enhance children's well-
being. The primary question guiding this
research is: What interventions and systems can

reverse the effects of childhood abandonment
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and promote healing and reintegration for
affected children? Ultimately, this study seeks
to increase awareness and propose practical,
actionable solutions.

Literature  Review and  Theoretical
Framework

Childhood Abandonment

Child abandonment is a complicated issue
outlined through various legal, social, and
psychological frameworks. Legally,
abandonment refers to the abandonment of a
child in the absence of supervision or care by
parents or guardians, or physical abandonment
by parents or guardians, or emotional or
psychological withdrawal (Mufioz et al., 2020).
Socially, it defines the experience of
abandonment by the child, causing them to
become isolated socially and deprived of caring
relationships that facilitate proper development.
Abandonment in childhood may evoke intense
rejection feelings, low self-esteem, and
attachment problems, becoming a pervasive
element of one's emotional landscape as they
grow into adults (Chen et al., 2021; Osifo &
Oku, 2010). The distinction of abandonment
from other types of maltreatment, i.e., neglect
and abuse, unfolds their individual implications
on child development and recovery pathways.
Differentiating Abandonment from Neglect
and Abuse

While abandonment, neglect, and abuse are

often interrelated, it is essential to delineate
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these terms to understand their unique impacts
on children. Neglect is characterized by the
failure to provide necessary care, including
emotional support, thus leaving the child
without essential nurturing (Osifo & Oku, 2010;
Ekot, 2016). In contrast, abuse involves the
active infliction of harm, either physical or
psychological, leading to immediate and
observable scars (Mufioz et al., 2020).
Therefore, abandonment might be seen as a
specific type of neglect—wherein a caregiver
completely disengages from their
responsibilities and obligations toward a child,
leading to both physical disappearance and
emotional withdrawal (Chen et al.,, 2021;
Teicher et al., 2018). Consequently, the
distinction matters significantly as it informs
tailored interventions targeting the specific roots
and manifestations of each form of maltreatment
while aligning therapeutic needs accordingly.
Theoretical Frameworks

Several theoretical frameworks provide insights
into understanding childhood abandonment and
its effects. Attachment Theory suggests that
early interactions with caregivers shape future
relationship patterns (Osifo & Oku, 2010; Yu et
al., 2020). From this perspective, children who
face abandonment may develop insecure
attachment styles, which can negatively affect
their ability to form healthy relationships and
handle stress later in life. Trauma Theory offers

another critical view, proposing that experiences
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of abandonment can trigger trauma responses
and lead to long-term psychological issues such
as depression and anxiety (Chen et al., 2021;
Dong et al., 2020). Resilience Theory adds a
layer by highlighting that some children can
adapt to adversity, meaning not all children who
experience abandonment will face lasting
harmful effects (Mufioz et al., 2020; Huang et
al., 2024). This interplay helps shape the
understanding of abandonment as a significant
but not solely deterministic factor in a child's
psychological development.

Review of Existing Literature

The existing literature gives a broad selection of
studies on abandonment in childhood, both
nationally and internationally. Abandoned
children in the world are shown by studies to
have diversified emotional as well as
psychological issues ranging from anxiety
disorders to social integration problems (Mufioz
et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2024; Liu et al.,
2024). In the US, studies describe that
abandoned children are more likely to develop
complicated attachment problems, which
influence on future relationships (Simon et al.,
2009; Chen et al., 2021). In LMICs (Low- and
Middle-Income Countries), research describes
cultural settings that differently influence
abandonment rates, focusing on the influence of
socio-economic stress and cultural taboos on
family patterns (Osifo & Oku, 2010; Teicher et
al., 2018).
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Moreover, child welfare system reactions to
abandonment vary significantly across contexts,
with some applying family reunification models
to reduce abandonment's effect, while others
address abandonment solely through institution-
based care without addressing emotional needs
(Mufioz et al.,, 2020; Simon et al., 2009).
Various intervention programs cited in the
literature that employ trauma-informed care aim
to restore agency and coping in abandoned
children to foster resilience and emotional
recovery (Chenetal., 2021; Huang et al., 2024).
Overall, the available studies suggest that
though abandonment in childhood is a global
issue, its impacts and responses are highly
contextual and require interventions tailored to
contextual specifics.

Causes and Contexts of Childhood
Abandonment

Child abandonment is a multifaceted
phenomenon with various socioeconomic,
cultural, and familial determinants, as well as
systemic flaws in child welfare. An analysis of
the interplay between these determinants can
explain its etiology.

Socioeconomic Factors: Child abandonment
mainly results from poverty, unemployment,
and migration. Families facing economic
hardship often abandon children because they
cannot provide adequate care. For example,
worldwide, economic issues are a leading cause

of treatment abandonment in childhood cancer,
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as the costs of ongoing treatment surpass the
financial capabilities of impoverished families
(Scott et al., 2015; Njuguna et al., 2014).
Evidence shows that socioeconomic struggles,
including underemployment and insecure
livelihoods, play a role in this abandonment
(Carter et al., 2018; Mendonca et al., 2016).
Additionally, in regions like Latin America,
socioeconomic factors are directly linked to
higher rates of treatment abandonment for
diseases such as cancer and tuberculosis,
reflecting systemic gaps in resource distribution
and healthcare access (Roy et al., 2020;
Indraswari et al., 2021).

Cultural and societal norms: Family structures
and cultural stigmas also significantly influence
attitudes toward childhood abandonment. In
some societies, gender bias may affect how
children are treated and lead to higher
abandonment rates among girls (Hazarika et al.,
2019). Norms related to childbearing, family
honor, and community expectations can also
complicate the decisions of vulnerable parents
to abandon their children, as both the children
and families may face stigma (Mostert et al.,
2012). Sociocultural beliefs can create barriers
to seeking help, with parents sometimes
refusing treatment for their children due to fear
or misinformation about healthcare (Libes et al.,
2014).

Parental Factors: Personal traits such as mental

iliness, substance abuse, and violent history are
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some of the main factors that can lead to child
abandonment. Parents who are addicted or
mentally ill may lack the stability needed to care
for children properly, affecting their ability to
make sound decisions (Wang et al., 2016;
Maemunah et al., 2024). Family disputes and
domestic violence also create an unsafe home
environment for children, leading to parental
neglect or the placement of children into
alternative care instead of seeking help (Arora et
al., 2010).

Institutional and Systemic Failures: The
efficacy of child protection services can play a
significant role in determining abandonment
rates. In areas where social services are
underfunded or poorly organized, families
might not feel supported and may use
abandonment as a final resort (Sitaresmi et al.,
2010; Renner & McGill, 2016). Institutional
failures can occur in numerous ways, including
inadequate access to health care, the absence of
child welfare policies, and stigma associated
with the use of social services. For example, in
some countries, there is limited communication
between parents and healthcare practitioners
regarding treatment processes, leading to
misconceptions and ultimately, treatment
abandonment (Libes et al., 2014; Indraswari et
al., 2021).

Impacts of Childhood Abandonment

Child abandonment, a traumatic event, is

complex and has deep effects on psychological
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development, emotional  health, social
relationships, and adult life later on. EXisting
studies offer an overview of the main areas
where abandonment impacts children and
influences their lives, backed by extensive
evidence from psychological and sociological
studies.

At the psychological level, childhood
abandonment tends to result in severe
attachment issues. The ensuing trauma can
disrupt the development of secure attachment
styles, leading to pervasive mistrust in adult
relationships. Research has indicated that the
abandoned are more likely to develop complex
psychological conditions, including complex
post-traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD), caused
by fear of abandonment (Dijke et al., 2018; Zhao
et al., 2019). Abandonment fear is typically
found to be evidenced in self-esteem problems;
children learn to link their worth with felt
affection or attention from carers, so that when
later in life they experience issues with self-
acceptance and ownership of an internalized
sense of defectiveness, this resulted because of
the way they were taught to perceive their worth
(Uvelli, 2025)(Marici et al., 2023). Evidence
suggests that early adverse experiences can
significantly distort self-perception, influencing
how one approaches future interpersonal
relationships (Dijke et al., 2018; Uvelli, 2025).
In addition, the emotional aftermath of

abandonment also comes in the form of
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increased loneliness and social isolation.
Abandoned kids can also become withdrawn
from peers, resulting in reliance on unhealthy
coping strategies, like risk-taking behavior.
Loneliness as an adaptive emotional response
has been linked to a higher prevalence of
depression and anxiety among adolescents,
whose risk of self-destructive coping strategies
was amplified if they previously had feelings of
abandonment (Misiotek & Btazek, 2023; Zhao
et al., 2019). The research also shows a highly
significant association between childhood
trauma and drug and alcohol use risk in
adolescence; individuals may turn to drugs and
alcohol as a means of coping with painful
emotions associated with early feelings of
abandonment (Zhao et al., 2019; Sugaya et al.,
2012).

Educationally, abandoned children develop
delays in development and issues within school
environments. Studies suggest that such
children can face challenges of attention and
engagement at school, which directly relate to
their psychological and emotional distress
(Mills et al., 2013; Kurtca & Kocatirk, 2020).
Long-term effects of these hindrances can result
in lower educational performance and
motivation, perpetuating further generational
cycles of instability and underachievement. It is
worth ~ noting that  socio-environmental
conditions such as economic instability and the

availability of beneficial learning resources also
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significantly contribute to the developmental
outcomes of such children (Friedrich et al.,
2013).

Long-term outcomes of childhood abandonment
are also a predominant contributor to adulthood.
Such individuals are likely to experience
intimate relationships as rough and anxiety-
producing. There may evolve an increased
dependency on partners resulting from early-life
rejection, with them expressing clinginess or
fear of intimacy, likely leading to maladaptive
relationships (Godbout et al., 2006). Moreover,
the relationship between abandonment and
occupational challenges exists because adults
who have unresolved trauma may experience
challenges maintaining a stable career or
advancing in  the  corporate  ladder.
Psychological issues resonate throughout their
professional lives because unresolved childhood
abandonment relates to higher levels of anxiety,
depression, and burnout—factors being highly
antagonistic to achievement in the career
(Kurtca & Kocatirk, 2020).

The long-term effects of abandonment surely
involve a complex web of interpersonal
pathology. Studies illustrate how a fear of
abandonment has the effect of making
individuals pull away ahead of time from others,
instating an active, self-fulfilling prophecy of
rejection and solitude (Marici et al., 2023). It
takes a substantial toll on social function as well

as the ability to have healthy, meaningful
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relationships. As an adult, the person will most
probably experience increased sensitivity to
potential  rejection, causing anticipatory
avoidance of intimacy or danger in relationships
that continues to reinforce their sense of
abandonment and loneliness (Misiotek &
Btazek, 2023; Kurtca & Kocatiirk, 2020).
Moreover, there are societal ramifications from
abandonment during childhood that must be
taken into account. Ripple effects impact not
only those immediately impacted but also
transfer into family structures as well as broader
societal institutions. Such families may struggle
with dynamics where distrust or emotional
untrustworthiness, respectively, are the norms,
hence influencing the emotional health and
stability of the subsequent generation, escalating
abandonment and trauma (Kurtca & Kocatirk,
2020; Jiang et al., 2021). Such intergenerational
trauma sustains the need for effective
intervention  practices and  supportive
community systems to end displacement and
emotional instability cycles.

Path Towards Healing

The healing process of the victims of childhood
abandonment is intricate and involves various
facets. Healing needs a comprehensive approach
combining therapeutic interventions, caregiver
and community support systems, and resilience
factors. All these are important for addressing
the effects of abandonment and facilitating

recovery.
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i.Therapeutic  Interventions:  Successful
therapeutic interventions are the foundation of
the healing process. Counseling, especially
trauma-informed care, addresses the emotional
trauma caused by abandonment and related
issues. Trauma-informed care focuses on
understanding, monitoring, and responding to
trauma in children, creating a safe and
supportive environment (Crumb et al., 2023).
This approach helps in coping with
abandonment and in rebuilding trust, which is
often severely damaged during such experiences
(Duncan et al., 2023). Additionally, art therapy
is an effective method for expression and
healing, allowing individuals to communicate
feelings and experiences they might not be able
to express verbally (Crumb et al., 2023). Group
therapy is also beneficial, as it provides a sense
of belonging and acceptance among peers with
similar issues, thereby reducing feelings of

isolation and stigma (Crumb et al., 2023).

ii.Role of Caregivers and Guardians: The role

of caregivers and guardians is a vital part of
shaping the healing experience. Positive
interactions with caregivers can promote secure
attachments, which are essential for emotional
and psychological healing. Trauma-informed
care helps foster a warm environment in foster
care systems where children feel safe and cared
for (Duncan et al., 2023). Practical training for
caregivers about the effects of trauma and their

impact can improve how they care for children
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in their custody. This capacity building aligns
with holistic models that emphasize the
importance of emotional well-being for healing
(Crumb et al., 2023). Additionally, recognizing
the significance of family life and cultural
backgrounds can support interventions aimed at
children who are more likely to be abandoned,
as noted by Danielson & Saxena (2019).
iii.Community-Based Healing Approaches:
Community plays a vital role in the healing
process. Approaches that focus on collective
responsibility and mutual aid help foster a sense
of belonging and interdependence (Zoellner et
al., 2017). Involving parents, caregivers, and
community members in healing discussions can
support social change and help reduce stigma
around abandonment issues Abdelshahid &
Campbell, 2014). Activities like local
workshops or forums featuring family voices
and cultural stories can strengthen community
connections and create support networks for
affected children and their families Danielson &
Saxena, 2019). Additionally, engaging with
local networks and resources can build a
comprehensive support system that goes beyond
individual counseling Duncan et al., 2023).
iv.Resilience-Building and Empowerment:
Resilience-building interventions are crucial for
promoting the well-being of abandoned
children. Engendering the children refers to
giving them a sense of self-efficacy and agency

to take control of their healing process (Corburn
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et al., 2021). Resilience-promoting programs
can include skill development, mentorship, and
exposure to community involvement, which
cumulatively help a child develop greater self-
belief  (Danielson &  Saxena, 2019).
Additionally, resilience is often built through
exposure to positive role models who offer
feedback and encouragement, demonstrating
that adversity can be overcome (Jeddawi et al.,
2024).

v.Collective Impact Strategies: Interdisciplinary

approaches  that  integrate  therapeutic
interventions, caregiver support, community
partnerships, and resilience building offer a
comprehensive healing model. Shared strategies
for tackling the complexities of abandonment in
children through multiple interventions can
ensure successful integration of services that
meet the diverse needs of affected children
(Allender et al., 2015). Collective interventions
not only increase the services available to
children but also strengthen the resilience of
communities facing similar challenges (Carey et
al., 2015).

Raising Awareness and Breaking the Silence
Importance of Public Awareness and
Advocacy

Public awareness is crucial to addressing the
widespread misconceptions and stigmatization
surrounding child abandonment. Abandonment
should be described, through community

dialogues, as a symptom of deeper
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socioeconomic and cultural issues rather than
solely a failure of parenting. Advocacy
campaigns can help shift public opinion away
from blaming families facing difficulties that
may lead to abandonment, and instead foster
empathy and support. Additionally, informed
communities can play a key role in preventing
abandonment through early intervention,
focusing on developing strong social networks
to support vulnerable families.

Role of Education, Media, and Community
Campaigns

Schooling serves as an effective tool to improve
perceptions of childhood abandonment and its
root causes. Schools, community groups, and
health professionals can develop educational
programs that emphasize the importance of
mental health, family involvement, and the
social effects of abandonment. Including child
welfare topics in school curricula can foster
resilience and empathy among future
generations. The media also plays a vital role in
shaping public views through ethical reporting
on abandonment stories. Sensitive portrayals of
survivors and encouraging community actions
can motivate individuals to  combat
abandonment by challenging stereotypes and
misconceptions about parenting difficulties.
Community campaigns can further involve local
stakeholders through workshops, social media
initiatives, and public events to promote

understanding and support for affected families.
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Awareness efforts should also use local
languages and cultural references to reach
communities, encouraging collective prevention
and support actions effectively. Collaboration
among healthcare providers, schools, and
community groups can strengthen the message
by sharing stories and survivor testimonies to
personalize the issue and empower community-
led solutions.

Policy Recommendations for Prevention and
Support Systems

To ensure systemic reform, one must create
policy qguidelines for preventing child
abandonment and strengthening  support
systems. Policymakers should focus on
establishing comprehensive family support
programs in areas like mental health services,
financial aid, and parenting skills training,
high-risk
Developing strong child welfare systems that

especially  in communities.
combine health, education, and community
services will allow for timely intervention and
aid to struggling families.

Secondly, policies should be formulated to
provide affordable healthcare services to
vulnerable groups in society. This involves
increasing health coverage, improving health
facilities in disadvantaged zones, and enhancing
awareness programs to educate families
regarding available services. Policymakers can
reduce the number of abandonments and

promote better family relationships through
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investments in preventive services and family
support systems targeting the root causes of
abandonment.
Encouraging  Survivor  Voices  and
Storytelling

Including survivor voices in discussions about
childhood abandonment is crucial. Survivor
stories provide valuable insights into the
challenges faced and the victories achieved
despite abandonment. Creating spaces where
survivors can share and revisit their stories helps
foster empathy, raise awareness, and diminish
stigma, ultimately bridging the gap between
survivors and society.

Storytelling can also be a tool for empowerment,
allowing survivors to reclaim their stories and
inspire hope in others through their resilience.
Organizations that provide outlets for sharing
stories, whether through written statements,
community meetings, or media interviews, can
give voice to an important discussion about
abandonment,  fostering  empathy, and
encouraging collective action. Support groups
can also assist emotional recovery by helping
individuals connect, share resources, and build
solidarity in overcoming the long-term effects of
abandonment.

Conclusion

Abandonment is a complex issue with deep
psychological, emotional, and social effects that
extend into adulthood. It is not primarily a fault

of the family or individual, as this research
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shows, but rather a result of interacting
socioeconomic  pressures, cultural shame,
parental  vulnerabilities, and  systemic
limitations. The effects, ranging from disrupted
attachment and trauma to school challenges,
social isolation, and intergenerational cycles of
instability, underscore the urgent need for
comprehensive interventions.

Healing  from  abandonment involves
coordinated strategies that integrate trauma-
informed care, caregiver training, community
engagement, and resilience-building efforts.
Equally vital is increasing awareness within the
broader community to reduce stigma and foster
empathy for vulnerable families. Amplifying
survivor voices can transform silence into
advocacy, supporting individual healing and
collective responsibility. Policy changes that
establish strong family support systems,
broaden access to social and mental health
services, and emphasize preventive care are
essential to break cycles of abandonment and
achieve long-term well-being.

Lastly, breaking the silence of abandonment is
both a call to heal the pain of those already
hurting and a shared responsibility to avoid
causing further harm. By addressing the causes,
building resilience, and supporting caring
communities, we can create a path of healing,
reunification, and increased awareness, ensuring
no child's pain goes unheard and no story of

abandonment remains untold.
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