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Abstract

Background & Aims:
The aim of this overview to provide a summary over-
view of physical child abuse prevalence, its and its

risk factors in Saudi Arabia.

Methods:

A searching strategy for the included Studies were
gathered by reviewing published articles from 1991
to 2020, in the PubMed and Google Scholar databas-
es reporting the prevalence of Physical child abuse
and Its risk factors in Saudi Arabia. Out of the total
of 131 Articles that were searched 79 articles were
excluded follows the article’s title screening, out of
52 articles 37 excluded by abstract reading, out of 22
articles read as full text only 15 full-text articles met
the inclusion criteria of the review. The data extrac-
tion from the review articles was done based on a se-
lection form. The form has been used to summarize
evidence of included studies, it includes the follow-
ing categories: title, design of the study, demographic
data, study population, year of publication, and con-

clusion.
Results:

Most studies of child abuse have been published in

Saudi Arabia were cross-sectional studies and case
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reports which consider the low level of evidence stud-
ies based on the hierarchy of research evidence, phys-
ical child abuse was the most prevalent reported form
of child abuse its prevalence estimated to be 47 %.
The significant risk factors associated with physical
child abuse were parents’ history of physical abuse
during their childhood, young age parent, witness to
domestic violence within family members, parents
with poor self-control, and Parents who did not own a
house compared to parents who live in a rented house.
Conclusion:

Physical child abuse is the most commonly report-
ed form of child abuse in Saudi Arabia, it has a high
prevalence. Its risk factors are complex. However,
many of these risk factors can be identified early.
It is doable to initiate prevention programs, such as
screening and counseling for parents of at-risk chil-
dren and it can be implemented in all hospital service
setting especially emergency department and primary
health care.
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Background:

Child physical abuse is defined as actions
or inactions, which result in actual or po-
tential physical harm, that is within the
control of or preventable by the parent, ca-
reer, or authorized person such as a school
teacher .

Unfortunately, we noticed that physical
child abuse globally, as well as within
Saudi Arabia is underreported, there have
been limited reports about the prevalence
of physical child abuse in Saudi Arabia.

Globally, many studies have been done to
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assess physical child abuse prevalence. A
study has been done in the UK for almost
there thousand adults reporting 21% they
had physical abuse,11% they had sexual
abuse (before age 16 years), 6% had ne-
glected and 6% had emotional abuse. *

In 2002 the World Health Organization
(WHO) recognized Child abuse and ne-
glect as a global problem, manifested in
different forms and deeply rooted in cul-
tures. 3A cross-sectional study done in
Yamen showed that the prevalence of

physical child abuse is a common range
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from 50-80% ©

King Abdul-Aziz Medical city in Riyadh
belongs to the ministry of the Saudi Na-
tional Guard health affairs established the
national family safety program ®. The es-
tablishment of this program has led to an
improvement in the reporting system for
physical child abuse cases attending to
health care facilities. Nevertheless, recent
papers published in Saudi Arabia have re-
ported a continuous increase in the number
of such cases annually. °

In 2008, the hospital-based child protec-
tion teams project proposed by the national
family safety program has been approved
by the Saudi National Health Council even
after, 39 CPTs have been founded in major
hospitals across the 13 provinces of Saudi
Arabia. '°

Our recent literature review showed that
Risk factors of physical child abuse are
multiple and complex, they include par-
ent history of physical child abuse during
their childhood, poor coping skill of par-
ent, stressed parent, domestic violence in
the family, less educated parent, smoker
parent, poor parent impulse control, a child
with attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
ders. 12

This review aims to seek the contents of
all relevant updated published articles and
reports on physical child abuse in Saudi

Arabia from scientific journals and to pro-

vide an overview of the extent of this issue
and estimates of the prevalence of physical
child abuse and its risk factors, identifying
knowledge gaps for future research and

prevention program development.
Methods:
Search Strategy:

This review was based on studies pub-
lished in Saudi Arabia between 1991 to
2020. These were primarily observation-
al, analytical studies (prevalence and in-
cidence), case reports, and reviews from
different Governmental hospitals.
Inclusion criteria:

1. Studies related to children less than 18-
year-old of age

2. Prevalence studies of child abuse at
home and in school in Saudi Arabia.
3. Studies on risk factors associated with
physical child abuse.

4. Studies published in the English lan-
guage only.

Electronic searches in the database were
the main method of selecting the articles
through the PubMed and google scholar.
In addition to this, a manual search was
also done on relevant books, journals, in-
dexes, and abstracts to extract the required
information.

Certain keywords defined the search crite-
ria to make it more specific and accurate

like child abuse, physical abuse, child mal-
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treatment, corporal child abuse, risk fac-
tors, and Saudi Arabia.

PubMed Search with the following key-
words: (child abuse) or (physical abuse)
or (child maltreatment) or (corporal child
abuse) and (risk factors) and

(Saudi Arabia)

A total of 36 articles were reached out by
PubMed, in which 19 articles were flawed
and they rejected based on inconclusive
findings. Again, out of these 17 articles, 5
articles were excluded to include 12 arti-
cles on physical child abuse or its risk fac-
tors in Saudi Arabia.

Google Scholar search, we search with the
following keywords:

29 ¢

“physical child abuse” “risk factors” in
“Saudi Arabia” sorted by relevance 95 arti-
cles were researched out by google scholar
which 62 articles were considered flawed
and thus rejected based on inconclusive
findings in them. From these 33 articles
again 17 articles were excluded to include
16 articles on child abuse which were from
Saudi Arabia.

Out of the total of 28 Articles that were
searched out by PubMed and Google
Scholar 13 articles were excluded because
of duplication thus 15 articles were includ-
ed on physical child abuse and its risk fac-
tors in Saudi Arabia.

Articles fulfilling the above criteria were

first selected and their abstracts scanned to

ensure that it is suitable for inclusion in the
study.

The data extraction from the review arti-
cles was done based on a selection form.
Having categories like title and type of
study, demographic data, study population,
year of publication, and conclusion.
Finally, an overall assessment of each ar-
ticle was maintained depend on included
studies, based on their relevance and ap-
propriateness of each study design and
methods which have been used to the stat-

ed objectives.
Results:

Physical child abuse is an international
prevalent phenomenon. Saudi Arabia has
begun to recognize the existence of such a
problem and this would be a good begin-
ning to make it a focal point of substantial
public and governmental attention. °

It has been noticed that in 1990, reporting
for the first case of child abuse and neglect
occurred in Saudi Arabia * however, most
child abuse and neglect cases in Saudi Ara-
bia were underreported by health care pro-
fessionals. °

In 1991, an article was published by AlEis-
sa described seven children ranging from
five months to seven years of age attending
a teaching hospital in Saudi Arabia who
had suffered from child abuse and neglect"

Eleven reports from all over Saudi Arabia
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reported 40 child abuse cases; 6 cases with
neglect 24 with physical abuse, 4 with MSP
cases, and 6 cases with sexual abuse. The
fatal outcome was identified in 5 cases.’
In 1994, Kattan H, reported 3 physical
child abuse cases, 4 cases of child neglect,
and one case of sexual assault’

In 2007, Al-Mahroos FT, a study was done
in Saudi Arabia, eleven case reports were
reported, 40 child abuse cases,24 physical
child abuse, 6 child neglect cases, and the
same number of cases for sexual abuse
and 4 Munchaian syndrome by proxy cas-
es. Five children were with high fatal out-
come. °

Furthermore, he noticed that the highest
child abuse fatality rates in cases occurred
among poor people pointing to a possible
association between low income and child
abuse. Less-educated parents, large fami-
lies, and young parents’ age and low fami-
ly income have been suggested as probable
risks. ¢

In 2010 Al Eissa reported that the most
common form of child abuse in Saudi Ara-
bia in the first (2000-2004) and second
(2005-2006) period was physical abuse
at 61% and 76%, respectively. It has been
changed in the third (2007-2008) period to
neglect 41.6%. perpetrators in most of the
cases were Parents at 48.9%. Such a high
case was due to mandatory reporting and

data collection strategies. '

Osama et al, conducted a study in Dam-
mam in 2012 to declare that the total of
the child abuse case reports were 87 cases,
including a majority of sexual abuse cas-
es (74 cases) followed by other types of
abuse like physical. The victim’s mean age
was 11.04 +5 years. %

Al-Eissa et al, in the 2015 study included
2043 cases, they found the majority of cas-
es of psychological abuse and neglect 1533
and 1021 cases respectively. They found
1175 physical child abuse cases. Lastly
287 sexual abuse cases. Thus, the inci-
dence of physical abuse in this study was
(57.5%,), exposure to violence (50.7%) 7
Retrospectively chart review of case re-
ports for files of the Child Protection
Centre between 2009 and 2013 was pub-
lished by Almuneef et al in 2016 in Riyadh
showed the most common form of child
abuse was Physical abuse (42%), which
has been followed by child neglect (39%),
however, child sexual abuse has been re-
ported around (14%), and lastly child emo-
tional abuse (4%) .

Nonworking fathers were 2.8 times as like-
ly to use physical abuse toward their chil-
dren. Besides, Children who live in single/
step-parent households were 4 times more
to suffer physical abuse '

Almuneef et al, conducted a cross-section-
al study including all regions of Saudi Ara-
bia in 2017 which showed that physical
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child abuse (42%) in this study. Witness-
ing domestic violence against any fami-
ly member was the most common family
dysfunction around (57%) and the least
prevalent was living with a parent addicted
to substance abuse around (9%) then Less
parent’s education level and lastly conflict
in marital life. '

AlDosari et al conducted a study in Riyadh
in 2017 which found that almost 18% of
the parents used physical punishment for
their children. °

Several risk factors were associated with
physical child abuse, a parent’s history of
physical abuse during childhood, a witness

of domestic violence, poor parent self-con-

trol, and a parent who did not own a home.
Children will be more prone to physical
child abuse child who has attention deficit
hyperactivity disorders or child who is dif-
ficult to control. °

Another cross-sectional study was done in
Al-Medina (Al Monawara) in 2017 which
showed that children aged 12—16 years old
estimated prevalence of physical abuse
was estimated to be (72%). However,
42.5% of children (mean age: 9.67 years)
were exposed to physical punishment. 4

Table 1 showed a summary of all previous
physical child abuse and its risk factors

studies results conducted in Saudi Arabia.

Table 1: Review of published papers about the prevalence of physical child abuse and its risk factors in Saudi Arabia

child abuse and their im-
pact on physical and emo-
tional child abuse: A study
from primary health care
centers in Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia

Study Title study design Location of Year of Main Results
Study Population | publication

A study of child A cross-sectional Al Medina 2017 Children aged 12-16 years
physical abuse (Al Monawara) old estimated prevalence of
physical abuse was estimated
to be (72%). However, 42.5%
of children were exposed to

physical punishment. #
Parents’ perceptions about | A cross-sectional Riyadh 2017 18% of parents estimated to

experience physical punish-
ment.

significant risk factors as-
sociated with child abuse
were parents’ experience of
physical abuse during their
childhood, younger parent,
poor self-control and witness
domestic violence in house-
hold members and Parents
who did not own a house.
Child-related risk factors,
a child who is difficult to
control or has attention defi-
cit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD). 8
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Study Title study design Location of Year of Main Results
Study Population | publication
Family profile of victims | Retrospectively Riyadh 2016 The most common form
of child abuse and neglect | from case files of of child abuse was Physical
in the Kingdom of Saudi | the Child (42%), followed by neglect
Arabia. Protection Centre (39%),
between 2009 Nonworking fathers were 2.8
and 2013. times as likely to use physi-
Case reports cal abuse toward their chil-
dren. Children who live in
single/step-parent house-
holds were 4 times more to
suffer physical abuse *
The impact of Adverse | A cross-sectional, | All region of 2017 Estimated prevalence of
Childhood Experiences on | national study Saudi Arabia physical child abuse (42%)
social determinants among . Witnessing domestic vi-
Saudi adults olence against any family
member was most common
family dysfunction around
(57%) and the least preva-
lent was living with parent
addicted to substance abuse
around (9%) then Less par-
ent’s education level and last-
ly conflict in marital life. ('’
Determining child A cross-sectional | Al-Kharj city in 2015 The prevalence of physical
maltreatment incidence study 2011-2012 abuse (57.5%,), exposure to
in Saudi Arabia using the violence (50.7%) "
ICAST-CH: A pilot study
Child abuse and neglect in | A retrospective Riyadh 2010 The most common form of
Saudi Arabia: a journey of | collection of child abuse in Saudi Arabia
recognition to data from 2000 in the first (2000-2004) and
implementation of to 2008 of case second (2005-2006) period
national prevention reports was physical abuse at 61%
strategies. and 76%, respectively. It has
been changed in the third
(2007-2008) period to ne-
glect 41.6%.'®
Child abuse and neglect in | Case Reports Saudi Arabia 2007 Eleven case reports from
the Arab Peninsula. Saudi Arabia identified 40
abused children; 24 with
physical abuse. Fatal out-
come was documented in 5
children.®
Child Abuse in Saudi Ara- | Case Reports Riyadh, Saudi 1994 Three out of ten children
bia: Report of Ten Cases | between 1986 Arabia suffered varying degrees of
and 1992 physical abuse, 4 neglect ")
The Battered child Case Reports Riyadh, Saudi 1991 Seven cases of physical child

syndrome, Dose it exists

in Saudi Arabia?

between 1987
and 1991

Arabia

abuse."”
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Discussion:

This review summary showed that most
child abuse studies that have been pub-
lished in Saudi Arabia were cross-sec-
tional studies and case reports, the most
common form of child abuse was physi-
cal abuse, its prevalence estimated to be
47 %." 17 The significant risk factors as-
sociated with physical child abuse were
parents’ history of experience of physical
abuse during their childhood, the witness
of domestic violence in household family
members, poor parent self-control, and the
parent who did not own a home and young
parent. '3 17

Several methodological issues need to be
discussed. Limitations for this review, it
limited results to within Saudi Arabia and
in English language only.

The studies in this review were done on
the parent and their children in different
regions of Saudi Arabia, who shared a sim-
ilar background and socioeconomic status.
So, we cannot generalize studies results to
all other parents

Strength for this review to our knowledge,
this study is the first review specifically
about Physical child abuse & its risk fac-
tors in Saudi Arabia in the last two years.
Searching in PubMed database which
is one of the major Databases for a high
quality of research in medicine and health

sciences

When we compare our review, results re-
ported percentage of physical child abuse
in Saudi Arabia is similar to physical abuse
prevalence reported by the National Lon-
gitudinal Study of Adolescent Health study
from the United States that prevalence of
physical assault and neglect (40.2%) >

A study conducted in England and Wales
by Michelle Degli Esposti et al in 2019
showed that Physical abuse was the prima-
ry reason (8900 [33%] of 27 100 registra-
tions) for a child being placed on a child
protection register in 1988-99, then the
primary reason became neglect in
2000-16 %

Interesting there was an association be-
tween the parent who did not own a house
and corporal punishment of their children
in a study in 2017 in Riyadh by AlDosari
et al, it might be an indicator of the low
income of the parent. '3

Whipple et al., found that child physi-
cal abuse is associated with stressful life
events, parenting stress, and emotional
distress. ** Besides, many stressful situa-
tions like anxiety, or depression, may ex-
aggerate the emotional characteristics of
the family members affected which may
also increase the level of family conflict
and abuse. %

The National Family Safety Program
(NFSP) reported that Physical maltreat-

ment and neglect were slightly more com-
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mon among boys. %!

Several risk factors for child abuse have
been identified by (NFSP) based on their
report in 2016 including 159 (26.3%) cases
of divorced parents, 104 (17.2%) of family
dysfunction, 66 (10.9%) large family size-
more than 6 members, 51 (8.4%) young
child’s age, 33 (5.4%) poor parental skills,
32 (5.3%) drug abuse, 26 (4.3%) chronic
illness/disability of the child, 24 (4%) do-
mestic violence, 19 (3.1%) chronic illness/
disability of parents. Also, there were 14
(2.3%) for false social beliefs, 13 (2.1%)
young parents, 9 (1.5%) unemployment, 8
(1.3%)

parents’ death, and 5 (0.8%) peer violence.
There were 42 (6.9%) registered cases
with unknown risk factors recognized by
child protection teams. ?!

AlDosari M. et al study in 2017 in Saudi
Arabia found that parent who using physi-
cal punishment toward their children were
younger at least five years compared with
who did not use physical punishment. '3
Schumacher et al. study showed that in-
conclusive results about parent age as risk
factors for physical child abuse (24) sever-
al other studies showed younger mothers
more prone to physical abuse their chil-
dren compare with old mothers. 2% 2

This review showed that parent’s child-
hood history of physical abuse, they were

more likely to use physical abuse toward

their children. 15 It similar to the previous
study in the United States of America that
approximately 33% of those exposed to
physical abuse during their childhood will
expose their children to physical abuse 27
Implications: as it was shown in the re-
view physical child abuse is prevalent in
Saudi Arabia and the causes of physical
child abuse are complex. However, early
identification of risk factors of physical
child abuse can help to develop initiatives
for prevention, for example, screening and
counseling for the high-risk parent who
might physically abuse their children and
can be put in primary care practice. Risk
factors of Physical child abuse include a
wide range of services such as the promo-
tion of community awareness, support of
parent education, and home visit for audi-
ences ranging from the general public to
individuals who have abused or neglected
a child.

It is recommended to have family educa-
tion programs in primary health care for a
newly married couple in addition to com-
munity support-based services.

It’s advised that based upon this review
special attention for those parents who
have been physically abused during their
childhood as it has been found it is a sig-
nificantly associated risk factor for them to
be hit or physically abuse their children. '*

We support the idea of parents screening
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for child physical abuse risk factors in hos-
pital-based (inpatient) or outpatient setting
or any child with early sign of violence
to have easy convenient access to the re-
source in healthcare setup or governmental
sector to connect an at-risk individual with
appropriate support services like social
protection in the ministry of social affairs.
Our conclusions, physical child abuse is
the most common type of child abuse in
Saudi Arabia, it has a high prevalence. Its
risk factors are complex. However, many
of these risk factors can be identified early.
It suggested to have prevention initiatives,
like proper screening tools for parents at-
risk children and it can be implemented in
all hospital service setting especially emer-

gency department and primary health care.
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