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This study aimed to explore mothers’ lived experiences and their perceptions of the
causes and dimensions of child maltreatment. The research method was qualitative
and conducted through a descriptive phenomenological approach. The stratistical
population comprised of mothers of children in the 5th and 6th grades of the non-
profit Mulla-Sadra Boys’ School in Karaj in 2023-2024. Among mothers, 15
individuals were selected through purposive sampling, and research data were
gathered from the mothers’ lived experiences and semi-structured interviews with
them. For the validity of the study, the viewpoints of psychology experts and the
method of qualitative research were employed, and an agreed coefficient of 0.86 was
obtained. Consequently, all data were analyzed through the Collaizzi’s method and
MAXQDA software version 18. The results were classified in 3 main themes: 1.
dimensions of maltreatment with 4 subthemes, 2. contributing factors with 3
subthemes, and 3. consequences of maltreatment with 5 subthemes. In order to
appose chald abuse and maltreatment, it is required to give consideration to the
emotional and psychological requirements of children and providing parents with the
essential support to enhance parenting skills. Therefore, policymakers should put
consideration on fostering parenting skills and increasing family awareness to
provide safe family environments for the development of young children.
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Mothers’ Lived Experiences and Their Perceptions of Child Maltreatment: A Study
with a Phenomenological Approach

Extended Abstract
Aim

Childhood is one of the most important stages of life, as experiences during this period form the
foundation of an individual’s lifelong health (Guinn et al., 2019). The early years of a child’s life and
the experiences gained during this time are crucial for successful development. One of the key factors
influencing psychological and social growth is the parent—child relationship, which plays a significant
role in a child’s life. The quality of these relationships in early childhood establishes the basis for
cognitive, social, and emotional development (Hughes et al., 2008, cited in Abarshei et al., 2009).
Psychologists believe that early childhood is a critical period for shaping personality and future life
outcomes. Many of a child’s schemas and perceptions about themselves, others, and the world around
them develop during this stage. A child’s physical and mental health largely depends on the family’s
involvement and efforts to meet their needs (McGraw, 2014).

Child maltreatment is among the most prevalent and complex psychosocial issues in
contemporary society (Badoe, 2017; Maul et al., 2019). It includes abuse and neglect experienced by
children under the age of 18, encompassing various forms of physical and/or emotional abuse, sexual
abuse, and neglect that may cause actual or potential harm to a child’s health, survival, development,
or dignity (World Health Organization, 2024). Numerous studies examining the effects of childhood
maltreatment in adulthood indicate that individuals who experienced abuse as children are at a higher
risk of developing mental health problems (Newbury et al., 2018). These problems include suicide
(Bahk et al., 2016), anxiety, stress, depression (Hamilton et al., 2013), and personality disorders
(Derakhshi, 2017).

Given that child maltreatment remains one of the most common and complex psychosocial issues
today, and considering that many parents may still lack sufficient awareness of its consequences, this
study aims to increase understanding of the causes and dimensions of child maltreatment, investigate
its underlying factors, and explore mothers’ perspectives. The ultimate goal is to address key questions
and take initial steps toward enhancing parental awareness, thereby promoting responsible parenting.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design with a descriptive phenomenological approach.
The research population consisted of mothers of fifth- and sixth-grade male students at the private
Molla Sadra School in Karaj during the 2023-2024 academic year. Among them, 12 mothers were
selected through purposive criterion sampling based on the following criteria: (1) having a child in the
fifth or sixth grade and (2) willingness to participate in the study.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews that explored the mothers’ perceptions
and lived experiences regarding the causes and dimensions of child maltreatment. To ensure the
study’s validity, consultations were conducted with experts in psychology and qualitative research,
resulting in an agreement coefficient of 0.86. The collected data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-
step method with MAXQDA version 18 software.

Findings
The findings revealed three main themes: Dimensions of Maltreatment (with four subthemes),

Contributing Factors (with three subthemes), and Consequences of Maltreatment (with five
subthemes).
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Figure 1. Research Findings

Conclusion

Child maltreatment is a complex social issue that affects not only children’s physical and
psychological health but also future generations. Based on interviews, three main themes emerged:
dimensions of maltreatment, contributing factors, and consequences.

The dimensions included neglect, emotional abuse, physical abuse, and verbal abuse, each shown
to have lasting effects on children’s mental and social development (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018;
Spinazzola et al., 2014).

The contributing factors comprised parental psychological disorders, marital conflicts, single
parenthood, unrealistic expectations, lack of parenting awareness and skills, childhood experiences of
parents, inconsistent parenting, children’s behavioral and academic problems, peer imitation, only-
child pressures, unreasonable child demands, and environmental stressors such as poverty and
unemployment. These align with findings from Zitzmann et al. (2024), Elmore & Crouch (2020), and
Smith et al. (2022), emphasizing how parental stress and social context amplify risk.

The consequences included behavioral issues, fear of parents, emotional-social difficulties,
decline in academic performance, and reduced self-esteem, confirming prior research by Humphreys
et al. (2020), Bernard et al. (2018), and Lahousen et al. (2019). Positive parent—child relationships and
a supportive family environment were found to be key protective factors.

Major limitations of the study involved cultural and social influences, individual differences
among mothers, and lack of control over confounding variables. Future studies are recommended to
conduct cross-cultural comparisons, longitudinal designs, broader sampling, and include fathers and
other family members to provide a more comprehensive understanding of child maltreatment
dynamics.
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