Child Abuse: neurobiological impacts, socio-cultural aspects and insights for a general model of prevention
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Abstract (300 word limit)
Children and adolescents who experience multiple and chronic conditions of neglect, emotional abuse, physical abuse and/or sexual abuse can have devastating effects on different domains of development. These effects can be explained, in large part, because the abuse generates intense and cumulative experiences of stress in the child, even from very early stages. These experiences are accompanied by the increase in hormonal signals of stress, which generate changes in the connectivity and density of neural circuits in different areas related to cognitive and emotional integration, such as the hippocampus, the amygdala, the striatum or the prefrontal cortex. Paradoxically, some of the defense mechanisms that the organism develops to face these exacerbated stress conditions lead to the dysregulation of endocrine physiological patterns, which can contribute to the chronification of these negative effects. However, child abuse constitutes a problem that is difficult to address in terms of prevention policies, due to the complexity of factors that intervene in its occurrence: from sociodemographic and economic conditions, to psychological and mental health factors. In this conference, we will initially review the biological mechanisms of stress that mediate the effect of child abuse on neurodevelopment, to later address the psychological, social, and cultural aspects associated with the occurrence and recurrence of child abuse in different contexts, illustrating particularly the case of Colombian and Latin American populations. Data obtained from a bibliographical review and others that come from recent works that we have developed in our research group will be presented. Finally, it will seek to approach the formulation of a model for the prevention of child abuse based on 1) relational interventions on the caregiver-child dyad, 2) policies aimed at cultural change in parenting patterns, and 3) some strategies in the educational field that could favor the reversibility of damage associated with abuse and resilience processes. 
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