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Childhood neglect is the most common form of childhood maltreatment
that can lead to long-term effects in adulthood, such as individuals
experiencing hardships and discomfort in their romantic relationships. This
study sought to determine the effect of childhood neglect on communication
problems and anger management in romantic relationships among North
American college students. A Secondary data analysis was conducted on
data from the International Dating Violence Study (IDVS), which took place
from 2001-2006. A series of multiple linear regression analyses were utilized
to predict the likelihood of North American college students experiencing
communication problems and lower levels of anger management in their
romantic relationships. Results showed that college students who
experienced childhood neglect had a higher likelihood of experiencing
communication problems and lower levels of anger management in their
romantic relationships. Future research should explore the impact that the
duration of childhood neglect can have on communication problems and
anger management in romantic relationships among North American college
students.

Significance of Study
• In 2019, approximately 61% of children in the U.S. who were 

abused were strictly neglected, while 10.3 % were physically 
abused, and 7.2 % were sexually abused (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2019). 

• About 53.8% of U.S. college students reported having a history 
of child abuse or neglect (Maples et al., 2014).

Purpose of Research
To determine the effect that childhood neglect has on 
communication problems and anger management in romantic 
relationships among North American college students. 
Research Question
What is the effect of childhood neglect on communication problems 
and anger management in romantic relationships among North 
American college students?
Research Hypothesis
1. The experience of childhood neglect increases the likelihood of 
college students experiencing communication problems and having 
lower levels of anger management in their romantic relationships.

Abstract

Introduction

Literature Review
Childhood Neglect and Outcomes in Young Adulthood
• Studies show that childhood neglect can often lead to individuals

undergoing detrimental outcomes in their mood and behavior during
young adulthood.

Childhood Maltreatment and Adult Romantic Relationships
• Individuals who experienced childhood abuse and neglect have a higher

likelihood of displaying behaviors of aggression, social withdrawal, and
poorer social skills in their adulthood.

Theoretical Frameworks
Attachment Theory – This theory states that children become attached to

parents/caregivers who are both available and responsive in social
interactions with them.

Social Learning Theory – This theory states that human behavior is
learned by observing and imitating the behavior of others.
Research Gaps
• There continues to be a lack of research on childhood neglect,

particularly on how it can affect the functioning of adult romantic
relationships.

Variable ANOVA R2 B SE Beta t Sig.
Anger Management 
(Behavioral Self-Soothing)

F (6, 4868) =  
34.33, p<0.001

.041

Constant 3.14 0.04 -- 71.67 .000
Supervisory Neglect -0.09 0.02 -0.08 -4.55 <.001
Emotional Neglect -0.07 0.01 -0.10 -5.62 <.001
Physical Neglect -0.07 0.02 -0.07 -4.60 <.001
Sex 0.08 0.01 0.08 5.52 <.001
Age 0.01 0.00 0.08 5.49 <.001
Socioeconomic Status 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.27 .790

Anger Management
(Recognizing Signs of Anger)

F (6, 4868) =
33.02, p<0.001

.039

Constant 3.34 0.04 -- 86.12 .000
Supervisory Neglect -0.08 0.02 -0.08 -4.68 <.001
Emotional Neglect -0.03 0.01 -0.05 -3.09 .002
Physical Neglect -0.10 0.01 -0.12 -8.09 <.001
Sex -0.00 0.01 -0.00 -0.20 .842
Age -0.01 0.00 -0.01 -0.44 .660
Socioeconomic Status 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.28 .782

Anger Management 
(Self-Talk) 

F (6, 4868) =
31.38, p<0.001

.037

Constant 3.11 0.05 -- 60.37 .000
Supervisory Neglect -0.08 0.02 -0.06 -3.35 <.001
Emotional Neglect -0.06 0.01 -0.08 -4.53 <.001
Physical Neglect -0.10 0.02 -0.09 -5.70 <.001
Sex 0.14 0.02 0.12 8.17 <.001
Age 0.00 0.00 0.02 1.65 0.099
Socioeconomic Status 8.32 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.992

Communication Problem
(Avoidance/Withdrawn) 

F (6, 4868) =
126.74, p<0.001

.135

Constant 1.00 0.04 -- 25.04 <.001
Supervisory Neglect 0.14 0.02 0.13 7.91 <.001
Emotional Neglect 0.09 0.01 0.14 8.66 <.001
Physical Neglect 0.14 0.01 0.15 10.74 <.001
Sex 0.14 0.01 0.15 10.75 <.001
Age -0.00 0.00 -0.02 -1.19 .234
Socioeconomic Status 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.78 .435

Communication Problem
(Disrespectful/Mean-Spirited) 

F (6, 4868) =
35.15, p<0.001

.042

Constant 1.89 0.05 -- 36.49 <.001
Supervisory Neglect 0.16 0.02 0.12 7.05 <.001
Emotional Neglect 0.07 0.01 0.09 5.32 <.001
Physical Neglect 0.03 0.02 0.02 1.55 .120
Sex 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.04 .965
Age -0.01 0.00 -0.09 -6.39 <.001
Socioeconomic Status 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.39 .700

Methods
Research Design and Data Collection Procedures

• The current study completed a secondary analysis on data from the 
International Dating Violence Study (IDVS), which took place from 2001-
2006.

• The IDVS assessed the romantic relationships of university students (age 
18 and over) from all major world regions. 

Sample and Sampling Method
• The IDVS sample was recruited through convenience sampling from 32 

countries. 
• Data was collected using both on-site questionnaires and web-based 

surveys. 
• The original study participants were university students between the ages 

of 18 and 55 (n = 17,404). The current study only included North 
American college students (n = 5,333). 

Measures
• The Multidimensional Neglectful Behavior Scale was used to measure 

neglect of physical, emotional, supervisory, and cognitive needs. For the 
current study, supervisory and cognitive needs were combined and 
labeled as ‘supervisory needs.’ 

• The Personal and Relationships Profile (PRP) was used to measure 
communication problems in a romantic relationship. 

• The Stith and Hamby Anger Management Scale was used to assess the 
specific cognitions and behaviors that can increase or decrease anger in 
romantic relationships. 

Results

Table 1
Results of Multiple 
Regression 
Analyses 
Predicting Anger 
Management and 
Communication 
Problems among 
North American 
College Students 
in Romantic 
Relationships 

• Multiple Regression Analyses were performed to predict the likelihood of 
college students experiencing communication problems and lower levels 
of anger management in their romantic relationships.

• Participants’ experiences of childhood neglect significantly and 
negatively predicted their likelihood of practicing anger management. 

• Participants’ experiences of childhood neglect significantly and 
positively predicted their likelihood of experiencing communication 
problems. 

Conclusion
Interpretation of Findings
• The significant negative relationship between childhood neglect and 

practicing anger management is consistent with findings in recent 
literature (Labella et al., 2018).

• A possible explanation for the negative relationship can be through 
the application of attachment theory. An individual who experienced 
childhood neglect may develop a deep frustration from having unmet 
dependency needs, which can lead to them feeling a strong sense of 
betrayal and abandonment from their parents/caregivers. 

• The significant positive relationship between childhood neglect and 
experiencing communication problems is consistent with findings in 
recent literature (Sedlacek et al., 2015). 

• A possible explanation for the positive relationship can be that 
individuals, particularly women, with a history of childhood 
maltreatment are more likely to use avoidant or emotion-based 
coping strategies in their romantic relationships, which can disrupt 
their ability to manage interpersonal conflicts. 

Strengths and Limitations
• Strengths include:  The large sample size and addressing gaps in 

research literature that help understand the effects of childhood 
neglect on the functioning of college students’ romantic relationships. 

• Limitations include: The studies’ reliance on participants’ self-report 
for information related to the study variables, which is not regarded 
as a highly reliable strategy. Also, the study’s cross-sectional design, 
since the findings cannot be interpreted for causation or predict 
changes over time. 

Implications for Research and Practice
• Potential clinical implications may include integrating a holistic 

approach when working with college students experiencing 
difficulties in their romantic relationships. 

• Future research should explore the impact that the duration of 
childhood neglect can have on the communication styles and anger 
management of North American college students in romantic 
relationships.
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