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End Abuse and  
Neglect of Children

Get Involved –  
Support Parents in Your Community 

FIND A MENTOR  
 BE A MENTOR TO OTHERS

Do You Want to Make a Difference?
Become a Community Representative on the WNC 
Diversity Engagement Coalition committee. Provide 
input and ideas to promote WNC DEC initiatives. 
This position would require attendance at two lunch 
meetings each month. Interested applicants should 
submit a one-page letter of interest and their resume 
to info@wncdec.com. For more information, call Dr. 
JoJoseph Fox at (828) 421-7580 or visit wncdec.com.

Katie Swanson
Child Welfare Program 
Administrator

Who is most at 
risk for abuse and 
neglect? 

Our youngest, 
most vulnerable 
children under six 
years of age are most 
at risk. Children 
who are younger are 

even more at risk because can’t explain 
what has happened to them. As they get 
older and more verbal, they develop the 
ability to talk about details but it is still 
really hard. 

Other vulnerable children are those 
with developmental delays, special needs, 
or young infants who cry often. Also, 
children who don’t cry when they need 
something are at risk because a parent 
may not feed them as regularly or leave 

Cynthia Brown, MD
Mission Children’s Hospital

How does child 
abuse really affect 
children? 

When people hear 
the phrase, “child 
abuse” they often 
think of broken bones 
and bruises. The body 
can heal from these 

physical injuries. The invisible injuries 
that abused and neglected children suffer 
can have life-long impacts. 

Children, whose parents are strug-
gling with substance abuse, mental illness, 
and domestic violence, will experience 

them alone more often. In each of these 
instances, there may be concerns about the 
parents’ ability to protect the child’s safety 
and well-being. 

What patterns do you see in abuse 
and neglect cases? 

Neglect makes up the majority of cases 
we see. Neglect might include domestic 
violence or substance abuse, or a combina-
tion of the two. Also, a parent with a mental 
health issue is common in neglect cases. For 
example, a parent may be depressed or anx-
ious and their focus is on other things, not 
the safety of the child. 

We also know that children in a single-
parent home where there is a non-related 
caretaker present are at a high risk of being 
abused or neglected. It could be that the 
nonrelated caregiver is abusing substances 
or there is domestic violence between the 
parent and partner. Research also shows 
that children who are cranky or cry are most 
likely to be shaken by a frustrated caregiver 
and suffer from Shaken Baby Syndrome. 

chronic and repetitive fear responses. This 
fear response causes the release stress hor-
mones. We have learned that constant expo-
sure to these hormones damages the child’s 
developing brain and immune system. 
These children often develop behavioral 
problems, struggle with learning and stay-
ing in school, and have difficulty maintain-
ing healthy relationships. 

How does child abuse affect me or 
my community- even if I’m not a 
parent?

Abused and neglected children require 
more from their community. The invisible 
injuries from childhood trauma can derail 
a child’s normal development, interfere 
with their education and make it more dif-
ficult for them to become happy and pro-

What can the community 
do to stop abuse or 
neglect? 

If a person suspects abuse 
or neglect, they should make 
a report to our 24/7 hotline 
at (828) 250-5900. If you see 
something, say something. 
Child Protective Services can 
determine whether or not there 
is a real problem or if the par-
ent just needs to be connected 
to support services through our 
Under Six program. 

We know families are better 
off when they are together, so 
we do everything we can to keep 
children with their families. 
There are many programs avail-
able in our community to help 
parents before abuse or neglect 
becomes an issue for more 
information you can call (828) 
250-6000 or 211.

Jennifer Nehlsen
District Administrator, 
Guardian ad Litem Program, 
NC Courts

What do 
parents 
struggle with? 
What could 
lead to abuse 
and neglect? 

Someone 
who struggles 
as a caregiver is 

not able to consistently meet all of a 
child’s needs- even though they want 
to. They may choose what they see 
as the less bad of two bad options 
– leave my child with someone I 
don’t know well versus not going to 
work and losing my job. Sometimes 
a caregiver may not be able to meet 
their own needs and this creates 
stress within that family that puts 
children at risk. 

How can we support a 
parent that is struggling with 
parenting?

One way to support caregivers 
and parents is to remove the stigma 
around asking for help if they need 
it. Raising children is a tough job 
and we should embrace that fact and 
encourage parents and caregivers 
to seek additional supports. Parents 
can ask for help from their pediatri-
cian, a member of their church, their 
child’s teacher or day care worker, 
community organizations like the 
YWCA, they can call 211, or the 
Under Six program that helps con-
nect parents to support. Asking for 
help is the greatest thing a parent 
can do to provide for their child. 

How can we wrap our arms 
around our children to grow 
together? 

I would encourage people to 
think about how they can interact 
with children in the community. Can 
they volunteer in a school, be a men-
tor to a child, be a foster parent, be 
a volunteer Guardian ad Litem? Can 
you reach out to a parent you know 
and offer support or work through 
the church to help form parent 
support groups. These are positive 
things that can really make a differ-
ence. Children will be taking care of 
us one day. Let’s start working on 
OUR future today! 

ductive adults. Tracking these 
children shows they require 
more health care services, 
mental health treatments, and 
when they develop maladap-
tive behaviors, they are likely 
to come to the attention of the 
criminal justice system. 

How can we heal from 
child abuse and neglect? 

The good news is that 
abused and neglected children 
can recover. When we help chil-
dren find a home that is safe 
and stable with nurturing pro-
viders and they receive trauma 
informed therapy they show 
tremendous ability to bounce 
back. As individuals, we can do 
our best to begin creating safety 
for kids around us. Report any 
suspected abuse or neglect so 
that families can get the help 
they need. 

As a community, we can 
institute family friendly policies 
and provide services that help 
parents who are struggling. Our 
community benefits when fami-
lies are able to raise healthy and 
resilient children who will then 
grow up to become happy and 
productive adults. 

This month, Buncombe County Health and Human Services is focusing on children in our community. We interviewed local child-safety 
experts, Katie Swanson, Dr. Cynthia Brown, and Jennifer Nehlsen, to learn more about how to protect our children. 


