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The below definitions are taken from Working Together to Safeguard Children 2013 and apply to 
England. Please note that there are national variations for Scotland (National Guidance for Child 
Protection in Scotland 2014) and Wales (All Wales Child Protection Procedures 2008). 

Abuse and neglect are forms of maltreatment of a child. Somebody may abuse or neglect a child 
by inflicting harm, or by failing to act to prevent harm. Children may be abused in a family or in an 
institutional or community setting, by those known to them or, more rarely, by a stranger, for 
example, via the internet. They may be abused by an adult or adults, or another child or children. 

Physical abuse 

Physical abuse may involve hitting, shaking, throwing, poisoning, burning or scalding, drowning, 
suffocating, or otherwise causing physical harm to a child. Physical harm may also be caused  
when a parent or carer fabricates the symptoms of, or deliberately induces, illness in a child. 

Emotional abuse 

Emotional abuse is the persistent emotional maltreatment of a child such as to cause severe and 
persistent adverse effects on the child’s emotional development. 

It may involve conveying to a child that they are worthless or unloved, inadequate, or valued only 
insofar as they meet the needs of another person. It may include not giving the child opportunities 
to express their views, deliberately silencing them or ‘making fun’ of what they say or how they 
communicate. It may feature age or developmentally inappropriate expectations being imposed on 
children. These may include interactions that are beyond the child’s developmental capability, as 
well as overprotection and limitation of exploration and learning, or preventing the child from 
participating in normal social interaction. It may involve seeing or hearing the ill-treatment of 
another. It may involve serious bullying (including cyberbullying), causing children frequently to feel 
frightened or in danger, or the exploitation or corruption of children. 

Some level of emotional abuse is involved in all types of maltreatment of a child, though it may 
occur alone. 

Sexual abuse 

Sexual abuse involves forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual activities, 
not necessarily involving a high level of violence, whether or not the child is aware of what is 
happening. 

The activities may involve physical contact, including assault by penetration (for example, rape or 
oral sex) or non-penetrative acts such as masturbation, kissing, rubbing and touching outside of 
clothing. They may also include non-contact activities, such as involving children in looking at, or 
in the production of, sexual images, watching sexual activities, encouraging children to  
behave in sexually inappropriate ways, or grooming a child in preparation for abuse (including  
via the internet). 
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Sexual abuse is not solely perpetrated by adult males. Women can also commit acts of sexual 
abuse, as can other children. 

Neglect 

Neglect is the persistent failure to meet a child’s basic physical and/or psychological needs, likely 
to result in the serious impairment of the child’s health or development. Neglect may occur during 
pregnancy as a result of maternal substance abuse. Once a child is born, neglect may involve a 
parent or carer failing to: 

• provide adequate food, clothing and shelter (including exclusion from home or 
abandonment) 

• protect a child from physical and emotional harm or danger  

• ensure adequate supervision (including the use of inadequate care-givers)  

• ensure access to appropriate medical care or treatment 
It may also include neglect of, or unresponsiveness to, a child’s basic emotional needs. 
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This is the mistreatment or abuse of an adult at risk by a regime or individuals within an institution 
(e.g. hospital or care home) or in the community. It can be through repeated acts of poor or 
inadequate care and neglect or poor professional practice.                                     

Physical abuse 

Physical signs include:  

• Unexplained injuries  

• Injuries that are inconsistent with the explanation  

• Injuries that reflect an article being used e.g. an iron  

• Bruising, especially the trunk, upper arm, shoulders, neck or finger tip bruising  

• Burns/scalds, especially from a cigarette  

• Human bite marks  

• Fractures, especially spiral  

• Swelling and lack of normal use of limbs  

• Serious injury with lack of / inconsistent explanation  

• Untreated injuries 
 

Psychological/emotional signs include:  

• Unusually fearful with adults  

• Unnaturally compliant to parents  

• Refusal to discuss injuries/fear of medical help  

• Withdrawal from physical contact  

• Aggression towards others  

• Wears cover up clothing 
 

Factitious illness by proxy  

• This is a psychiatric illness, whereby a parent or carer deliberately inflicts harm onto a 
child, normally the child’s mother. The child has commonly had genuine serious illness in 
the first year of life and a dependency on medical attention has developed in the mother. 
It is very difficult to diagnose/evidence. 

 

Female Genital Mutilation  

• A cultural (not religious) procedure whereby parts of female genitalia are removed – also 
referred to as female circumcision. This is normally undertaken on pre pubescent girls who 
are either taken abroad for procedure or “practitioners” come to the UK. There can be no 
anaesthetic and no sterile equipment used. Complications include serious infection, 
septicaemia, numerous gynaecological problems and in some cases, death. 
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Emotional abuse 
The classic description of emotional abuse is a “Low Warmth, High Criticism” style of parenting. 
Signs include:   

• Physical, mental and emotional lags  

• Acceptance of punishments, which appear excessive  

• Over reaction to mistakes  

• Continual self-depreciation  

• Sudden speech disorders  

• Fear of new situations  

• Neurotic behaviour (such as rocking, hair twisting, thumb sucking)  

• Self harm  

• Extremes of passivity or aggression 

• Drug/solvent abuse  

• Running away  

• Bullying/Aggression  

• Overly compliant behaviour  

• Overeating or loss of appetite  

• Clingy  

• Fearful/withdrawn  

• Sleep disorders 
 

Neglect 

Physical signs include:  

• Tired/listless  

• Poor personal hygiene  

• Poor state of clothing  

• Emaciation, potbelly, short stature  

• Poor skin tone and hair tone  

• Untreated medical problems  

• Failure to thrive with no medical reason 
 
Psychological/emotional signs include:  

• Constant hunger  

• Constant tiredness  

• Frequent lateness/non attendance at school  

• Destructive tendencies  

• Low self esteem  

• Neurotic behaviour  

• No social relationships  

• Running away  

• Compulsive stealing/scavenging  

• Multiple accidents/accidental injuries 
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Sexual abuse 

Physical signs include:  

• Damage to genitalia, anus or mouth  

• Sexually transmitted disease  

• Unexpected pregnancy, especially in very young girls  

• Soreness to genitalia area, anus or mouth  

• Repeated stomach aches  

• Loss of weight  

• Gaining weight  

• Unexplained recurrent urinary tract infections, discharges or abdominal pain  

• Unexplained gifts/money 
 

 Psychological/emotional signs include:   

• Sexual knowledge inappropriate for the child’s age  

• Sexualised behaviour in young children  

• Sexually provocative behaviour/promiscuity  

• Hinting at sexual activity  

• Sudden changes in personality  

• Lack of concentration, restlessness  

• Socially withdrawn  

• Overly compliant behaviour  

• Poor trust in significant adults  

• Regressive behaviour, onset of wetting – day or night  

• Suicide attempts, self mutilation, self disgust  

• Eating disorders 
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 Physical  

• A history of unexplained falls, fractures, bruises, burns, minor injuries  

• Signs of under or over use of medication and/or medical problems unattended  
Psychological  

• Alteration in psychological state e.g. withdrawn, agitated, anxious, tearful  

• Intimidated or subdued in the presence of the carer  

• Fearful, flinching or frightened of making choices or expressing wishes  

• Unexplained paranoia  
 

Sexual  

• Pregnancy in a woman who is unable to consent to sexual intercourse  

• Unexplained change in behaviour or sexually implicit/explicit behaviour  

• Torn, stained or bloody underwear and/or unusual difficulty in walking or sitting  

• Infections or sexually transmitted diseases  

• Full or partial disclosure or hints of sexual abuse  

• Self-harming  
 

Neglect or Omission  

• Malnutrition, weight loss and /or persistent hunger  

• Poor physical condition, poor hygiene, varicose ulcers, pressure sores  

• Being left in wet clothing or bedding and/or clothing in a poor condition  

• Failure to access appropriate health, educational services or social care  

• No callers or visitors  
Financial or Material  

• Disparity between assets and living conditions  

• Unexplained withdrawals from accounts or disappearance of financial documents  

• Sudden inability to pay bills  

• Carers or professionals fail to account for expenses incurred on a person’s behalf  

• Recent changes of deeds or title to property  
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Discriminatory  

• Inappropriate remarks, comments or lack of respect  

• Poor quality or avoidance of care  
 
Institutional  

• Lack of flexibility or choice over meals, bed times, visitors, phone calls, etc  

• Inadequate medical care and misuse of medication  

• Inappropriate use of restraint  

• Sensory deprivation e.g. denial of use of spectacles or hearing aids  

• Missing documents and/or absence of individual care plans  

• Public discussion of private matter  

• Lack of opportunity for social, educational or recreational activity 
 
  
 


