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All staff should be aware that abuse, neglect and safeguarding issues are rarely standalone events that can 

be covered by one definition or label.  In most cases multiple issues will overlap with one another. 

 

Abuse:  A form 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 others (e.g. via the internet). They may be abused by an adult or adults or another 

child or children.  Abuse in an adult is a violation of an individual’s human and civil rights by another person or 

persons. 

 

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). Sexual abuse is not solely perpetrated by adult males. Women can also commit acts of sexual abuse, as 

can other children.  

 

Signs that MAY INDICATE Sexual Abuse 

 Sudden changes in behaviour and performance  

 Displays of affection which are sexual and age inappropriate  

 Self-harm, self-mutilation or attempts at suicide  

 Alluding to secrets which they cannot reveal  

 Tendency to cling or need constant reassurance  

 Regression to younger behaviour for example thumb sucking, playing with discarded toys, acting like 

a baby  

 Distrust of familiar adults e.g. anxiety of being left with relatives, a childminder or lodger  

 Unexplained gifts or money  

 Depression and withdrawal  

 Fear of undressing for PE  

 Sexually transmitted disease  

 Fire setting  

 

Physical abuse:  A form of abuse which 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.  

 

Signs that MAY INDICATE physical abuse: 

 

 Bruises and abrasions around the face  

 Damage or injury around the mouth  

 Bi-lateral injuries such as two bruised eyes  

 Bruising to soft area of the face such as the cheeks  

 Fingertip bruising to the front or back of torso  

 Bite marks  

 Burns or scalds (unusual patterns and spread of injuries)  

 Deep contact burns such as cigarette burns  

 Injuries suggesting beatings (strap marks, welts)  

 Covering arms and legs even when hot  
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 Aggressive behaviour or severe temper outbursts.  

 Injuries need to be accounted for. Inadequate, inconsistent or excessively plausible explanations or a 

delay in seeking treatment should signal concern.  

 

Emotional abuse:  The persistent emotional maltreatment of a child such as to cause severe and 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 a child’s developmental capability as well as overprotection and limitation 

of exploration and learning, or preventing the child participating in normal social interaction. It may involve seeing 

or hearing the ill treatment of another. It may involve serious bullying (including cyber-bullying), 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, although it may occur alone.  

 

Signs that MAY INDICATE emotional abuse: 

 Over reaction to mistakes  

 Lack of self-confidence/esteem  

 Sudden speech disorders  

 Self-harming  

 Eating Disorders 

 Extremes of passivity and/or aggression  

 Compulsive stealing  

 Drug, alcohol, solvent abuse  

 Fear of parents being contacted  

 Unwillingness or inability to play  

 Excessive need for approval, attention and affection  

 

Neglect:   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).  Self-neglect 

in relation to adults covers a wide range of behaviour: neglecting to care for one’s personal hygiene, health or 

surroundings and includes behaviour such as hoarding . 

 

Signs that MAY INDICATE neglect: 

 Constant hunger  

 Poor personal hygiene  

 Constant tiredness  

 Inadequate clothing  

 Frequent lateness or non-attendance  

 Untreated medical problems  

 Poor relationship with peers  

 Compulsive stealing and scavenging  

 Rocking, hair twisting and thumb sucking  

 Running away 

 Loss of weight or being constantly underweight  

 Low self esteem 


