APPENDIX
Recognising Child Abuse
Definition and Possible Physical and Behavioural Indicators of Child Abuse
Neglect
Neglect can be defined in terms of an omission, where the child suffers significant harm or
impairment of development by being deprived of food, clothing, warmth, hygiene,
intellectual stimulation, supervision and safety, attachment to and affection from adults,
medical care. Neglect generally becomes apparent in different ways over a period of time
rather than at one specific point.
Possible indicators of this type of abuse are:
o
Frequent minor or serious injuries
o
Untreated illness
o
Hunger, lack of nutrition
o
Tiredness
o
Inadequate and inappropriate clothing
o
Lack of supervision
o
Low self esteem
o
Lack of peer relationships
Emotional
Emotional abuse is normally to be found in the relationship between a care-giver and a child
rather than in a specific event or pattern of events. It occurs when a child’s need for affection,
approval, consistency and security are not met. Unless other forms of abuse are present, it is
rarely manifested in terms of physical signs or symptoms.
Possible indicators of this type of abuse are:
o
Unreasonable mood and/or behavioural changes
o
Aggression, withdrawal or an ‘I don’t care attitude’
o
Lack of attachment
o
Low self esteem
o
Attention seeking
o
Depression or suicide attempts
o
Persistent nightmares, disturbed sleep, bedwetting, reluctance to go to bed
o
A fear of adults or particular individuals e.g. family member, baby-sitter or indeed
excessive clinginess to parents/carers
o
Panic attacks
Physical
Physical abuse is any form of non-accidental injury or injury which results from wilful or
neglectful failure to protect a child.
Possible indicators of this type of abuse are:
o
Frequent bruising, fractures, cuts, burns and other injuries
o
Torn clothing
o
Bite marks burns or welts

o
o
o
o

Bruises in places difficult to mark e.g. behind ears, groin
Undue or unnecessary fear
Aggressiveness or withdrawn
Absconding frequently from home

Sexual
Sexual abuse occurs when a child is used by another person for his or her gratification or
sexual arousal or for that of others.
Possible indicators of this type of abuse are:
o
Over affectionate or inappropriate sexual behaviour
o
Age inappropriate sexual knowledge given the child’s age, which is often demonstrated
in language, play or drawings
o
Fondling or exposure of genital areas
o
Hints about sexual activity
o
Unusual reluctance to join in normal activities which involve undressing, e.g. games/
o
swimming

Indicators of Abuse are Not Facts
It is important to stress that no one indicator should be seen as conclusive in itself of abuse; it
may indeed indicate conditions other than child abuse. A cluster or pattern of signs is likely
to be more indicative of abuse. Signs must also be considered in the child’s social and family
context as child abuse is not restricted to any socio economic group, gender or culture. It is
important to always be open to alternative explanations for possible physical or behavioural
signs of abuse.

Reasonable Grounds for Concern
The statutory authorities should always be informed when a therapist has reasonable grounds
for concern that a child may have been abused, or is being abused, or is at risk of abuse. A
suspicion that is not supported by any objective indicator of abuse or neglect would not
constitute reasonable grounds of for concern.
The following examples would constitute reasonable grounds for concern:
i.
specific indication from the child that s/he was abused;
ii.
an account by the person who saw the child being abused;
iii.
evidence such as injury or behaviour which is consistent with abuse and unlikely to be
caused in any other way;
iv.
an injury or behaviour, which is consistent both with abuse and with an innocent
explanation but where there are corroborative indicators supporting the concern that it
may be a case of abuse. An example of this would be a pattern of injuries, an
implausible explanation, other indications of abuse, dysfunctional behaviour;
v.
consistent indication, over a period of time, that a child is suffering from emotional or
physical neglect.
A suspicion, not supported by any objective indication of abuse or neglect, does not
constitute a reasonable suspicion or reasonable grounds for concern.
(Children First 1999, 4.3.2 and 4.3.3)

